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Blessed Lord, you have caused all holy scriptures to be 
written for our learning: grant us so to hear them, 
read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest them, that, 
encouraged and supported by your holy Word, we may 
embrace and always hold fast the joyful hope of 
everlasting life, which you have given us in our Saviour 
Jesus Christ. Amen. 
 
(An Australian Prayer Book, Collect for Second Sunday in Advent) 



Contents 

Introduction: Hear the Word of the Lord! 1 

  This Is God Speaking 1 

1 What Is the Bible? 6 
  How the Bible Is Structured 6 
  Old Testament Books 9 

  New Testament Books 11 
  The Canon of Scripture 13 

  The Apocrypha 14 

  Languages, Transmission and Translation 14 
  Varied Literary Types 17 
  Salvation History 17 

2 What Does the Bible Say about Itself?—1 19 
  How the Bible Was Written 19 

3 What Does the Bible Say about Itself?—2 31 
  The Authority of the Bible 31 

4 Where Is True Authority? 37 
  How Do We Decide? 37 
  Authoritative Church, or Authoritative Bible? 38 

  P. T. Forsyth: The Principle of Authority 40 
  The Story of Salvation 42 
  By What Authority? 54 

  Authority and Freedom 55 

5 Understanding the Scriptures 58 
  Plain to All 58 
  The Hidden Things 59 

  Darkened Understanding 60 



Contents 

viii 

  God-given Receptivity 62 
  The Word Made Flesh 63 
  How the Revelation Comes 66 

  Sacred Book, or Revelatory Person? 69 

6 Interpreting the Scriptures: A General Approach 72 
  What Is ‘Hermeneutics’? 72 

  The Connection 73 
  Coming to the Text 75 
  God Is His Own Interpreter 77 

  A Helpful Approach 79 
  A Test Example: Exodus 4:24–26 85 

7. Interpreting the Scriptures: Reformation Principles 90 
  Perspicuity of Scripture 90 

  The Natural Meaning of the Text 92 
  Scripture Interprets Scripture 92 
  Christ in All the Scriptures 94 

  Old Testament Interpreted by the New Testament 95 
  The Obscure Interpreted by the Clear 95 
  Word and Spirit Complementary 96 

  Divine Unity of Scripture 96 
  The Freedom of the Word of God 97 

8. Interpreting the Scriptures: Modern Options 99 

  The Wisdom of This World 99 
  The Wisdom of God 100 
  Schools of Interpretation 102 

  Be Watchful, and Pray 110 

9. Interpreting the Scriptures: Case Studies 113 
  Social Justice 113 
  Hierarchy and Gender Relationships 121 

  Sexuality 131 
  Ecological Concerns 141 
  The Scriptures in Life 151 



1 

Introduction 

Hear the Word  
of the Lord! 

THIS IS GOD SPEAKING 

When we lived at Coober Pedy in the 1980s, there was not 
much for the children to do in that opal mining town in the 
central Australian desert on a warm Sunday afternoon. 
Except that, every hour or so, the little tourist bus would 
arrive, to show a group of tourists over our underground 
church that was dug into the side of a rocky hill. Our kids 
would go out and up the side of the hill to where the church’s 
air vents came out. The tour guide would take his little group 
into the church and turn the lights on and show them various 
features of the church, according to a set spiel he had, which 
by now our kids knew practically off by heart. He would 
take the tourists up to where the church’s air vents were: two 
three-foot shafts going up through the ceiling over where the 
Lord’s table was. On the top of each shaft was a weighted lid 
that could be closed when it rained (once every couple of 
years or so) by a rope that hung down the shaft. Just as the 
guide was about to reach up to the rope to demonstrate, the 
rope would disappear up the shaft out of his reach. And a 
voice would come down: ‘This is God speaking!’ And then it 
would say something like ‘Repent!’ or ‘Why weren’t you in 
church this morning?’ 
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 We may not hear the actual voice of God as coming to us 
down an airshaft (though some have testified to hearing God 
as audibly as that). But could it be that, as human beings, we 
have been designed to hear God our Creator speaking with 
us, and to be able to do and to speak what God says? Indeed, 
the wise old book Ecclesiastes says that to ‘Fear God, and 
keep his commandments’ is the sum total of what it means to 
be a true human being (Eccl. 12:13). If this is so, then hear-
ing what God says is vital to human living. We then live, as 
Jesus said, ‘by every word that comes from the mouth of God’ 
(Matt. 4:4). 
 Christians have particularly heard God speaking to them 
in the words of what we call the Bible. Sometimes when part 
of the Bible is read out in church, the reading concludes with 
the statement: ‘This is the word of the Lord’1 or: ‘Hear the 
word of the Lord’!2 Either way, if this is true, we can say: 
‘Thanks be to God!’ 
 Does God speak with human beings, in ways we can 
receive and act upon? Does God speak to us through  
the Bible? Was it only in days of old, or is it to us as  
well? Can we hear God speaking to us in the Scriptures 
today? How does what is written in the Bible relate to  
God speaking with us then and now? How do we know?  
Can we be sure? Can we understand what we read or hear? 
How should it be interpreted? Does it apply to our lives 
now? These questions we seek to address here. Much  
hangs on the answers we come to, for vital issues of human 
living. 

                                                
1  As in  An Australian Prayer Book, AIO Press, Sydney, 1978, p. 138. 
2  As in the Anglican Church of Australia, A Prayer Book for Australia, 

shorter edition (Broughton Books, Alexandria, 1995), p. 122. 
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Reading and Teaching the Bible 

We read in Hebrews 4:12–13: 
 
the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged 
sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it 
is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before 
him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes 
of the one to whom we must render an account. 
 

If this is true, some may say, would it not be better simply to 
present what the Bible says, and let that do its work in 
people’s lives? This is what we hope and pray and work for 
in all our encouraging of people to read, hear and learn from 
the Bible, and this is what we see happening time and time 
again. 
 It is good, however, for those who read and teach the 
Bible to stand back for a time and look at what the Bible is, 
and how we are handling it. Paul wrote to Timothy: 

 
Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman 
who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth  
(2 Tim. 2:15, RSV). 
 

Paul also says of the law of God (as recorded in the Old 
Testament): 

 
we know that the law is good, if one uses it legitimately (1 Tim. 1:8). 
 

He implies that there is an illegitimate use of what has been 
written—what God has said can be misunderstood, misused, 
and misapplied—and that we need discernment, from a par-
ticular stance, to guard against it. 
 This is especially necessary in a time like our own, when 
people who claim to honour and be faithful to the Scriptures 
come up with widely differing and even opposed conclusions 
on vital matters of faith and practice. We need to have some 
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understanding of how and why people come up with these 
different interpretations, and some way of discerning and 
assessing the value of their conclusions. 
 We are not the first to have done this. Two thousand years 
of Christian history in which the Scriptures have been rever-
ently received and read and taught can teach us much. In 
particular, the Reformation in Europe in the 1500s, when  
the authority of the Bible came into prominence, at a time 
when other authorities of church and state in many ways ran 
counter to what the Bible was saying, gave rise to certain 
principles of interpretation which have stood the test of time, 
and can be useful guides in our own day. 
 We ourselves may also have inherited or adopted certain 
ways of hearing and understanding and applying the Scrip-
tures of which we are unaware or take for granted, and that 
could lead us down ways which may not prove helpful, and 
need to be subjected to wider scrutiny. 
 None of this is so that we may become more clever or 
adept in the Scriptures, but so that we might more clearly 
and plainly ‘hear the word of the Lord’. We will find that 
this has as much to do with attitude of heart as it has to do 
with soundness of mind: 
 

this is the one to whom I will look,  
   to the humble and contrite in spirit,  
   who trembles at my word (Isa. 66:2). 

 
 Questions for personal reflection or group discussion are 
included in the text and at the end of each chapter. Some 
who use this book as a study course may find it helpful to 
focus more intently on some of the material by doing written 
assignments. Possible questions for written assignments are 
also included at the end of each chapter. 
 

❊ ❊ ❊ ❊ ❊ 
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Questions for Reflection: 

• How have we heard God speaking with us? 
• In what ways has God spoken to us through the 

Scriptures? 
• What experience have we had of differing interpretations 

of the Scriptures? 
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Chapter One 

What Is the Bible? 

We think of the Bible as one ‘book’. It is in fact a collection 
of books (as in the Greek ta biblia, meaning ‘the books’), 
written by about forty different authors over a period of 
around 1,500 years. While diverse in composition, content 
and style, these books have a remarkable unity of theme and 
witness and, taken together, tell a whole story of God’s 
dealings with humankind. 

HOW THE BIBLE IS STRUCTURED1 

When we pick up a Bible and open its first pages we dis-
cover an index. We find that the Bible is in two sections, the 
Old Testament, and the New Testament, with thirty-nine 
books in the Old Testament and twenty-seven books in the 
New Testament; a total of sixty-six books (for apocryphal 
and deutero-canonical books, see below). Roughly speaking, 
the Old Testament deals with the covenant God made with 
the people of Israel, before Jesus came. It has a lead up to 
that covenant, namely the first eleven chapters of Genesis. In 
chapter 12 the story is told of God meeting Abraham (about 
2000 BC), and making a covenant (or agreement) with him. 

                                                
1  Based upon Geoffrey Bingham’s, How to Study the Bible (NCPI, 

Blackwood,  1980), pp. 5–11, somewhat modified. Used by permission. 
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This covenant is also called ‘a testament’. From chapter 12 
to the end of the fifth book (Deuteronomy) we see this cov-
enant being worked out in Abraham and his descendants. 
 The second book of the Bible, Exodus, tells of God car-
ing for the descendants of Abraham’s grandson, Jacob. They 
are now called the people of Israel. He liberates them from 
the ruling powers of Egypt, and proceeds to bring them  
to the land He had promised to Abraham, called Canaan or, 
in later term, Palestine (around 1500 BC). The books of 
Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy tell of the wander-
ings of the people of Israel in the Sinai Desert until they 
came to invade Canaan. These books also cover the laws 
God gave to His people. Some of these related to hygiene and 
sanitation, some to ritual sacrifices, and some to moral living. 
 The book of Joshua which follows tells of the places and 
manner in which the twelve tribes of Israel settled in Canaan. 
The book of Judges which follows it tells of the turbulent 
times the Israelites went through because of internal disunity, 
and attacks from outside invaders. A book called Ruth is 
inserted at this point, being a beautiful story of loyalty and 
love. It is followed by six books called 1 and 2 Samuel,  
1 and 2 Kings, and 1 and 2 Chronicles. These books tell the 
story of Israel from the time of the Judges and the reign of 
David (about 1000 BC) until the time when finally Israel as a 
nation was broken, and its people taken into exile (597, 586 
BC). These last four books are not primarily to be read as 
history, but as prophecy—as events seen in the light of 
God’s word. This goes also for the two books of Ezra and 
Nehemiah. These latter two books describe the return of a 
portion of the people to Palestine, and their re-establishment 
as a nation (from 538 BC). 
 This section which covers the story of Israel is followed 
by what are called ‘the writings’ or ‘the holy writings’. The 
names of the books are Esther, Job, Psalms, Proverbs, 
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Ecclesiastes, and the Song of Solomon. They are a fine 
collection of writings, some of them including the wisdom 
taught in their days. They are very human books, easily 
understood. The wisdom is as relevant now to us as it was to 
the people of those days. 
 Following these writings are the prophecies of four great 
prophets known as ‘the Major Prophets’. They are Isaiah, 
Jeremiah (who also wrote a book called Lamentations), 
Ezekiel and Daniel. The books are large, and quite signifi-
cant. Then follow twelve books called the books of ‘the 
Minor Prophets’. These books are extremely significant. 
Each prophecy was related to the times in which it was 
given. Some prophecies were made before the fall of the 
nation Israel, some whilst it was in exile, and some after it 
returned. Many of the prophecies refer to future events, such 
as we see happen in the New Testament. 
 The books of the New Testament also have their divi-
sions. However, we have to recognise that some 400 years 
passed between the writing of the last book of the Old 
Testament (Malachi), and the events described in the first 
books of the New Testament (the gospels). 
 The first three books of the New Testament (Matthew, 
Mark and Luke) are called ‘the synoptic gospels’. The 
reason for calling them this is that they seem to use, roughly 
speaking, the same material and perhaps the same sources, 
and so see things together from similar points of view, 
though each with its own individuality. The fourth gospel, 
called John, is written from a special viewpoint. Neverthe-
less its material covers the same period as do the other three, 
namely the period of Jesus’ ministry (about 26–30 AD). 
 These gospels are followed by the book of Acts. This tells 
what the apostles (the specially appointed followers of Jesus) 
and the church did in early times (up to about 60 AD). It is 
not so much a history, as a telling of what the first Christians 
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said and did, and how and why churches came into being. 
Following the Acts there are twenty-one letters written by 
the apostles and other leaders and teachers. These letters 
were written to churches, and are quite important. They were 
written to teach, to correct error, to stimulate to true living, 
holiness of life, and to encourage members of the churches to 
share the message of God and Christ with those outside the 
churches. Also they spoke of things which would happen at 
the end of time, exhorting readers to live in hope, and order 
their lives accordingly.  
 The last book of the Bible is called the Revelation. Writ-
ten by a follower of Jesus called John, it is the recording of  
a series of visions this man received when exiled (because  
of his faith) to the island of Patmos. This book attempts 
some powerful themes, especially as to why and how good 
and evil are in the world, and the conflict which is going on 
between them, and will go on to the end of time. It shows 
that evil will be defeated, and the whole creation (the heav-
ens and the earth) will be renewed. 
 The following table will help us see all this in a bird’s eye 
view: 

OLD TESTAMENT BOOKS 

BOOKS OF THE LAW 
Genesis The book of beginnings. Beginning of 

creation and covenant. 
Exodus Israel goes out of Egypt. 
Leviticus Israel is given laws by which to live. 
Numbers Israel’s wanderings in Sinai desert, and 

more laws. 
Deuteronomy The teachings of Moses and God for the 

new land. 
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THE FORMER PROPHETS 
Joshua Settling in the land. Victories and defeats 

under leaders. 
Judges Conflict in the new land. 
Ruth A story of love and family loyalty. 
1 Samuel 
2 Samuel 

Samuel leads Israel as a prophet and a 
priest. Israel selects a king. Rise of the 
monarchy. Kings Saul and David. 

1 Kings 
2 Kings 

The story of Israel from David to the 
Exile. Written prophetically to show 
God’s judgement on evil and idolatry. 

1 Chronicles 
2 Chronicles 

Written from a priestly point of view, 
prophetically showing the attitude of 
Israel to the law. 

Ezra 
Nehemiah 

Describing the return of Israel, and the 
problems in rebuilding the walls and the 
temple at Jerusalem. 

THE HOLY WRITINGS 
Esther 
Job 
Psalms 
Proverbs 
Ecclesiastes 
Song of Solomon 

Contain human experiences, and ex-
periences with God, and deal with the 
wisdom of God and human wisdom. 

THE MAJOR PROPHETS 
Isaiah Prophecies concerning the destruction of 

Israel, its rehabilitation and its new 
coming Kingdom, Messiah and Suffering 
Servant. 

Jeremiah 
Lamentations 

The prophet who warned against the fall 
of the nation. 

Ezekiel Some prophecies partly prior to the 
ultimate exile, but mainly during the exile. 
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Daniel Written in the exile about Babylon, pre-
dicting the end times also. 

THE MINOR PROPHETS 
Hosea 
Joel 
Amos 
Obadiah 
Jonah 
Micah 
Nahum 
Habakkuk 
Zephaniah 
Haggai 
Zechariah 
Malachi 

Prophets prophesying prior to the exile, 
and in post-exilic times. 
Hosea to Zephaniah are pre-exilic and 
Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi are post-
exilic. Hosea to Zephaniah were con-
cerned with the idolatry and rebellion of 
Israel, as also the lack of social justice and 
moral goodness, predicting God’s judge-
ments upon His people, and upon their 
enemies, but also pointing to a new day. 
Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi are con-
cerned with the rebuilding of the temple, 
and the covenant people. 

NEW TESTAMENT BOOKS 

Matthew 
Mark 
Luke  
John 

The four gospels, telling the good news of 
Jesus Christ, including something of his 
birth, but mainly of his ministry, death, 
resurrection and ascension. 

Acts The apostles and the church in action in 
the early times. The spreading of the gos-
pel throughout the world. 

Romans 
1 Corinthians 
2 Corinthians 
Galatians 
Ephesians 
Philippians 
Colossians 
1 Thessalonians 
2 Thessalonians 

Letters of Paul to the churches bearing 
these names. The letters were to encour-
age, correct doctrine and practice of life, 
and to teach the truth positively. 
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1 Timothy 
2 Timothy 
Titus 

Letters of Paul to Timothy and Titus to 
help them in their pastoral and teaching 
ministries. 

Philemon A letter of Paul to a man whose slave had 
escaped. 

Hebrews A letter by an unnamed writer, who writes 
to Hebrews who have heard the gospel. 
He is showing that the gospel is greater 
than all that has happened before. His 
readers must grasp the new, and live 
according to it. To go back would be dis-
astrous and dangerous. 

James A letter to the churches in general. Relat-
ing to the practice of Christian life. 

1 Peter 
 

First letter is to the churches in general. 
Helpful teaching on suffering. 

2 Peter Second letter speaks of the dangers of the 
last days, and the need to live in ways con-
sistent with the gospel. 

1 John 
2 John 
3 John 

Three letters of John written to churches 
in regard to the living of the Christian life. 

Jude A warning against heresy, and helpful 
words on living as God’s true people. 

Revelation A book to exhort churches, and to de-
scribe the events of history in vision form, 
particularly with a view to seeing that God 
is in control of all history. 

If we continually look at this table we can see what the Bible 
is all about and select our areas of reading. At least we know 
what books cover the story of Israel, the prophecies, the 
coming of Jesus, his life, death, resurrection and ascension, 
and then the work of the early church, the writings which 
helped them, and the final prophecy which relates to the past, 
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present and future of the world. Should we wish to under-
stand the personal experiences of men and women, we can 
read the Psalms, Job, and the Song of Solomon. They cover 
everything from birth to death, family life, human love, and 
human sorrows. Books such as Proverbs and Ecclesiastes tell 
us much of the wisdom we would like to know. 

THE CANON OF SCRIPTURE 

How did these books come together, and how was it decided 
which writings would be included? This was a long, complex 
and very human process, under the guidance and inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit of God. The word ‘canon’ is used to 
describe an authoritative list of the books belonging to  
the Old Testament, or the New Testament, or both. ‘Canon’ 
means ‘list’. It also means ‘rule’ or ‘standard’, hence that 
which is recognised as normative for faith and practice. 
 By the time of Jesus, the Hebrew Scriptures as we have 
them now (the ‘Old Testament’ books in the table above), 
while there was still some dispute, were well known and 
generally accepted. The contents of the New Testament writ-
ings, completed before 100 AD, originally circulated sepa-
rately and held by different churches in various collections, 
were settled upon as we know them now in the East by 367 
AD (in a letter of Athanasius) and in the West by 397 AD (in 
a council at Carthage).2 
 Some now seek to reinstate writings that were excluded at 
that time as having equal validity with the canonical books. 
The principles on which the New Testament books were 
selected were: (i) apostolic or near-apostolic authorship;  

                                                
2  See ‘Canon of the Old Testament’ and ‘Canon of the New Testament’ in 

New Bible Dictionary, 2nd ed. (IVP, Leicester, 1982), pp. 166–77. 
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(ii) recognition by a leading church or majority of churches; 
and (iii) consistency with sound doctrine. We can humbly 
and gratefully accept the choices made at that time. Indeed, 
we are not in a position today to do otherwise. As we do that, 
we find in these canonical scriptures a compelling consis-
tency of truth that speaks for itself, and is not dependent 
upon any external authorisation or verification. 

THE APOCRYPHA 

A number of Orthodox, Roman Catholic and other churches 
include in their canon of Scripture a varying selection of books 
mostly originally written in Greek in the time between  
the Old and the New Testaments, which circulated in the 
Hebrew diaspora (dispersion outside Palestine), and were 
included in the Septuagint (Greek translation of the Old 
Testament). These came to be used by Christian churches in 
the early days, and were included in Jerome’s Latin trans-
lation of the Bible (the Vulgate). These were not accepted as 
part of the Hebrew canon by Jews (at the council of Jamnia 
100 AD). Reformation churches in the 1500s did not include 
them in their canon. These are designated as ‘apocrypha’ 
(meaning ‘hidden’ books). 
 Anglican Article VI (1562 AD) says that these books, ‘the 
Church doth read for example of life and instruction of man-
ners; but yet it doth not apply them to establish any doctrine’. 

LANGUAGES, TRANSMISSION AND 
TRANSLATION 

The Old Testament was written originally in Hebrew (with 
some in Aramaic), and the New Testament in ‘common’ (not 
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classical) Greek. Since any translation can never be an exact 
equivalent, it is helpful for those studying and teaching the 
Bible to learn and get a feel for these original languages. 
 These were hand-copied, using procedures that ensured 
accuracy of transmission.3 The earliest surviving manuscripts 
of the Old Testament books dated from the ninth and tenth 
centuries AD (the ‘Masoretic Text’), until the Dead Sea 
Scrolls were discovered 1947–1956, which included some 
manuscripts of Old Testament books dating from before the 
first century AD. When these were compared with the pre-
vious oldest copies there was substantial agreement in the 
text. This showed that the transmission over the intervening 
1,000 years or so had been very accurate.  
 The earliest surviving manuscripts of the whole New 
Testament date from the fourth century AD, and fragments 
have been found from as early as around 100 AD. More than 
5,000 handwritten copies or portions of the New Testament 
in Greek still exist. In addition there are thousands of early 
translations into a variety of languages, bringing the total 
number of ancient copies to over 24,000. This is much more 
than for any other piece of ancient literature. For example, 
there are only 643 ancient copies of Homer’s ‘Iliad’, which 
comes second to the New Testament. There are only ten 
good quality ancient copies of Caesar’s ‘Gallic Wars’. The 
more copies there are of a document the more they can be 
                                                

3  Peter Downey and Ben Shaw describe the copying process: 
Scribes . . . went to great lengths to ensure the accuracy of their work. Every time 
they copied a page, they would go back and compare the copy to the original, word 
for word. No word and no letter were written from memory. They counted and 
checked all the letters on each page. They checked the first word of every line and 
the middle word of every page. A head scribe checked their work. They followed 
meticulous rules to ensure accuracy. Any mistakes and the page would be 
destroyed. 

Everything You Want to Know about the Bible, Zondervan, Grand Rapids, 2005,  
p. 41. 
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compared to see whether mistakes have occurred or changes 
have been made. Remarkable consistency is found across all 
these New Testament copies, with no substantial variations. 
The time span between the original New Testament docu-
ments and the earliest existing copies also helps to affirm the 
reliability of the copies we have. This is quite short—some-
where between 40 to 90 years, which is much less than for 
any other piece of ancient literature. For example, the time 
span is approximately 500 years for Homer’s ‘Iliad’. In the 
case of Caesar’s writings the time span is approximately 
1,000 years.4 
 Translation into the newly emerging English language 
began with the encouragement of Wycliffe in the 1300s and 
the work of Tyndale in the 1500s (when the printing press 
made copies more widely available). The Authorised or King 
James Version (published in 1611 AD) quickly became the 
most widely-used and influential version for the next 350 
years. A revision of this was published in the 1880s. 
 The twentieth century has seen a proliferation of English 
translations: some authorised by churches or councils of 
churches, some personal translations, some using simplified 
language, some promoting particular approaches and inter-
pretations; all fuelled by the widespread use of English 
around the world, and the advantages of publishing a sought-
after text. Serious Bible study needs a version that seeks to 
translate the original languages as literally as possible (such 
as the Revised Standard Version or the English Standard 
Version). Paraphrases, and translations which use ‘dynamic 
equivalence’ principles (such as The Message or the Good 
News Bible or Common English Version) make the text 
readable in contemporary idiomatic or simple English, but 

                                                
4 Information in these two paragraphs is taken from the leaders’ training 

manual ‘Big Questions’, pp. 26f. <www.greatnews.org.au>. Used by permission. 
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invariably end up opting for one possible interpretation of a 
text rather than others, according to the translators’ prefer-
ence, and so can misrepresent the nuances of the original. 
 Translation into the thousands of languages around the 
world continues apace, through the dedicated work of groups 
like Wycliffe–Summer Institute of Linguistics and the Bible 
Societies. 

VARIED LITERARY TYPES 

As we would expect in such a diverse collection of materials, 
from such an extended period of human history, the Bible 
includes a wide variety of types of writing: such as ‘written 
history, personal memoirs, sermons, letters, hymns, prayers, 
love poetry, philosophical poetry, family trees, visions, tales, 
statistics, public laws, rubrics for rituals, inventories, and 
much else’5 
 Care needs to be taken to identify particular literary types 
and bear these in mind when interpreting or applying any 
part of Scripture. A poetic image (as of the ‘snare’ in Ps. 
124:7), or a parable (such as ‘the eye of a needle’ in Mark 
10:25), or part of a vision (like the ‘thousand years’ in Rev. 
20:1–7), will have a different ‘literal’ meaning from an 
historical event (such as Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem in Mark 
11:1–11); with each being no less significant than the other. 

SALVATION HISTORY 

What gives the whole Bible its unity is events understood as 
the acts of God, with a view to fulfilling God’s purposes of 
                                                

5  J. I. Packer, Truth and Power: The Place of Scripture in the Christian Life, 
Harold Shaw, Wheaton, 1996, p. 65. 
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salvation for creation and the human race. This under-
standing is given and grows as the Scriptures are read, again 
and again, from beginning to end.6 This is to be done humbly 
and reverently, for at the heart of it is a great atonement, 
which is to be grasped and understood ‘with a life’s 
understanding, with a vital conscience’.7 

Questions for Reflection: 

• What has been our experience of reading and 
understanding the Scriptures? 

• What has come newly to us in this overview of what the 
Bible is? 

• What further questions do we still have? 

Assignment Question: 

• How would you answer a person who says that the Bible 
is all old stuff, is full of inconsistencies, is based on 
unreliable sources, is highly selective, and that it has 
been considerably changed in transmission? 

 

                                                
6  See Geoffrey Bingham, Salvation History (NCPI, Blackwood, 2005), p. 1. 

See also Martin Bleby, Praying through the Bible Each Year: A Lectionary for 
Morning and Evening Prayer (NCPI, Blackwood, 2005). 

7  P. T. Forsyth, The Cruciality of the Cross, NCPI, Blackwood, (1910) 1984, 
p. 45. 
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Chapter Two 

What Does the Bible Say 
about Itself?—1 

When we come to a book, or any writing, it is good first of 
all to take it at face value, and let it speak for itself. When 
this is done humbly on the part of the reader, and with 
respect and careful listening and attention to those who wrote 
it, much that is of interest and value can be learned.1 

HOW THE BIBLE WAS WRITTEN 

The Bible never sets out to give a detailed and compre-
hensive account of how it came to be written. That is not its 
interest. Indeed, it does not set out to give a systematic 
treatment of history or theology or science, or necessarily to 
answer the questions that may be in our own minds. 
Nevertheless, much can be gleaned from a humble and 
attentive reading and rereading of the Bible concerning how 
it came to be written, and what kind of writing it is. 

                                                
1  This is in contradistinction to the post-modern ‘deconstructionalist’ 

approach, where the text is important for what it means to the reader, and the 
reader is expected to judge the text and expose certain biases within it. We do 
need to know what the Bible is saying to us, and how it addresses our present 
concerns, but that, as we shall see, is the end point of a process that begins with 
respectful hearing. 
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The Spoken Word 

 Most of what we find in the Bible was first spoken aloud, 
and then written down later. Much of what we have is an 
account of what was spoken by God, and also by human 
beings in response to God. God is the first to speak: ‘Let 
there be light’ (Gen. 1:3). Once human beings are on the 
scene, there are dialogues between God and human persons 
(as in Gen. 3 and 4). 
 Some of the earliest attributed spoken words in the Bible 
are written down for us much later. The New Testament 
letter from Jude records: 
 

Enoch, in the seventh generation from Adam, prophesied, saying, 
‘See, the Lord is coming with ten thousands of his holy ones, to 
execute judgment on all, and to convict everyone of all the deeds of 
ungodliness that they have committed in such an ungodly way, and of 
all the harsh things that ungodly sinners have spoken against him’ 
(Jude 14–15). 

 
This came from a non-biblical book with Enoch’s name on it 
extant in Jude’s day.2 It is a fitting word of judgement and 
hope for a time when ‘The LORD saw that the wickedness of 
humankind was great in the earth, and that every inclination 
of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually’, and 
when ‘the earth was corrupt in God’s sight, and the earth was 
filled with violence. And God saw that the earth was corrupt; 
for all flesh had corrupted its ways upon the earth’ (Gen. 6:5, 
11–12). 
 The words and deeds of Jesus in the New Testament, 
similarly, were first handed on by word of mouth (as by 
Peter the apostle in e.g. Acts 2:22–24; 10:36–42) and were 
later written down in various accounts: 
                                                

2  See 1 Enoch 1:9. Copied versions of books of Enoch, compiled in the inter-
testamental period, have come down to our own time. 
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Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account of the 
events that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed on 
to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ser-
vants of the word, I too decided, after investigating everything care-
fully from the very first, to write an orderly account for you, most 
excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the truth concerning the 
things about which you have been instructed (Luke 1:1–4). 

 
So spoken words later become written words. 

The Finger of God 

 It is necessary to write things down when they need to be 
remembered by those who come after. The earliest reference 
in the Bible to writing something down is in Exodus 17:14: 
 

Then the LORD said to Moses, ‘Write this as a reminder in a book 
and recite it in the hearing of Joshua: I will utterly blot out the 
remembrance of Amalek from under heaven.’ 

 
This, like the quotation from Enoch, is a word of judgement 
against those who are opposed to God and His good ways. 
 What we call the ‘ten commandments’ were first of all 
spoken aloud by God (as in Exod. 20:1–17) and then written 
down by God: 
 

He declared to you his covenant, which he charged you to observe, 
that is, the ten commandments; and he wrote them on two stone 
tablets (Deut. 4:13; compare 5:22). 

 
These were said to be ‘written with the finger of God’, and 
are called ‘the two tablets of the covenant’ (Exod. 31:18). 
These tablets were broken by Moses when the people wor-
shipped the golden calf (see Exod. 32:15–19), and were 
replaced by two more tablets inscribed by Moses (see Exod. 
34:28). 
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Moses Wrote down All the Words of the Lord 

 Alongside the ten commandments were other ordinances 
that God spoke to Moses, and we are told: 
 

Moses wrote down all the words of the LORD (Exod. 24:4). 
 
This writing is called ‘the book of the covenant’ (Exod. 24:7). 
 Moses wrote much more. Moses recorded the movements 
of the people of Israel during the years in the wilderness, as 
we have them in Numbers 33: 
 

Moses wrote down their starting points, stage by stage, by command 
of the LORD (Num. 33:2). 

 
Note that it was by the Lord’s command that these were set 
down. 
 At the end of the book of Deuteronomy we find out how it 
came to be, and what it was for: 
 

Then Moses wrote down this law, and gave it to the priests, the sons 
of Levi, who carried the ark of the covenant of the LORD, and to all 
the elders of Israel. Moses commanded them: ‘Every seventh year, in 
the scheduled year of remission, during the festival of booths, when 
all Israel comes to appear before the LORD your God at the place that 
he will choose, you shall read this law before all Israel in their 
hearing. Assemble the people—men, women, and children, as well as 
the aliens residing in your towns—so that they may hear and learn to 
fear the LORD your God and to observe diligently all the words of 
this law, and so that their children, who have not known it, may hear 
and learn to fear the LORD your God, as long as you live in the land 
that you are crossing over the Jordan to possess (Deut. 31:9–13; 
compare 31:24–26). 

 
God also gave Moses a prophetic song, and told him to write 
that down (see Deut. 31:19; 31:30–32:47). This song proph-
esied that the Israelites would be ‘a perverse and crooked 
generation’ (32:5), that would provoke God to anger with 
their idols (32:21ff.). It was to be written down and taught to 
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the Israelites as a witness against them, while bearing 
witness to the justice, faithfulness and reliability of God. 
 The first five books of the Bible are called ‘books of 
Moses’, since most of what is in them derives from what was 
written by, or about, God and Moses. This was the ‘book of 
the law’ carried into the promised land by Joshua (see Josh. 
1:7–8). Joshua in turn wrote a copy on stones for the whole 
nation (see Josh. 8:32–35). 
 Each later king of Israel was to have a copy of this law 
written down and kept beside him to read every day (see 
Deut. 17:18–20). This did not always happen. King Josiah, 
800 years later, found a disused copy of this ‘book of the 
law’, and sought to reinstate it (see 2 Kings 22:8–23:27). 
This, however, did not prevent the later destruction of 
Jerusalem. After the return from exile, ‘the book of the law 
of Moses’ was read out and explained to all who had under-
standing (see Neh. 8:1–8, 18). 

Prophetic History 

 Many of these leaders added their own accounts of these 
events regarding the law of the Lord (see e.g. Josh. 24:25–
26; Neh. 9:38–10:39). Subsequent significant events were 
also recorded. 
 The books we have in the Bible were not the only books 
written at the time. Other books were referred to (see for 
example 1 Kings 11:41; 14:19; etc.) or quoted (as in Josh. 
10:13). What was included in the biblical writings is only 
what was germane to God’s prophetic purposes in dealing 
with the people and the nations. 
 From this we see that the biblical writers had a very 
specific interest and thrust. They were not interested in 
history for its own sake, or as a record of notable human 
achievements. The question they ask about each ruler of 
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Israel, for instance, is how that ruler related to the will and 
purposes of God. One of the most successful rulers in 
worldly terms of the northern kingdom of Israel, for instance, 
was Jeroboam II (793–753 BC). During his forty-one year 
reign, he expanded Israel’s borders to their fullest extent, 
with illustrious military and administrative skill, and over-
saw a period of unprecedented security and economic 
prosperity.3 All he gets in 2 Kings 14:23–29 is a mere seven 
verses. We are told: ‘He did what was evil in the sight of the 
LORD’ (2 Kings 14:24) and persisted in idolatry (this was the 
time when the prophet Amos was denouncing social injustice 
and exploitation of the poor), and that the territorial expan-
sion was because God, in keeping with His covenant, helped 
Israel in their bitter distress. For the rest we are referred to 
‘the book of the Annals of the Kings of Israel’, no longer 
extant. 
 The whole of the books of Joshua, Samuel and Kings  
can be seen in terms of how people and events relate to  
the spoken prophetic word from God. Each prophecy, and  
its fulfilment (even hundreds of years later), is carefully 
noted and linked, in accordance with the principle of Amos 
3:7: 

 
Surely the Lord GOD does nothing, 
   without revealing his secret  
   to his servants the prophets. 
 

(See e.g. Josh. 6:26 and 1 Kings 16:34 on Jericho; 1 Kings 
13:2 and 2 Kings 23:15–18 on Josiah and the altar at Bethel.) 
These books in turn trace the fulfilment of the overall 
scheme of Deuteronomy, from settlement to exile. Thus 
these ‘histories’ were known as ‘the Former Prophets’ (see 
table in chapter 1). 
                                                

3  See ‘Jereboam II’, in New Bible Dictionary, p. 566. 
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My Words in Your Mouth 

 When God spoke to the prophets, their words also needed 
to be recorded and kept. These were no less the words of 
God, as God said to Jeremiah: 
 

I have put my words in your mouth (Jer. 1:9). 
 
Thus most of what is in the prophets begins with the words, 
‘Thus says the LORD’ (e.g. Isa. 42:5; Jer. 17:5) or ‘The word 
of the LORD came to me’ (Ezek. 6:1). 
 Isaiah’s prophetic words needed to be written down and 
preserved, particularly because what he said was not going to 
be heeded in his own day, but would be fulfilled in days to 
come: 
 

Bind up the testimony, seal the teaching among my disciples. I will 
wait for the LORD, who is hiding his face from the house of Jacob, 
and I will hope in him (Isa. 8:16–17). 

 
 This writing and preserving of the prophetic word did not 
always have an easy course, as is shown by this incident: 
 

In the fourth year of King Jehoiakim son of Josiah of Judah, this word 
came to Jeremiah from the LORD: Take a scroll and write on it all the 
words that I have spoken to you against Israel and Judah and all the 
nations, from the day I spoke to you, from the days of Josiah until 
today. It may be that when the house of Judah hears of all the 
disasters that I intend to do to them, all of them may turn from their 
evil ways, so that I may forgive their iniquity and their sin. 
   Then Jeremiah called Baruch son of Neriah, and Baruch wrote on a 
scroll at Jeremiah’s dictation all the words of the LORD that he had 
spoken to him. And Jeremiah ordered Baruch, saying, ‘I am pre-
vented from entering the house of the LORD; so you go yourself, and 
on a fast day in the hearing of the people in the LORD’s house you 
shall read the words of the LORD from the scroll that you have 
written at my dictation. You shall read them also in the hearing of all 
the people of Judah who come up from their towns. It may be that 
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their plea will come before the LORD, and that all of them will turn 
from their evil ways, for great is the anger and wrath that the LORD 
has pronounced against this people.’ And Baruch son of Neriah did 
all that the prophet Jeremiah ordered him about reading from the 
scroll the words of the LORD in the LORD’s house. 
   In the fifth year of King Jehoiakim son of Josiah of Judah, in the 
ninth month, all the people in Jerusalem and all the people who came 
from the towns of Judah to Jerusalem proclaimed a fast before the 
LORD. Then, in the hearing of all the people, Baruch read the words 
of Jeremiah from the scroll, in the house of the LORD, in the chamber 
of Gemariah son of Shaphan the secretary, which was in the upper 
court, at the entry of the New Gate of the LORD’s house.  
   When Micaiah son of Gemariah son of Shaphan heard all the words 
of the LORD from the scroll, he went down to the king’s house, into 
the secretary’s chamber; and all the officials were sitting there: 
Elishama the secretary, Delaiah son of Shemaiah, Elnathan son of 
Achbor, Gemariah son of Shaphan, Zedekiah son of Hananiah, and all 
the officials. And Micaiah told them all the words that he had heard, 
when Baruch read the scroll in the hearing of the people. Then all the 
officials sent Jehudi son of Nethaniah son of Shelemiah son of Cushi 
to say to Baruch, ‘Bring the scroll that you read in the hearing of the 
people, and come.’ So Baruch son of Neriah took the scroll in his 
hand and came to them. And they said to him, ‘Sit down and read it to 
us.’ So Baruch read it to them. When they heard all the words, they 
turned to one another in alarm, and said to Baruch, ‘We certainly 
must report all these words to the king.’ Then they questioned 
Baruch, ‘Tell us now, how did you write all these words? Was it at 
his dictation?’ Baruch answered them, ‘He dictated all these words to 
me, and I wrote them with ink on the scroll.’ Then the officials said to 
Baruch, ‘Go and hide, you and Jeremiah, and let no one know where 
you are.’ 
   Leaving the scroll in the chamber of Elishama the secretary, they 
went to the court of the king; and they reported all the words to the 
king. Then the king sent Jehudi to get the scroll, and he took it from 
the chamber of Elishama the secretary; and Jehudi read it to the king 
and all the officials who stood beside the king. Now the king was 
sitting in his winter apartment (it was the ninth month), and there was 
a fire burning in the brazier before him. As Jehudi read three or four 
columns, the king would cut them off with a penknife and throw them 
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into the fire in the brazier, until the entire scroll was consumed in the 
fire that was in the brazier. Yet neither the king, nor any of his 
servants who heard all these words, was alarmed, nor did they tear 
their garments. Even when Elnathan and Delaiah and Gemariah urged 
the king not to burn the scroll, he would not listen to them. And the 
king commanded Jerahmeel the king’s son and Seraiah son of Azriel 
and Shelemiah son of Abdeel to arrest the secretary Baruch and the 
prophet Jeremiah. But the LORD hid them. 
   Now, after the king had burned the scroll with the words that 
Baruch wrote at Jeremiah’s dictation, the word of the LORD came to 
Jeremiah: Take another scroll and write on it all the former words that 
were in the first scroll, which King Jehoiakim of Judah has burned. 
And concerning King Jehoiakim of Judah you shall say: Thus says 
the LORD, You have dared to burn this scroll, saying, Why have you 
written in it that the king of Babylon will certainly come and destroy 
this land, and will cut off from it human beings and animals? 
Therefore thus says the LORD concerning King Jehoiakim of Judah: 
He shall have no one to sit upon the throne of David, and his dead 
body shall be cast out to the heat by day and the frost by night. And I 
will punish him and his offspring and his servants for their iniquity; I 
will bring on them, and on the inhabitants of Jerusalem, and on the 
people of Judah, all the disasters with which I have threatened them 
—but they would not listen.  
   Then Jeremiah took another scroll and gave it to the secretary 
Baruch son of Neriah, who wrote on it at Jeremiah’s dictation all the 
words of the scroll that King Jehoiakim of Judah had burned in the 
fire; and many similar words were added to them (Jer. 36:1–32). 

 
Specific references to the writing down of particular proph-
ecies of Jeremiah are also made in Jeremiah 25:13, 45:1, and 
51:59–64. See also Habakkuk 2:2, and Ezekiel 43:11. 

The Holy Writings 

 King David was known as ‘the sweet psalmist of Israel’ 
(2 Sam. 23:1, RSV). Many of the psalms are designated ‘A 
Psalm of David’. That these are no less the word of the Lord 
is testified by Peter’s words, in quoting from Psalm 16: 
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Since he was a prophet, he knew that God had sworn with an oath to 
him that he would put one of his descendants on his throne. Fore-
seeing this, David spoke of the resurrection of the Messiah, saying,  

‘He was not abandoned to Hades,  
   nor did his flesh experience corruption’ (Acts 2:30–31). 

 
 We are told of David’s son, Solomon: 
 

God gave Solomon very great wisdom, discernment, and breadth of 
understanding as vast as the sand on the seashore, so that Solomon’s 
wisdom surpassed the wisdom of all the people of the east, and all the 
wisdom of Egypt. He was wiser than anyone else, wiser than Ethan 
the Ezrahite, and Heman, Calcol, and Darda, children of Mahol; his 
fame spread throughout all the surrounding nations. He composed 
three thousand proverbs, and his songs numbered a thousand and five. 
He would speak of trees, from the cedar that is in the Lebanon to the 
hyssop that grows in the wall; he would speak of animals, and birds, 
and reptiles, and fish. People came from all the nations to hear the 
wisdom of Solomon; they came from all the kings of the earth who 
had heard of his wisdom (1 Kings 4:29–34). 

 
This, too, was all from God. Later kings were instrumental in 
ensuring these were collected and preserved (see Prov. 25:1). 
Other writers were added to the collection, such as the one 
who wrote: 
 

Incline your ear and hear my words,  
   and apply your mind to my teaching;  
for it will be pleasant if you keep them within you,  
   if all of them are ready on your lips.  
So that your trust may be in the LORD  
   I have made them known to you today—yes, to you.  
Have I not written for you thirty sayings  
   of admonition and knowledge,  
to show you what is right and true,  
   so that you may give a true answer to those who sent you? 

(Prov. 22:17–21). 
 
These, too, are from the Lord, that trust may be in Him. 
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That You May Believe 

 No less are the New Testament writings written from the 
same source, and for the same reason: 
 

Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of his disciples, 
which are not written in this book. But these are written so that you 
may come to believe that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and 
that through believing you may have life in his name (John 20: 
30–31). 

 
We have already seen Luke’s account of how his gospel 
came to be written (see Luke 1:1–4). His second book, the 
Acts of the Apostles, followed suit. 
 The apostolic letter writers gave ample evidence of why 
they wrote, and on whose authority: 
 

Paul, a servant of Jesus Christ, called to be an apostle, set apart for 
the gospel of God . . . on some points I have written to you rather 
boldly by way of reminder, because of the grace given me by God to 
be a minister of Christ Jesus to the Gentiles in the priestly service of 
the gospel of God, so that the offering of the Gentiles may be accept-
able, sanctified by the Holy Spirit (Rom. 1:1; 15:15–16). 

 
Anyone who claims to be a prophet, or to have spiritual powers, must 
acknowledge that what I am writing to you is a command of the Lord 
(1 Cor. 14:37). 

 
Their writing was never done lightly, and was often costly: 
 

For I wrote you out of much distress and anguish of heart and with 
many tears, not to cause you pain, but to let you know the abundant 
love that I have for you (2 Cor. 2:4). 

 
In what I am writing to you, before God, I do not lie! (Gal. 1:20). 

 
Invariably their writing was for the good of their readers: 
 

I have written this short letter to encourage you and to testify that this 
is the true grace of God. Stand fast in it (1 Pet. 5:12). 
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We are writing these things so that our [or your] joy may be complete 
(1 John 1:4). 

 
I am writing these things to you so that you may not sin (1 John 2:1). 

 
 No less was the book of the Revelation given by the Lord, 
for the good of his people: 
 

Write in a book what you see (Rev. 1:11). 
 

Blessed is the one who reads aloud the words of the prophecy, and 
blessed are those who hear and who keep what is written in it; for the 
time is near (Rev. 1:3). 

Question for Reflection: 

• What can we see of God’s hand in the writing and 
transmitting of the Scriptures? 

Assignment Question: 

• What can we deduce from the Bible itself to support the 
statement: ‘The Bible is the word of God’? 
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Chapter Three 

What Does the Bible Say 
about Itself?—2 

When we come to look at what the Bible says about its own 
authority, we need to remind ourselves again that we are ask-
ing a question that the Bible itself is not designed to answer. 
The Bible does not set out to establish its own credentials. 
The Bible is not its own authority. The Bible testifies to an 
authority beyond itself—the authority of God (God’s ‘king-
dom’, rule or reign), as exercised by His word. This should 
caution us against trying to establish the authority of the 
Bible simply from what the Bible says about itself. To do so 
would be to argue in a circular way, and to little point. The 
Bible writers testify to the authority of God. If we want to be 
sure about that, then sooner or later we will need to have it 
out with Him, directly, face to face. 
 Having said that, the Scriptures do have something to say 
about what is written in them. We may now proceed to ex-
amine this, and perhaps discern even how God Himself 
regards this record that He has caused to be written down. 

THE AUTHORITY OF THE BIBLE 

So far we have noticed that the Bible claims to be from God. 
Much of it is made up of words spoken by God: ‘Thus says 
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the Lord’. We have seen how much of it is there by God’s 
command, or on God’s authority. 
 In a later chapter we will see what God’s authority 
consists of, and how it is established. Naturally, for those 
who are resistant to God’s authority in their lives, none of 
this will bear much weight, and no argument will convince 
them. Nevertheless, it is possible to discern how the 
Scriptures were regarded as authoritative, particularly in the 
New Testament. 

Jesus and the Old Testament Scriptures 

 Jesus accepted the Old Testament Scriptures as the truth 
of God. Even words that in the Old Testament are not 
quoting God directly, Jesus referred to as being spoken by 
God Himself (see Matt. 19:4–6, quoting Gen. 2:24). In his 
teaching he referred people to the Old Testament Scriptures 
as to that which is to be heard and obeyed: 
 

They have Moses and the prophets; they should listen to them (Luke 
16:29). 

 
Jesus constantly referred to the Scriptures to conclude an 
argument, on such matters as the divine image in human 
beings (see John 10:34), the need for cleansed worship 
(Matt. 21:13), the nature of the Messiah (Mark 12:35–37), 
and the resurrection from the dead (Matt. 22:29–33). He said, 
‘the scripture cannot be annulled’ (John 10:35). There are 
about 200 references to the Old Testament in the gospels. 
 Jesus resorted to the Scriptures also on his own account. 
When tempted by Satan, his defence was to quote what ‘is 
written’ (see Matt. 4:1–11, quoting Deut. 8:3; 6:16, 13). He 
saw the Scriptures as absolutely determinative for his course 
of action—even to death—as showing him the will of God: 
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The Son of Man goes as it is written of him (Matt. 26:24). 
 

My Father, if this cannot pass unless I drink it, your will be done 
(Matt. 26:42). 

 
Do you think that I cannot appeal to my Father, and he will at once 
send me more than twelve legions of angels? But how then would the 
scriptures be fulfilled, which say it must happen in this way? . . . But 
all this has taken place, so that the scriptures of the prophets may be 
fulfilled (Matt. 26:53–54, 56). 

The Apostles and the Old Testament Scriptures 

 The apostles had no less high a view of the Old Testament 
Scriptures: 
 

give attention to the public reading of scripture (1 Tim. 4:13). 
 

But as for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly 
believed, knowing from whom you learned it, and how from 
childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to instruct 
you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is 
inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, 
and for training in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to 
God may be proficient, equipped for every good work (2 Tim. 3: 
14–17). 

 
 The apostles were not concerned, as we may be, to estab-
lish the truth and reliability of the Old Testament Scriptures. 
They simply accepted that. Their particular task and concern 
as apostles was to interpret the events of Christ in the light of 
the Old Testament Scriptures, and the Old Testament 
Scriptures in the light of Christ, that together these might be 
seen and experienced as the action of God (see e.g. Matt. 
1:22; Mark 1:1–3; Luke 4:16–21; John 19:36–37; Acts 
28:23; Rom. 1:1–4; 15:8–12). 
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Jesus the Fulfilment of the  
Old Testament Scriptures 

 Jesus, while accepting the Scriptures as determinative, in 
an unprecedented way also placed his own words on a par 
with the word of God in the Old Testament Scriptures: 
 

If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote about me. 
But if you do not believe what he wrote, how will you believe what I 
say? (John 5:46–47). 

 
Jesus never said, as the Old Testament prophets said, ‘Thus 
says the Lord’. Rather, he said, ‘Very truly, I tell you’ (as in 
John 3:11). 
 Jesus, in that sense then, was not ‘under’ the Scriptures.1 
Rather, Jesus saw all the Scriptures receiving their fulfilment 
in him: 
 

Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I 
have come not to abolish but to fulfill. For truly I tell you, until 
heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, 
will pass from the law until all is accomplished (Matt. 5:17–18). 

 
This is particularly so of his death and resurrection: 
 

Then he said to them, ‘Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of 
heart to believe all that the prophets have declared! Was it not 
necessary that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter 
into his glory?’ Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he 
interpreted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures (Luke 
24:25–27). 

 
Then he said to them, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I 
was still with you—that everything written about me in the law of 
Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be fulfilled.’ Then he 
opened their minds to understand the scriptures, and he said to them, 
‘Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the 

                                                
1  Contra, to a certain extent, J. I. Packer, Truth and Power, p. 70. 
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dead on the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins  
is to be proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from 
Jerusalem’ (Luke 24:44–47). 

 
 On the strength of this, Jesus is placed on a level above 
what was written in the Old Testament: 
 

Jesus is worthy of more glory than Moses, just as the builder of a 
house has more honour than the house itself. (For every house is built 
by someone, but the builder of all things is God) (Heb. 3:3–4). 

 
 Hardly surprising is it, then, that the New Testament writ-
ings written on his authority (see on 1 Cor. 14:37, above), 
are regarded as having the same authority as the Old Testa-
ment writings—as when Peter refers to the writings of Paul 
along with ‘the other Scriptures’ (2 Pet. 3:14–16). 

An Authoritative Text, or a Personal Saviour? 

 It is possible to marshal a whole array of texts and place 
them in relationship with each other to establish a watertight 
case for the unassailable authority of the Bible, if that is what 
we want.2 We have sought to set out the bare bones of such 
an argument here. There is a certain mindset that seeks to 
have its security and validity simply in having a watertight 
authoritative text. The danger of such a mindset can be a pre-
sumptuous rightness, a lack of humility, and a certain short-
sightedness. 
 There is also a certain circularity in arguing the authority 
of the Scriptures from within the Scriptures themselves. To 
accept what the Scriptures imply about their own authority 
requires first of all that the Scriptures themselves be regarded 
as authoritative! Besides, the Scriptural writings themselves 
                                                

2  See, for example, J. I. Packer, Truth and Power, pp. 33–40; and also  
John R. W. Stott, Understanding the Bible (Anzea Publishers, Homebush West, 
1973), pp. 181–204. 
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never claim to be their own authority. They have not written 
themselves—they are not their own author. By nature of the 
case, they testify to an Authority beyond themselves. 
 To accept the authority of the Old and New Testaments as 
the word of God does not depend on clever or convincing 
arguments, however soundly based and logically constructed 
they may be. We are all sinners who have resisted the auth-
ority of God—why would we want to heed His Scriptures? It 
will have to depend on something that God does deeply and 
fully within us and within His whole creation. It will have to 
depend on a much needed great salvation. 
 The Scriptures bear witness to this great salvation in Jesus 
Christ, but it takes something more than simply an accept-
ance of Scriptural authority to bring us into it. Jesus said to 
certain of those who would find fault with him: 
 

You search the scriptures, because you think that in them you have 
eternal life; and it is they that bear witness to me; yet you refuse to 
come to me that you may have life (John 5:39–40, RSV). 

 
An authoritative text is not necessarily opposed to a personal 
Saviour. It is possible, however, to become stuck at the 
authoritative text, without really going on to the personal 
Saviour, and so to end up with neither. 

Question for Reflection: 

• Where is our trust for our present validity in life: in an 
authoritative text, or in a personal Saviour? 

Assignment Question: 

• What is there in the Bible itself to support the statement: 
‘The Bible is not its own authority; the Bible testifies to 
an authority beyond itself’? 
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Chapter Four 

Where Is True Authority? 

We have seen that the Bible is not its own authority. It testi-
fies to an authority beyond itself. Any authority the Bible has 
must rest upon this ultimate authority. How can we know 
where this true authority is? 

HOW DO WE DECIDE? 

How do we decide where true authority lies? This may not 
be a straightforward question. The whole notion of we decid-
ing where true authority lies may be a false and misleading 
one. It could be what got us into trouble in the first place. If 
where true authority lies is determined by our decision, then 
who is the ultimate authority? We are! This is the very trap 
we fell into at the beginning (see Gen. 3, esp. v. 5: ‘you will 
be as God’). 
 It should not take us long to come to the end of that fal-
lacy (though some take a lifetime to get to that point). Four 
times in the book of Judges we are told that ‘there was no 
king [authority] in Israel’, so that ‘all the people did what 
was right in their own eyes’ (Judg. 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25). 
The result, according to those chapters, was theft, idolatry, 
kidnapping, abused hospitality, pack rape, dismemberment, 
decimating civil war, massacre, and abduction of women. 
Not a pretty picture to commend each person being their own 
authority.
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 In our own day, it can take a more genteel form. We sit on 
the fence and withhold judgement, or we ourselves decide 
upon which opinion our favour will rest. Or we persist in 
unresolved uncertainty in the interests of being ‘honest’ or 
‘true to ourselves’ and our own ‘integrity’ (for what all of 
that is worth!). We make a god of uncertainty and rather 
fancy ourselves as sophisticated on that score. In that we are 
still seeking to maintain control ourselves—being ‘true to 
oneself’ can be just a disguised form of self-centred idolatry. 
 We may be better off looking for an authority in the spirit 
of the legend of the saint Christopher (a third-century 
Christian martyr in Asia Minor). The story goes that he was 
a man of gigantic stature who went looking to serve the 
mightiest of masters. Having tried serving first a great king, 
and then Satan, and being disappointed by both, he eventu-
ally sought to serve Christ, and was found by him, and 
served him, and gave his life for him.1 
 Certainly the authority we end up serving would need to 
come to us with the force of the ‘I am’ who met Moses in the 
burning bush, who displaces every other consideration, self-
centred or otherwise. Or with the force of being able to say 
with Paul the apostle: ‘I count everything as loss because of 
the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord’ 
(Phil. 3:8, RSV). Then we would know that we are acknow-
ledging an authority worth serving. 

AUTHORITATIVE CHURCH, OR 
AUTHORITATIVE BIBLE? 

Some claim that, since the Bible was written or compiled in 
the church, then it is the church which authorises the Bible, 
                                                

1  See Donald Attwater, The Penguin Dictionary of Saints (Penguin Books, 
Harmondsworth, 1965), p. 85. 
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and has authority over it. We can question whether the 
church actually authorised the Bible, or whether its action 
was one of recognising an authority that was already there. 
We should not leave out of consideration also the work of 
the Lord Holy Spirit in all this process. Certainly the Roman 
Catholic Church sees itself as the keeper and interpreter of 
the Bible, and holds the tradition of the church in a position 
alongside the Bible. To uphold this authority of the church 
required, in the end, doctrines of inerrancy and infallibility to 
be applied to the church and its institutions such as the 
papacy, reinforced by instruments such as the Inquisition. 
 It was in rejecting the authority of this church and of its 
leader the Pope that the Reformation churches sought to find 
an alternative authority in the Bible itself. This required, in 
the end, similar doctrines of inerrancy and infallibility to be 
applied to the Bible, with necessary strictures in place to 
uphold and maintain them, which sometimes have appeared 
no less inquisitorial. These doctrines have needed to be 
argued against the inroads made by modern biblical scholar-
ship; even against the simple and straightforward pointing 
out of apparent inconsistencies and errors of fact in the very 
human, divinely inspired biblical text.2 
 It was to these questions that the British theologian  
P. T. Forsyth addressed his considerable and God-humbled 
intellect in the early 1900s in his magisterial book, The 
Principle of Authority: In Relation to Certainty, Sanctity and 

                                                
2  As, for instance, when Matt. 27:9–10 cites a quotation from Zech. 11:12–

13 as coming from Jeremiah (perhaps because of parallel allusions in Jer. 32:6–
15; 18:2–3); or where there are two demon possessed men in Matt. 8:28–34, and 
one in Mark 5:1–7 and Luke 8:26–37. Those for whom the Bible must be the 
final inerrant and infallible authority will feel obliged to explain, justify and 
harmonise these, whereas it may be more appropriate simply to say that Matthew 
did not check his references, and that there are two demoniacs in Matthew and 
one in the others. 
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Society.3 His thesis is summarised by J. K. Mozley in these 
words: 
 

But the problem of authority is still with us. For what is the Gospel, 
and what is the source of our certitude as to it? Here we come into 
sight of positions from which, at least from the year 1905, Forsyth 
never varied and which belong to the very essence of his theology. 
On the one hand he had to reckon with the Catholic insistence on the 
authority of the Church, on the other on the Protestant assertion of the 
infallibility of the Bible. He rejected both these solutions of the 
problem. The critical movement had destroyed the doctrine of verbal 
inerrancy; while greatly as he exalted the idea of the Church, the 
Church was not for him the extension of the Incarnation, it could not 
be identified with any one existing society, and the letter of the 
Creeds was no more final than the letter of Scripture. But he did not, 
in breaking with what had come to be regarded as Protestant 
orthodoxy at this point, and in refusing the Catholic alternative, go 
over to the Liberals with their reduction of the whole authoritarian 
idea, and constant vagueness as to what the really fundamental thing 
in Christianity is. Forsyth went behind both Bible and Church to that 
which was the soul and the creator of them both, to the Gospel of 
God’s redeeming grace in Christ.4 

 
It is along these lines that we seek to pursue an answer to our 
question of true authority. 

P. T. FORSYTH: THE PRINCIPLE OF AUTHORITY 

Here are some significant quotations from Forsyth’s book, 
which bring us to the heart of what he is saying: 
 

Therefore, for such Christianity, for the truth which is a personal 
response and not a mental assent, which involves a choice rather than 
a creed, the authority cannot be lower or less direct than the choosing, 

                                                
3  First published in 1913, reprinted from the 1952 impression by NCPI, 

Blackwood, 2004. 
4  J. K. Mozley, The Heart of the Gospel, SPCK, London, 1925, pp. 77–8. 
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saving God Himself in action. He alone by His action creates that 
choice and guarantees that communion. The object of our faith, as it 
is its creator, so also is its authority. Our final authority is our new 
Creator. The authority cannot, therefore, be either a Church or a 
Book—both of which are historically the products of such com-
munion with God. They did not exist till it did, and therefore could 
not be the cause or the authority of its existence. The only final 
authority for Christian faith is its Creator—God Himself acting on us 
in the Christian way of a new creation, i.e. God asserting His holy 
Self in Christ’s historic and regenerative work, and in its perpetual 
energy in the soul. It is God emerging in history by a superhistoric 
and timeless act which also emerges and functions in each soul, the 
same yesterday, to-day, and for ever.5 

 
The source and authority of Christian certainty, of all moral and final 
certainty, is the revealing, atoning, redeeming cross.6 

 
The track that I here pursue of course starts from a unique emphasis 
upon the Cross of Christ as the ultimate act of universal moral reality, 
and the final seat of authority in history; and this whether we regard it 
as an act condensed at a focal point of time, or the same act ‘function-
ing’ by the Spirit in the Church’s detailed experience.7 
 
For if God be first the God of the conscience, and if, therefore, the 
holy is supreme, we are sinners before all else; and if we are dealt 
with radically, we must be dealt with as sinners, but [by?] all the 
resources of the holy and under all its conditions. If the real is holy, 
its treatment of sin is the locus for our contact with reality, and our 
footing for all eternal things. And that locus is the cross of Christ in 
history and experience, as the crisis of existence both human and 
divine.8 

 
These quotations are worth pondering and mulling over, to 
really understand what he is saying. A wider reading of 

                                                
5  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority, p. 53. 
6  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority, p. 39. 
7  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority, p. 57. 
8  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority, p. 191. 
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Forsyth, for example in The Cruciality of the Cross, will help 
to fill out these things. 

THE STORY OF SALVATION 

If this is true, then the key to any authority and interpretation 
of the Bible must be the account it gives of God’s great act 
of salvation, in all its vast dimensions. Let us now trace this 
in outline in the biblical records. 

The Creational Mandate 

God created human beings in filial relationship with 
Himself (compare ‘image’ and ‘likeness’ in Gen. 5:1–3), in a 
position of great authority and responsibility: 
 

Then God said, ‘Let us make humankind [Heb. adam] in our image, 
according to our likeness; and let them have dominion over the fish of 
the sea, and over the birds of the air, and over the cattle, and over all 
the wild animals of the earth [Heb. and over all the earth], and over 
every creeping thing that creeps upon the earth.’ 

So God created humankind [Heb. adam] in his image, 
   in the image of God he created them [Heb. him]; 
   male and female he created them. 

God blessed them, and God said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, 
and fill the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of 
the sea and over the birds of the air and over every living thing that 
moves upon the earth’ (Gen. 1:26–28). 

 
This mandate amounted to filling and taking charge of the 
earth with the blessing which we had in our direct and 
intimate relationship with God, such that the whole of 
creation should come to be filled with the glory of God (see 
Num. 14:21 below). 
 This we refused when we attempted to take this God-
given glory and responsibility to ourselves, outside of filial 
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relationship with God (to be ‘as God’ ourselves; see Gen. 
3:5). 

The Promise of the Offspring 

 As soon as sin came into the world, when the man and the 
woman gave in to the serpent’s deceptive temptation to 
become as God themselves, God pronounced a judgement on 
the serpent that included a promise of great hope for the 
human race: 
 

I will put enmity between you and the woman, 
   and between your offspring and hers; 
he will strike your head, 
   and you will strike his heel (Gen. 3:15). 

 
There would come an offspring of the woman who would 
deal a deathblow to the serpent, while taking into himself 
and suffering the serpent’s poison. This is a picture promise 
of what would happen in Jesus on the cross. We are told in  
1 Peter 1:18–21 that this was prepared and destined by God 
‘before the foundation of the world’. 

The Covenant of Creation 

 On this account, it was possible for there to be a with-
holding of judgement on sinful human beings. Even though 
the flood in Genesis 6–8 was justly deserved because of the 
wickedness, evil, corruption and violence of humanity on the 
earth (see Gen. 6:5, 11), and even though none of that had 
changed essentially after the flood, in that still ‘the inclina-
tion of the human heart is evil from youth’ (Gen. 8:21), 
nevertheless God was still able to make this undertaking: 

 
I establish my covenant with you, that never again shall all flesh be 
cut off by the waters of a flood, and never again shall there be a flood 
to destroy the earth (Gen. 9:11). 
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Humankind had not become any less evil, and God’s 
holiness and righteousness had not changed, nor was God 
any more ready to compromise with evil or make any 
allowance for it, yet there was this stay of judgement. How 
could that be, unless God had already made provision for  
a final judgement of all sin and evil—in the cross—in a  
way that overflowed with righteous grace and mercy to 
sinners? 

The Blessing of God’s Righteousness 

 Not only was provision made to spare human beings from 
final destruction, but also to bring them into great blessing: 
 

Now the LORD said to Abram, ‘Go from your country and your 
kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will 
make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name 
great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, 
and the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of 
the earth shall be blessed’ (Gen. 12:1–3). 

 
Abraham was enabled to participate directly in this blessing 
that was to come, simply by believing what God showed him 
of what God would do, and accepting his part in that by 
faith: 
 

And he believed the LORD; and the LORD reckoned it to him as right-
eousness (Gen. 15:6). 

 
This blessing was nothing less than participating in the God-
bestowed righteousness of God (compare 2 Cor. 5:21; Gal. 
3:6–14; Phil. 3:9; 1 Pet. 3:18; 2 Pet. 3:13). 

The Sacrifice Provided by God 

 How was this to come about, and what was to be the cost 
of it? Abraham was given a sense of this when God told him 
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to sacrifice his son Isaac—Abraham’s promised offspring 
through whom the descendants were to come. At the last 
moment God stayed Abraham’s hand: 
 

But the angel of the LORD called to him from heaven, and said, 
‘Abraham, Abraham!’ And he said, ‘Here I am.’ He said, ‘Do not lay 
your hand on the boy or do anything to him; for now I know that you 
fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from 
me.’ And Abraham looked up and saw a ram, caught in a thicket by 
its horns. Abraham went and took the ram and offered it up as a burnt 
offering instead of his son. So Abraham called that place ‘The LORD 
will provide’; as it is said to this day, ‘On the mount of the LORD it 
shall be provided’ (Gen. 22:11–14). 

 
What is God getting excited about here? The not withholding 
of an only son (see also Gen. 22:16)! What is Abraham ex-
cited about? The Lord providing the sacrifice (see also Gen. 
22:8)! Put these two together, and what have we got? Ever 
thereafter, Isaac and his descendants would have known that 
they lived only by virtue of that substitute sacrifice provided 
by God—as do we. 

The Ruler of the Peoples 

 The offspring promised to the woman in Genesis 3:15, 
identified in Genesis 12:1–7 as the offspring of Abraham 
(compare Gal. 3:16), was further shown to Abraham’s grand-
son Jacob to be a ruler of the tribe of his son Judah: 
 

The sceptre shall not depart from Judah,  
   nor the ruler’s staff from between his feet,  
until tribute comes to him [or until he comes to whom it belongs]; 
   and the obedience of the peoples is his (Gen. 49:10). 

 
As in the promise to Abraham, this ruler will relate to all the 
nations. 
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I Have Given It for You 

 Meanwhile, God gave to Israel a unique sacrificial system 
of worship which continually made the point that sin must be 
atoned for, at the cost of lifeblood. In contrast to all human 
attempts at religion or appeasement to gain the favour of the 
gods, this God-ordained provision made clear that the true 
and effective atonement comes from God, not from our-
selves: 
 

For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it for you 
upon the altar to make atonement for your souls; for it is the blood 
that makes atonement, by reason of the life (Lev. 17:11, RSV). 

The Earth Shall Be Filled 

 Just as God had blessed and commanded the human race 
in the beginning to fill the earth and take charge of it with the 
blessing they had with Him as God’s image and likeness, so 
God made it clear, even in the midst of our sin and disobedi-
ence, that this original purpose of His would prevail: 
 

as I live, and as all the earth shall be filled with the glory of the LORD 
(Num. 14:21). 

 
This glory of God will be humanity fully alive (as in Rom. 
8:19–21).9 

The Charter for Humanity 

 To David, Israel’s king from the tribe of Judah, God made 
a further far-reaching promise of an offspring, intimately 
related with God, who would reign for ever: 
                                                

9  Irenaeus, bishop of Lyons in the second century AD, wrote: ‘Gloria Dei 
vivens homo; vita autem hominis visio Dei’ (‘The glory of God is humanity fully 
alive; but the life of humanity is seeing God’). 
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When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your ancestors, I 
will raise up your offspring after you, who shall come forth from your 
body, and I will establish his kingdom. He shall build a house for my 
name, and I will establish the throne of his kingdom forever. I will be 
a father to him, and he shall be a son to me. When he commits 
iniquity, I will punish him with a rod such as mortals use, with blows 
inflicted by human beings; but I will not take my steadfast love from 
him, as I took it from Saul, whom I put away from before you. Your 
house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your 
throne shall be established for ever (2 Sam. 7:12–16). 

 
For such a one to reign for ever would require him to have 
dealt with the issue of death. David, awed and humbled by 
the magnitude of this revelation to him, saw the universal 
implications of what God was showing him when he 
responded: 
 

So this is the law [or charter] for humanity, O Lord GOD! (2 Sam. 
7:19; literal translation10). 

God’s Anointed Messiah 

 The career and destiny of this offspring of the house of 
David is spoken of in Psalm 2: 
 

I will tell of the decree of the LORD:  
He said to me, ‘You are my son;  
   today I have begotten you.  
Ask of me, and I will make the nations your heritage,  
   and the ends of the earth your possession.  
You shall break them with a rod of iron,  
   and dash them in pieces like a potter’s vessel (Ps. 2:7–9). 

                                                
10  See Walter C. Kaiser, Jr, ‘The Blessing of David: The Charter for 

Humanity’, in John H. Skilton, ed., The Law and the Prophets: Old Testament 
Studies Prepared in Honour of Oswald Thompson Allis (Presbyterian and 
Reformed Publishing Co., USA, 1974), pp. 295–318. 
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Elsewhere this ‘rod of iron’ is referred to as ‘the rod of his 
mouth’ and ‘the breath of his lips’ (Isa. 11:4)—the word of 
command that he speaks. 
 To this one is given the place of ultimate authority next to 
God, both in the warfare against God’s enemies, and in the 
worship of God’s people: 
 

The LORD says to my lord,  
   ‘Sit at my right hand  
until I make your enemies your footstool’ . . . 
The LORD has sworn and will not change his mind, 
   ‘You are a priest forever according 
       to the order of Melchizedek’ (Ps. 110:1, 4). 

 
He will share the very nature of God Himself, and will bring 
a reign of peace, justice and righteousness: 
 

For a child has been born for us,  
   a son given to us;  
authority rests upon his shoulders;  
   and he is named  
Wonderful Counsellor, Mighty God,  
   Everlasting Father, Prince of Peace.  
His authority shall grow continually,  
   and there shall be endless peace  
for the throne of David and his kingdom.  
   He will establish and uphold it  
with justice and with righteousness  
   from this time onward and forevermore.  
The zeal of the LORD of hosts will do this (Isa. 9:6–7). 

The Righteous One, My Servant 

How can there be peace, if wickedness is still on the 
earth? The wicked must be removed. How can anyone be left 
for this kingdom of peace, if we are all wicked, and justice 
and righteousness are executed on us? To this one is given a 
unique role from God: to bear the sin and to die the death of 
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the wicked, while never succumbing to wickedness himself, 
to free and heal us all: 
 

Surely he has borne our infirmities  
   and carried our diseases;  
yet we accounted him stricken,  
   struck down by God, and afflicted.  
But he was wounded for our transgressions,  
   crushed for our iniquities;  
upon him was the punishment that made us whole, 
   and by his bruises we are healed.  
All we like sheep have gone astray;  
   we have all turned to our own way,  
and the LORD has laid on him  
   the iniquity of us all (Isa. 53:4–6). 

 
Consequently he comes with a message of deliverance, joy, 
and restoration: 
 

The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me,  
   because the LORD has anointed me;  
he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed,  
   to bind up the brokenhearted,  
to proclaim liberty to the captives,  
   and release to the prisoners;  
to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favour,  
   and the day of vengeance of our God;  
   to comfort all who mourn;  
to provide for those who mourn in Zion— 
   to give them a garland instead of ashes,  
the oil of gladness instead of mourning,  
   the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit.  
They will be called oaks of righteousness,  
   the planting of the LORD, to display his glory (Isa. 61:1–3). 

 
This is for all who humbly trust in God: 
 

But this is the one to whom I will look, 
   to the humble and contrite in spirit,  
   who trembles at my word (Isa. 66:2). 
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In a Single Day 

As the time of fulfilment draws near, what this one will 
accomplish is spelled out ever more precisely: 
 

Seventy weeks are decreed for your people and your holy city: to 
finish the transgression, to put an end to sin, and to atone for iniquity, 
to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal both vision and prophet, 
and to anoint a most holy place (Dan. 9:24). 

 
What is required of those who will benefit from it, is also 
made clear: 
 

For there is still a vision for the appointed time; 
   it speaks of the end, and does not lie.  
If it seems to tarry, wait for it;  
   it will surely come, it will not delay.  
Look at the proud!  
   Their spirit is not right in them,  
   but the righteous live by their faith (Hab. 2:3–4). 

 
Vast as the dimensions of this task are, no less will be the 
totality and decisiveness with which it will be carried out: 
 

I will remove the guilt of this land in a single day (Zech. 3:9). 
 

On that day a fountain shall be opened for the house of David and the 
inhabitants of Jerusalem, to cleanse them from sin and impurity 
(Zech. 13:1). 

 
No less, also, will be the fearful cost of such an action: 
 

 ‘Awake, O sword, against my shepherd,  
   against the man who is my associate,’  
         says the LORD of hosts.  
Strike the shepherd, that the sheep may be scattered;  
   I will turn my hand against the little ones (Zech. 13:7). 

 
 (See Matt. 26:31 and Mark 14:27, when Jesus cites this 
verse to characterise what God will do in the action of the 
cross; compare John 15:1–4). 
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God With Us to Save His People 

So, ‘when the fullness of time had come, God sent his 
Son’ (Gal. 4:4): 
 

‘Joseph, son of David, do not be afraid to take Mary as your wife, for 
the child conceived in her is from the Holy Spirit. She will bear a son, 
and you are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people from their 
sins.’ All this took place to fulfill what had been spoken by the Lord 
through the prophet:  

‘Look, the virgin shall conceive and bear a son, 
   and they shall name him Emmanuel,’  

which means, ‘God is with us’ (Matt. 1:20–23). 
 
The night before he died, Jesus signified the meaning, pur-
pose and outcome of his death: 
 

Then he took a cup, and after giving thanks he gave it to them, 
saying, ‘Drink from it, all of you; for this is my blood of the [new] 
covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of sins.  
I tell you, I will never again drink of this fruit of the vine until that 
day when I drink it new with you in my Father’s kingdom’ (Matt. 26: 
27–29). 

 
On the way to the cross, Jesus applied the fearsome prophecy 
of Zechariah 13:7 to himself, with its subsequent scattering 
and gathering: 
 

Then Jesus said to them, ‘You will all become deserters because of 
me this night; for it is written,  

“I will strike the shepherd,  
   and the sheep of the flock will be scattered.” 

But after I am raised up, I will go ahead of you to Galilee’ (Matt. 
26:31–32). 

 
What this action meant for Jesus personally, with the Father 
and the Holy Spirit, is beyond computation: 
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From noon on, darkness came over the whole land until three in the 
afternoon. And about three o’clock Jesus cried with a loud voice, ‘Eli, 
Eli, lema sabachthani?’ that is, ‘My God, my God, why have you 
forsaken me?’ (Matt. 27:45–46). 

 
This was the one, of whom John the Baptiser truly said: 
 

Here is the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world! (John 
1:29). 

The Power of God for Salvation 

None of this happened by accident. This worst of human 
crimes, for which we are fully responsible as a human race, 
was at the same time God’s great action of love for us: 
 

this man, handed over to you according to the definite plan and 
foreknowledge of God, you crucified and killed by the hands of those 
outside the law. But God raised him up, having freed him from death, 
because it was impossible for him to be held in its power (Acts 2: 
23–24). 

 
This is what has made it possible ‘that repentance and for-
giveness of sins is to be proclaimed in his name to all 
nations’ (Luke 24:47): 
 

He commanded us to preach to the people and to testify that he is the 
one ordained by God as judge of the living and the dead. All the 
prophets testify about him that everyone who believes in him receives 
forgiveness of sins through his name (Acts 10:42–43). 

The Word of the Cross 

This saving gospel centres on what God has done in Jesus 
on the cross: 

 
since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; they are now 
justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ 
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Jesus, whom God put forward as a sacrifice of atonement [or, a 
propitiation] by his blood, effective through faith. He did this to show 
his righteousness, because in his divine forbearance he had passed 
over the sins previously committed; it was to prove at the present 
time that he himself is righteous and that he justifies the one who has 
faith in Jesus (Rom. 3:23–26). 

 
This has ramifications for the whole sinful world: 
 

in Christ God was reconciling the world to himself, not counting their 
trespasses against them, and entrusting the message of reconciliation 
to us (2 Cor. 5:19). 

 
It also makes its personal impact: 
 

For through the law I died to the law, so that I might live to God. I 
have been crucified with Christ; and it is no longer I who live, but it 
is Christ who lives in me. And the life I now live in the flesh I live by 
faith in the Son of God, who loved me and gave himself for me (Gal. 
2:19–20). 

Where Righteousness Is at Home 

The final outcome is assured: 
 

Christ loved the church and gave himself up for her, in order to make 
her holy by cleansing her with the washing of water by the word, so 
as to present the church to himself in splendour, without a spot or 
wrinkle or anything of the kind—yes, so that she may be holy and 
without blemish (Eph. 5:25–27). 

 
For Christ also suffered for sins once for all, the righteous for the 
unrighteous, in order to bring you to God (1 Pet. 3:18). 

 
Thus will we be fitted for what God has for us in the age to 
come: 
 

in accordance with his promise, we wait for new heavens and a new 
earth, where righteousness is at home (2 Pet. 3:13). 
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Worthy Is the Lamb 

In the book of the Revelation, a vision is given of a scroll, 
the unfolding of which releases all the final judgements and 
actions of God in history. The search is on for one capable 
and worthy of handling such an enormous moral respon-
sibility. One is found, the Lion of the tribe of Judah, who 
appears as a Lamb who has been slaughtered, and is now 
standing alive. To him is sung this song: 
 

You are worthy to take the scroll  
   and to open its seals,  
for you were slaughtered and by  
         your blood you ransomed for God 
   saints from every tribe and  
         language and people and nation;  
you have made them to be a  
         kingdom and priests serving our God, 
   and they will reign on earth . . .  
To the one seated on the throne and to the Lamb 
   be blessing and honor and glory and might  
   forever and ever! (Rev. 5:9–10, 13). 

BY WHAT AUTHORITY? 

The great authority of this salvation cannot be known outside 
of a humble and personal acceptance of it. Jesus was once 
questioned as to the authority by which he did his actions 
(see Mark 11:27–33). Even though he knew perfectly well 
that he acted wholly on the Father’s authority, and made this 
quite clear on other occasions (see John 14:10; Matt. 8: 
8–10), Jesus declined to answer those who asked him this 
time, because they made it evident that they were unwilling 
to accept the authority of God in the ministry of John the 
Baptiser, let alone that of Jesus. P. T. Forsyth identifies it as 
a centrally moral issue: 
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We must believe everything in the degree in which it is essential to 
the Gospel of our new life and absolute Lord. And if sin and guilt be 
denied, sin in any sense that calls for a new creation, it is difficult to 
get farther with the denier. For we are up against an ultimate, the 
soul’s sense of itself and its case, the verdict of conscience upon its 
own moral condition. And if any conscience, recognising the cen-
trality of moral issues, can place itself before the absolutely holy 
Power, with whom it has finally to do, and yet feel no sense of 
hopeless guilt, there is no more that men or books can do. It is a 
temperamental defect or moral hardening, and it must be left to 
another influence, another experience, and another light.11 

AUTHORITY AND FREEDOM 

Our sinful mindset expects that to be subject to authority is 
to suffer the loss of freedom. This may be so in the sinful 
world, but it is otherwise in the life of the Godhead, and in 
our participation in that life and service. Forsyth stretches the 
limits of thought to make the point that God’s authority, 
while other than ourselves, yet interpenetrates and completes 
us at the level of spirit and will: 
 

Authority and Freedom . . . are conjoint and inseparable both in the 
nature of a Godhead which is Father and Son, and in the nature of a 
spiritual soul, which cannot have a history except by the reciprocal 
action and progressive union of both freedom and authority.12 

 
In this setting, we are never more free than when we are one 
with God in obedience. As sinners, we come into this 
through the atonement wrought in Christ: 
 

None but the Holy can satisfy the holy and its eternal, unquenchable 
demand. It is only God as the Holy atoning Son that can do justice to 

                                                
11  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority, p. 325. 
12  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority, p. 328. 
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the Holy Father, or satisfy the changeless conditions of a perfectly 
Holy God in a guilty world. And this is the God that we commune 
and live with, not by a lowly reverence for Christ but by a living faith 
in Him and His sacrifice; whereby we are not simply regenerated into 
a new life, but integrated into the New Humanity, and super-
naturalised into the Realpolitik of the world-kingdom of holy 
Grace.13 

 
Indeed, it is only in God that we can know and come to right 
submission, which is our true and only freedom. Elsewhere, 
Forsyth says of the Son (with reference to Phil. 2:1–13): 
 

He was of Godhead, but He sought no equality with God. The glory 
of Godhead He had, but it was the Godlike glory of subordination. 
There is place and order in the Godhead, and [He] kept it. 
Subordination is godlike. He was in the category of God, but He did 
not claim the immunities of God. The Son would not oust the Father. 
In a word, He was not inferior to God, but He was subordinate. 
Subordination is not inferiority. 
   Oh, if you could but learn that in this your day, how many griefs, 
heart-burnings, rebuffs, failures, and soul bitterness it would save you 
and your posterity! 
   Subordination is not inferiority, and it is godlike. The principle is 
imbedded in the very cohesion of the Eternal Trinity, and it is 
inseparable from the unity, fraternity, and true equality of men. It is 
not a mark of inferiority to be subordinate, to have an authority, to 
obey. It is Divine.14 

 
As Jesus said of the baptism of John, if we will not recognise 
this, then we will not know the authority of Christ, or of the 
Scriptures, and we will be locked into the hellish prison of 
having to be our own authority. 

                                                
13  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority, p. 190. 
14  P. T. Forsyth, ‘The Divine Self-emptying’, from God the Holy Father, 

first published in 1897, reprinted from the 1957 edition by NCPI, Blackwood, 
1987, p. 42. 
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Questions for Reflection: 

• Where do we look to for certainty in our lives? 
• Where do we stand presently with regard to the authority 

of God in our lives? 
• How does the salvation of God figure in our lives? 

Assignment Question: 

The only final authority for Christian faith is its Creator—God 
Himself acting on us in the Christian way of a new creation, i.e. God 
asserting His holy Self in Christ’s historic and regenerative work, and 
in its perpetual energy in the soul. It is God emerging in history by a 
superhistoric and timeless act which also emerges and functions in 
each soul, the same yesterday, to-day, and for ever.15 

 
• Explain this statement in your own words. Outline in 

your own words the content, thrust and core of God’s 
salvation history as presented in the Bible. 

 

                                                
15  P. T. Forsyth, The Principle of Authority, p. 53. 
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Chapter Five 

Understanding the 
Scriptures 

We may assume that anyone can simply read the Bible, and 
immediately understand what it is saying. That is a mistaken 
assumption. Many people have had the experience of reading 
the Bible, even right through, and still scarcely understanding 
a word of it. Then later something has happened to them that 
has opened them up to understand the Scriptures, and to make 
it so that they cannot get enough of what the Scriptures  
are saying. How do we come to understand what is in the 
Bible? 

PLAIN TO ALL 

The only way we are going to know God, or any person, is  
if they reveal themselves to us. As human persons, we are 
quite capable of keeping our real selves hidden from other 
people, and will only show who we really are to other 
people, or let other people into our lives, as we choose to do 
so. 
 God has no such reticence. We have seen that God has al-
ways been communicating and revealing Himself in many 
ways from the beginning. As the apostle Paul says of human 
beings: 
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For what can be known about God is plain to them, because God has 
shown it to them. Ever since the creation of the world his eternal 
power and divine nature, invisible though they are, have been under-
stood and seen through the things he has made (Rom. 1:19–20). 
 

This has also been made clear by God’s spoken word: 
 
Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by 
the prophets (Heb. 1:1). 
 

Indeed, God has made a point of communicating with us in 
this way, not holding back from us anything that it is needful 
for us to know: 

 
Surely the Lord GOD does nothing,  
   without revealing his secret  
   to his servants the prophets (Amos 3:7). 

 
This makes the knowledge of God accessible to all, and 
incumbent upon all. 1 

THE HIDDEN THINGS 

Of course, because God is God and we are creatures, there 
are aspects of the knowledge of God that are not open to us, 
and properly so. It is not for us to know, for instance, the 
inner workings of the creation as if we ourselves were 
responsible for creating and running the world in the way 
God does. Job was asked: 

                                                
1  Geoffrey Bingham, in The Things We Firmly Believe (NCPI, Blackwood, 

1992), pp. 7–8, nominates a number of ‘media’ by which God reveals Himself. 
These include creation and providence, as we see here, the acts of God in history, 
the law of God, dreams and visions, the prophets, angelic visitations, the Scrip-
tures, and the people of God, as well as Jesus Christ the Son, and the Holy Spirit, 
as we shall see. 
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Can you find out the deep things of God?  
   Can you find out the limit of the Almighty? (Job 11:7). 
 

Job himself admits that, of what we can know of God’s 
actions in His creation: 

 
These are indeed but the outskirts of his ways; 
   and how small a whisper do we hear of him!  
   But the thunder of his power who can understand? (Job. 26:14). 

 
It is in trying to usurp ‘the thunder of his power’, to be as 
God ourselves in our knowledge of all things right or wrong 
(see Gen. 3:5), that we have overstepped the mark and sought 
to trespass on the knowledge that is rightly God’s alone. So 
God rebukes Job and all prideful human beings: 

 
Have you an arm like God,  
   and can you thunder with a voice like his? (Job 40:9). 
 

 Nevertheless, all that we need to know of God and of all 
things in order to do what we have to do as human beings is 
open to us by God’s revelation: 

 
The secret things belong to the LORD our God, but the revealed 
things belong to us and to our children forever, to observe all the 
words of this law (Deut. 29:29). 

DARKENED UNDERSTANDING 

The Bible gives its own reason why the things of God that 
are revealed are hard for us to understand. As far as under-
standing what the Scriptures say, all of us start well behind 
the eight ball. This is because, as a human race, in our 
benighted attempt to be as God ourselves, we have already 
decided to reject what God has revealed to us, and substitute 
for it our own constructs. Paul goes on in Romans 1: 
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So they are without excuse; for though they knew God, they did not 
honour him as God or give thanks to him, but they became futile in 
their thinking, and their senseless minds were darkened. Claiming to 
be wise, they became fools; and they exchanged the glory of the 
immortal God for images resembling a mortal human being or birds 
or four-footed animals or reptiles (Rom. 1:20–23). 
 

This darkness and confusion now governs all our thinking, 
such that it can be said: 

 
God looks down from heaven on humankind 
   to see if there are any who are wise, 
   who seek after God. 
They have all fallen away, 
         they are all alike perverse; 
   there is no one who does good, 
   no, not one  

(Ps. 53:2–3; compare Ps. 14:2–3; quoted in Rom. 3:10–12). 
 

 Thus there are many complaints in the Scriptures against 
those who refuse to understand or accept what the Scriptures 
are saying. For instance: 

 
The vision of all this has become for you like the words of a sealed 
document. If it is given to those who can read, with the command, 
‘Read this,’ they say, ‘We cannot, for it is sealed.’ And if it is given 
to those who cannot read, saying, ‘Read this,’ they say, ‘We cannot 
read’ (Isa. 29:11–12). 
 

Indeed, the very reiteration of the word of God to those who 
repeatedly refuse to receive it will at a certain point have the 
effect of locking them into being incapable of hearing or 
seeing what it is communicating: 

 
Go and say to this people:  

‘Keep listening, but do not comprehend; 
keep looking, but do not understand.’  
Make the mind of this people dull,  
   and stop their ears, 
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   and shut their eyes,  
so that they may not look with their eyes, 
   and listen with their ears,  
and comprehend with their minds,  
   and turn and be healed 

(Isa. 6:9–10; quoted in Matt. 13:13–17; John 12:37–43; Acts 28:23–28). 
 

Note that it is the speaking of the word of God itself, acting 
upon their stubborn refusal to hear, that brings them to this 
point of being incapable of hearing. For all their resistance to 
hearing, the point at which their hearing is shut down is still 
outside their control. It is determined by the action of God, 
who is able to harden hearts that are hard towards Him (see 
Rom. 9:14–18: ‘he has mercy on whomever he chooses, and 
he hardens the heart of whomever he chooses’). 2 
 All of this is what God has to contend with if we are now 
to be brought to understanding. 

GOD-GIVEN RECEPTIVITY 

It seems, then, that we need to receive something from God, 
something of God Himself, to be able even to hear what God 
says, let alone do it or speak it ourselves. The prophet 
Ezekiel’s experience is typical: 

 
Such was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD. 
And when I saw it, I fell upon my face, and I heard the voice of one 
speaking. And he said to me, ‘Son of man, stand upon your feet, and I 
will speak with you.’ And when he spoke to me, the Spirit entered 

                                                
2  God will never harden a heart that is soft towards Him. To see how 

Pharaoh’s heart became hardened, trace through: Exod. 3:19; 4:21–23; 5:1–2; 
7:13, 22–23; 8:15, 19, 32; 9:7, 12, 34–35; 10:1, 3, 16–17, 20, 27; 11:10; 12:29–
32; 14:4–5. The italicised references, from 9:12 on, speak of God hardening 
Pharaoh’s heart, as prophesied in 4:21–23; the rest speak of Pharaoh hardening 
his own heart, and of his heart being hardened. 
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into me and set me upon my feet; and I heard him speaking to me 
(Ezek. 1:28–2:2, RSV). 

 
God wants to address us as upright human persons, made in 
His image, not as cowering incompetents. For this to be so, 
God brings to us something of Himself. 
 This is how it is when God wants to communicate with 
sinners. No doubt it was this way also for human beings 
before we fell into sin, for we were no less dependent upon 
God then than we are now. We have never been freestanding 
units, and were never meant to be. When we are free from 
sin, we are glad to receive all that God gives us of Himself, 
in order to be in communication with Him. 
 The role of the Spirit of God in all the Scriptures, both for 
those who wrote and for those who read, is acknowledged in 
the New Testament: 
 

First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is 
a matter of one’s own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came 
by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke 
from God (2 Pet. 1:20–21). 

 
Just as the Scriptures were written by inspiration of the Spirit, 
so right understanding and interpretation can come only by 
that same Spirit. This is how the gospel was received in 
practice: 
 

our message of the gospel came to you not in word only, but also in 
power and in the Holy Spirit and with full conviction (1 Thess. 1:5). 

THE WORD MADE FLESH 

There is one human person spoken of in the Scriptures who 
has true hearing in himself: 
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The Lord GOD has given me  
   the tongue of those who are taught,  
that I may know how to sustain with a word 
   him that is weary.  
Morning by morning he wakens,  
   he wakens my ear  
   to hear as those who are taught.  
The Lord GOD has opened my ear,  
   and I was not rebellious,  
   I turned not backward (Isa. 50:4–5, RSV). 
 

This is the servant of the Lord who, in the prophecy of Isaiah, 
prefigures all that Christ will do. 
 There was also in the Old Testament the expectation of  
a prophet raised up by God who will speak God’s word in  
an unprecedented way, by which all would be called to 
account: 

 
The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me from 
among your own people; you shall heed such a prophet. This is what 
you requested of the LORD your God at Horeb on the day of the 
assembly when you said: ‘If I hear the voice of the LORD my God 
any more, or ever again see this great fire, I will die.’ Then the LORD 
replied to me: ‘They are right in what they have said. I will raise up 
for them a prophet like you from among their own people; I will put 
my words in the mouth of the prophet, who shall speak to them 
everything that I command. Anyone who does not heed the words 
that the prophet shall speak in my name, I myself will hold account-
able’ (Deut. 18:15–19). 

 
The apostles recognised this one in Jesus, as the culmination 
of all that had been spoken through the prophets:3 
                                                

3  For more detailed treatment of Jesus as the prophet, see Martin Bleby, ‘The 
Days of the Prophet’ in My Servants the Prophets: Christ’s Prophetic Community 
(NCTM Ministry School 2005, NCPI, Blackwood, 2005), pp. 9–15; also Christ 
Today in Word and Action: Studies in Jesus Christ as Prophet and Servant 
(NCPI, Blackwood, 2003). 
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Repent therefore, and turn to God so that your sins may be wiped out, 
so that times of refreshing may come from the presence of the Lord, 
and that he may send the Messiah appointed for you, that is, Jesus, 
who must remain in heaven until the time of universal restoration that 
God announced long ago through his holy prophets. Moses said, ‘The 
Lord your God will raise up for you from your own people a prophet 
like me. You must listen to whatever he tells you. And it will be that 
everyone who does not listen to that prophet will be utterly rooted out 
of the people.’ And all the prophets, as many as have spoken, from 
Samuel and those after him, also predicted these days (Acts 3:19–24). 
 

Jesus spoke with an authority beyond all others (see e.g. 
Mark 1:27; Matt. 7:29). Jesus’ own account of this was that 
he spoke the very words of the Father (see John 14:10; 8:28). 
This was on account of the Spirit poured on him ‘without 
measure’ by the Father (John 3:34). Jesus was not just 
another prophet in the line of the prophets. He was the 
fulfilment in person of all the law and the prophets of the 
Old Testament (see Matt. 5:17–18). Jesus stands in relation 
to Moses as the builder of a house stands in relation to the 
one who serves faithfully within it—indeed as God and His 
Son relate to all that God has made (see Heb. 3:1–6). 
 John the apostle is brought to the bold conclusion that 
Jesus is the very word of God in person—the same word by 
which God created all things, the word spoken down the ages 
through the prophets—in human flesh. This word, spoken by 
God, has the very nature of God Himself—is God speaking 
and acting—and at the same time, being personal, is in 
relationship with God as Son to Father: 

 
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things came 
into being through him, and without him not one thing came into 
being that has come into being . . .  
   He was in the world, and the world came into being through him; 
yet the world did not know him. He came to what was his own, and 
his own people did not accept him. But to all who received him, who 
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believed in his name, he gave power to become children of God, who 
were born, not of blood or of the will of the flesh or of the will of 
man, but of God.  
   And the Word became flesh and lived among us, and we have seen 
his glory, the glory as of the Father’s only Son, full of grace and 
truth . . . No one has ever seen God. It is God the only Son, who is 
close to the Father’s heart [Greek, ‘in the bosom of the Father’], who 
has made him known (John 1:1–3, 10–14, 18). 

 
The opening words of the letter to the Hebrews is saying the 
same thing: 

 
Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and various ways by 
the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by the Son, 
whom he appointed heir of all things, through whom he also created 
the worlds (Heb. 1:1–2). 
 

 This is a new and very direct form of communication, 
which cannot be given or received simply as information or 
intellectual property. It is personal, relational, revelatory and 
self-giving, and so must have something to do with love and 
faith. 

HOW THE REVELATION COMES 

There are a number of instances in the New Testament of 
how people come to know this revelation. It is never by 
working it out themselves. It is always by some action of 
God. Take, for instance, the time in Jesus’ ministry when the 
towns where he was working rejected his message, but 
numbers of others believed through the ministry of his 
disciples. Jesus saw in this the hand of the Father: 

 
At that same hour Jesus rejoiced in the Holy Spirit and said, ‘I thank 
you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these 
things from the wise and the intelligent and have revealed them to 
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infants; yes, Father, for such was your gracious will. All things have 
been handed over to me by my Father; and no one knows who the 
Son is except the Father, or who the Father is except the Son and 
anyone to whom the Son chooses to reveal him’ (Luke 10:21–22). 
 

Here God can be known as Father only through the revealing 
action of the Son. Note that Jesus prays this in the joy of the 
Holy Spirit. 
 Elsewhere Jesus says that people can know who he is only 
by the Father’s revealing action: 

 
No one can come to me unless drawn by the Father who sent me 
 . . . no one can come to me unless it is granted by the Father (John 
6:44, 65). 
 

Thus when Peter recognises Jesus as ‘the Messiah, the Son 
of the living God’, Jesus says: 

 
Blessed are you, Simon son of Jonah! For flesh and blood has not 
revealed this to you, but my Father in heaven (Matt. 16:17). 
 

 Paul spoke of how the revelation of Jesus came to him by 
no human agency: 

 
the gospel that was proclaimed by me is not of human origin; for I did 
not receive it from a human source, nor was I taught it, but I received 
it through a revelation of Jesus Christ (Gal. 1:11–12). 
 

Similarly John traced the course of how the visions in the 
book of the Revelation came to him: 

 
The revelation of Jesus Christ, which God gave him to show his 
servants what must soon take place; he made it known by sending his 
angel to his servant John, who testified to the word of God and to the 
testimony of Jesus Christ, even to all that he saw (Rev. 1:1–2). 
 

 No less is the Spirit involved in the revelatory action—
from the Father, in relation to the Son. Jesus promised: 
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But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my 
name, will teach you everything, and remind you of all that I have 
said to you . . . When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into 
all the truth; for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever 
he hears, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He 
will glorify me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to 
you. All that the Father has is mine. For this reason I said that he will 
take what is mine and declare it to you (John 14:26; 16:13–15). 
 

Thus the depths of God, especially with regard to the prom-
ised goal of God’s purpose and action, are opened to us by 
the Spirit from God: 

 
But we speak God’s wisdom, secret and hidden, which God decreed 
before the ages for our glory . . . as it is written, ‘What no eye has 
seen, nor ear heard, nor the human heart conceived, what God has 
prepared for those who love him’—these things God has revealed to 
us through the Spirit; for the Spirit searches everything, even the 
depths of God . . . Now we have received not the spirit of the world, 
but the Spirit that is from God, so that we may understand the gifts 
bestowed on us by God. And we speak of these things in words not 
taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiri-
tual things to those who are spiritual4 (1 Cor. 2:7, 9–10, 12–13). 
 

Hence, as we have seen in connection with both the writing 
and the reading of Scripture: 

 
no prophecy of scripture is a matter of one’s own interpretation, 
because no prophecy ever came by human will, but men and women 
moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God (2 Pet. 1:20–21). 
 

 It takes all the saving revelatory action of God—Father, 
Son and Holy Spirit—to break through the human wilful 
rejection of God and His revelation and bring us into right 
relationship with Himself. 
                                                

4  ‘Spiritual’ is best understood here, not as some specialised realm of 
sanctity or knowledge, but simply as meaning ‘of the Spirit’. 
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SACRED BOOK, OR REVELATORY PERSON? 

Jens Christensen makes an illuminating comparison between 
Islam’s Koran and Christianity’s Bible. He gives the Muslim 
account of how the Koran came to be: 

 
The Quran, Muslims say, is written on preserved tablets in the 
seventh heaven. At the time of Muhammed it was brought down to 
the lowest heaven, and from there it was sent by Gabriel to 
Muhammed piecemeal, as it was needed. When that process was 
finished the original was again elevated to the highest heaven, where 
it is eternally. The Quran now on earth is the exact replica of that 
book eternal in the heavens. Even chapters and verses, which 
historically seem gathered in a slipshod, haphazard manner, are in  
the very form in which the original copy was written. There are 
therefore no variant readings, and none are possible. Thus the Muslim 
has secured foolproof reliability, and no criticism of the text is 
possible.5 
 

Some Christians may tend to regard the Bible as similarly 
inspired. But the reality is very different. Christians do see 
their Scriptures as inspired, in that they are a reliable record 
and a truthful interpretation of certain historical events. But 
that is not the final thing: 

 
. . . back of this inspired record and inspired interpretation lies revela-
tion that is the divine act itself. The inspired record says, ‘the Word 
became flesh’ . . . The mystery of Revelation is just: That God 
Reveals Himself through Himself. Or, said in another way, God and 
His Revelation are one. There is no third something between God and 
Man. There is no book, no person, no law, no other agency used by 
God to reveal Himself. He is His own Revelation.6 
 

Where, roughly speaking, the Muslim might say, ‘the word 
became book’, Christians can never say that in the same 
                                                

5  Jens Christensen, Mission to Islam and Beyond, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001, 
p. 225. See also p. 234. 

6  Jens Christensen, Mission to Islam and Beyond, pp. 235, 237. 
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way—though many try to do so, in the search for an 
equivalent reliable authority. Christians say, ‘the word 
became flesh’ in the person of Jesus. The book we have 
bears testimony to that reality—authoritative, inspired and 
true—but can never be the reality itself. The revelation of 
God is nothing less than the coming of God Himself to us—
God giving all of Himself to us, in the Son in whom is the 
fullness of God, holding back nothing of Himself. That is 
very direct, personal and relational. Is not this what it means 
to know that ‘God is love’ (1 John 4:8, 16)? 
 But there is more. Jesus is the full revelation of God, 
come to us personally. But, when he came, who recognised 
him as such? There were those who believed that he was the 
opposite—from the devil (see Mark 3:22; John 8:48). The 
revelation was not obvious to all—it remained hidden. For 
recognition to occur, it took a further revelatory act of God 
(as in Matt. 16:15–17): 
 

From the study of the life of our Lord one fact becomes astonishingly 
clear: Christ as the Revelation of God is not immediately available for 
mankind. It is only where and when it pleases God that He, through 
the agency of the Holy Spirit, opens the eyes of men so they can see 
God revealed in Christ. In other words, God in His revelation does 
not pass out of God’s control and into man’s. Man cannot with his 
own power accept or reject God in His revelation. God is God, in 
Himself, in His revelation, and in the comprehension of His revela-
tion. Thus and only thus can God be God, and yet be revealed to 
mankind.7 

 
How else could it be? What love is that! This is certainly 
something on which we cannot get our grubby little hands. 
Indeed, this is what comes to us and cleanses our hands and 
our minds from any such prideful intention. 

                                                
7  Jens Christensen, Mission to Islam and Beyond, p. 237. 
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Questions for Reflection: 

• How does God’s revelation in the Scriptures come to us? 
• What is the difference between a Christian view of the 

Bible and an Islamic view of the Koran? 
• What is the effect of having a Koran-type view of the 

Christian Scriptures? 

Assignment Question: 

• What gets in the way of our understanding the Bible? 
How do we come to understand what is in the Bible? 
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Chapter Six 

Interpreting the 
Scriptures: A General 

Approach 

We have looked at the nature of the Scriptures, and their 
authority, and how we come to understand what they say. 
We now come to the vexed matter of interpretation. Even 
among those who accept the authority of the Bible, we find 
different interpretations coming through, even on quite sig-
nificant matters. On the basis of what we have seen so far, 
can we come to a way of interpreting the Scriptures that is 
true to what the Scriptures themselves present? We come 
first to a general approach, which has been found helpful, 
that has as much to do with the attitude in which we come, as 
it has to do with how we go about it. 

WHAT IS ‘HERMENEUTICS’? 

The task of interpreting the Scriptures is known as ‘herme-
neutics’. Hermeneutics is ‘the art and science of interpreta-
tion’ (derived in Greek from Hermes, the divine messenger 
of the gods).1 It has to do particularly with ‘the application of 
                                                

1  Donald G. Bloesch, Holy Scripture: Revelation, Inspiration & Interpre-
tation, InterVarsity Press, Downers Grove, 1994, p. 172. 
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biblical texts—theologically and practically—to the life of 
the church and the individual’.2 As such it is a matter of great 
significance, particularly for those in ministry, and for the 
people they serve. ‘I have come to realize that above every-
thing else, the ministry is hermeneutics’.3 

THE CONNECTION 

The two poles of hermeneutics are: ‘What did Scripture mean 
when it was written?’ and ‘What does it mean to us today?’4 
Seeing and spelling out the connection between the two is 
the task of hermeneutics. 

Direct Connection 

 Some see no difficulty in going directly from one to the 
other. Parts of the Bible are amenable to this treatment. 
‘Beloved, let us love one another’ (1 John 4:7) is directly 
applicable. When it goes on to say, ‘because love is from 
God’, the question is posed whether in reality we have any 
idea what this ‘love’ really is. So it may not be as accessible 
as we think it is. 
 When it comes to matters such as, in the Old Testament, 
the stoning to death of a stubborn, rebellious and disobedient 
son (Deut. 21:18–21), the entire destruction of enemies and 
their animals (Deut. 20:16), or the wearing of garments made 
of two different materials (Lev. 19:19) and, in the New 
Testament, of praying with or without head coverings (1 Cor. 
                                                

2  Gordon D. Fee, Gospel and Spirit: Issues in New Testament Hermeneutics, 
Hendrickson, Peabody, 1994, p. ix. 

3  Gordon Fee, Gospel and Spirit, p. 24. 
4  Krister Stendahl, ‘Biblical Theology’ in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the 

Bible, quoted by Gordon Fee in Gospel and Spirit, pp. 2–3. 
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11:2–16), or eating meat offered to idols (Acts 15:29; 1 Cor. 
8), the connections are not always clear, and various other 
factors that people bring to the text come into play. 
 It is easy to indulge then in ‘a kind of pragmatic herme-
neutics—obey what should be taken literally; spiritualize, 
allegorize, or devotionalize the rest’!5 Such ploys can be-
come very subjective, and determined to a high degree by the 
predispositions of the practitioners. 

No Connection 

 On the other hand there are those who insist that what is 
written in the Bible is so culturally determined for its time, 
and those who read it likewise for their time, that any 
connection is unhelpful, if not impossible. Nevertheless, 
attempts are made to press the biblical text into service in 
this situation, often in ways that again pander to the pre-
dispositions of those doing this, and the ones for whom they 
are doing it. 
 Account needs to be taken of how what is in the biblical 
text often confronts and demolishes cultural norms, in its 
own day and in ours, and so cannot be wholly viewed in 
terms of cultural determinism. 

Bridging Attempts 

 Various attempts are made to form bridges between these 
two poles, at varying levels of complexity, and balancing of 
different factors. These also can be more or less ingenious 
constructs of the individual interpreters, or schools of 
interpretation. 

                                                
5  Gordon Fee, Gospel and Spirit, p. 86 
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COMING TO THE TEXT 

A True and Open Relationship 

It is helpful to see that the biblical writings are not there to 
be mined or utilised by us. They are, first of all, writings of 
particular people with whom we can have a certain relation-
ship. As with all our relationships with one another, it is 
good if our relationship with the biblical writers can be re-
spectful and honouring of them. This is so especially when 
we recognise that they have insights and wisdom that may be 
beyond our own. It could be that we are not yet in a position 
to understand everything they say! Not because they are ab-
struse, but because we are obtuse—as in 2 Peter 3:15–16: 
 

So also our beloved brother Paul wrote to you according to the 
wisdom given him, speaking of this as he does in all his letters. There 
are some things in them hard to understand, which the ignorant and 
unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other scriptures. 

 
Humility of spirit is a requirement of all true and open 

relationships: 
 

For by the grace given to me I say to everyone among you not to 
think of yourself more highly than you ought to think, but to think 
with sober judgment, each according to the measure of faith that God 
has assigned (Rom. 12:3). 
 
Do nothing from selfish ambition or conceit, but in humility regard 
others as better than yourselves (Phil. 2:3). 

 
This can guide us in our relationship with the biblical 
writers, and in how we come to what they have written. 
 Thus we will be hesitant to analyse, dissect and criticise 
the biblical writings, without first seeking to take them as we 
find them, at face value on their own terms, and with an 
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integrity of their own. This will make us more open to re-
ceive the good things they may have for us. 

From Inside the Scriptures 

 Geoffrey Bingham tells of a vision he once had of an open 
Bible, and he was on the inside, looking out! It is a good 
place to be. It means that we have so entered into the Scrip-
tures that they have become part of the fibre of our being. Its 
ways of thinking and seeing have become our own. We can 
now look out on the world with a new, enlarged vision, from 
their God-given perspective. Is it possible fully to appreciate 
another person if we do not enter into some such process 
with that person? Can we any less appreciate the Scriptures 
if we have not entered into such a place with them? 
 Part of coming to that place is to read and read and read 
the Bible, through and through and through: 
 

Blessed Lord, you have caused all holy scriptures to be written for 
our learning: grant us so to hear them, read, mark, learn, and inwardly 
digest them, that, encouraged and supported by your holy Word, we 
may embrace and always hold fast the joyful hope of everlasting life 
which you have given us in our Saviour Jesus Christ. Amen.6 

 
The Anglican Ordinal enjoins those ordained to pastoral and 
teaching ministry: 
 

that, as much as lieth in you, you will apply yourselves wholly to this 
one thing, and draw all your cares and studies this way; and that you 
will continually pray to God the Father, by the Mediation of our only 
Saviour Jesus Christ, for the heavenly assistance of the Holy Ghost; 
that, by daily reading and weighing of the Scriptures, ye may wax 
riper and stronger in your ministry (Book of Common Prayer, 1662, 
emphasis mine). 

                                                
6  Collect for the Second Sunday in Advent, An Australian Prayer Book,  

pp. 181f. 
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They were expected, morning and evening every day, to 
traverse the whole of the Bible prayerfully right through 
every year. Can we truly interpret the Scriptures from any 
other position than this? 

GOD IS HIS OWN INTERPRETER 

Even more is humility of spirit required when we realise that, 
in this text, we are being addressed by the word of God—by 
God Himself speaking to us: 

 
We also constantly give thanks to God for this, that when you 
received the word of God that you heard from us, you accepted it not 
as a human word but as what it really is, God’s word, which is also at 
work in you believers (1 Thess. 2:13). 
 

Only God can make His own voice heard, and convey the 
truth of its meaning. This was the apostle Peter’s experience: 

 
Simon Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah, the Son of the living 
God.’ And Jesus answered him, ‘Blessed are you, Simon son of 
Jonah! For flesh and blood has not revealed this to you, but my Father 
in heaven’ (Matt. 16:16–17). 
 

Who is it that interprets the Scriptures to us, with heart-
warming power? The Son Himself makes the Father known, 
and reveals all the mystery of His will: 

 
[Jesus] said to them, ‘Oh, how foolish you are, and how slow of heart 
to believe all that the prophets have declared! Was it not necessary 
that the Messiah should suffer these things and then enter into his 
glory?’ Then beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he inter-
preted to them the things about himself in all the scriptures . . . They 
said to each other, ‘Were not our hearts burning within us while he 
was talking to us on the road, while he was opening the scriptures to 
us?’ (Luke 24:25–27, 32). 
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This is never without the agency of the Holy Spirit: 
 
First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is 
a matter of one’s own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came 
by human will, but men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke 
from God (2 Pet. 1:20–21). 
 

The one who moved the speakers is the one who brings 
through the meaning to us. 
 James Denney also speaks of the divine action in the 
interpretation of the Scriptures: 

 
What is important is that our thoughts should truly interpret the divine 
revelation; and if they do this, they are not ours nor theirs [the 
apostles’] but God’s. The very grace of the apostolic Scriptures is, 
that God by means of them interprets to us His love in Christ, and 
enables us to grasp it with heart and mind.7 
 

This no less requires the humble, free and open relationship 
to Scripture referred to earlier: 

 
Scripture may sometimes be prejudiced by our best-intentioned at-
tempts to serve it. It has a greatness and power of its own which are 
most free to work when we approach it without any presuppositions 
whatever.8 
 

The lack of presuppositions includes any ‘doctrines of Scrip-
ture’ we may carry with us. The authority of Scripture must 
be God’s alone, not any position that we or the church may 
ascribe to them: 

 
it is as we use Scripture, without any presuppositions whatever, that 
we find it has power to lodge in our minds ‘Christianity and its 
doctrines’ as being not only generally but divinely true; and its power 
to do this is precisely what we mean by its inspiration.9 

                                                
7  James Denney, ‘Holy Scripture’, lecture 9 in Studies in Theology, Hodder 

and Stoughton, London, 1895, p. 224. 
8  James Denney, Studies in Theology, p. 227. 
9  James Denney, Studies in Theology, p. 204. 
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All this is not just propositional, but personal and relational: 
 
through the Scriptures the believing soul has fellowship with God its 
Father and Redeemer in Christ Jesus.10 
 

We may be aware of people for whom the Bible has re-
mained a closed book, even when read from cover to cover, 
until they have come to repentance and faith in the living 
God. How can it be otherwise? It is to such as are brought to 
the Scriptures in this way that God gives hearing and 
understanding: 

 
All these things my hand has made, 
   and so all these things are mine,  

says the LORD. 
But this is the one to whom I will look, 
   to the humble and contrite in spirit, 
   who trembles at my word (Isa. 66:2). 

A HELPFUL APPROACH 

Taking a cue from P. T. Forsyth,11 I have for some years now 
operated on the basis of the following three things to look  
for with regard to any particular passage: 
• the meaning of the words to the original writers and 

hearers; 
• the place this portion of Scripture has in the overall plan 

and purpose of God, according to the workings of the 
Holy Spirit; 

                                                
10  James Denney, Studies in Theology, p. 204. On page 209 he also speaks 

of how Jesus himself used Scripture ‘as a means of fellowship with his Father in 
heaven’—in the wilderness and on the cross. 

11  P. T. Forsyth, The Work of Christ (NCPI, Blackwood, [1910] 1994),  
pp. 37–43, describes three ways of reading the Bible. Here they are in a slightly 
different order. 
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• how the Spirit, through this Scripture, is addressing us 
today.12 

The meaning of the words to the original writers and 

hearers 
 For this we need all the exegetical tools and insights 
afforded to us by the range of biblical scholarship. But there 
needs to be a proviso. While earlier theologians such as 
Forsyth and Denney held optimistic hopes for the burgeon-
ing biblical scholarship that was happening in their day, we 
need to be more circumspect in the welter of scholarship that 
assails us today. The earlier historical criticism, much of it 
now discredited by structural and other more recent studies, 
often ended up in a certain desiccated dryness. We also need 
to be aware of the largely secular university environment in 
which academic theology is now pursued, and the different 
pressures that it is now subject to. Braaten warns: 13 

 
Historical criticism divorced from the church’s faith and life serves a 
different master than the Word of God incarnate. It is simply not as 
objective, neutral, and free as often its practitioners imagine. If 
biblical scholars do not conduct their research within the framework 
of the Christian vision of ultimate reality and truth, they will neces-
sarily proceed on some other premises, acknowledged or not.  
 

                                                
12  I have sought to follow this process in a systematic way in my studies in 

Ezekiel; see Web Studies on <www.newcreation.org.au>. While set out there in 
perhaps a slightly artificial way, the approach, I believe, serves us well. 

It is also summarised by Donald Bloesch (Holy Scripture, p. 174) as follows: 
The object in exegesis is to determine the grammatical or historical meaning of the 
text. But we must not stop there: we need to go on to synthesis—relating the text to 
the central meaning of the Bible, which is the gospel—and then to application—
relating the text to our life situation. 

13  Carl E. Braaten, ‘Scripture, Church, and Dogma: An Essay on Theo-
logical Method’ (commending Pannenberg’s use of experience as a source of 
theology), Interpretation, vol. 50, no. 2, April 1996, p. 154. 
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   Often the premises are hidden or disguised, but ‘by their fruits you 
will know them.’ The Christian exegete will not embark on fanciful 
hypotheses out of harmony with the mystery of the incarnation. 

 
 Thus, while we bring the best resources of our minds to 
bear on the Scriptures, and draw benefit from believers who 
have done this before us, we need to see these aids as 
subservient to the truth of the Scriptures, and not as alternate 
sources alongside or over above the Scriptures. The Anglican 
Articles of Religion limit the church’s essential teaching to 
that which is consistent with Scripture: 
 

Holy Scripture containeth all things necessary to salvation: so that 
whatsoever is not read therein, nor may be proved thereby, is not to 
be required of any man, that it should be believed as an article of the 
Faith, or to be thought requisite or necessary to salvation.14 

 
Against this principle has come a propensity to place in 
equal positions alongside Scripture both tradition and reason 
as sources of doctrine, such that these three are represented 
as a ‘three-legged stool’. A fourth leg of ‘experience’ has 
also been added. This is a distortion of the classical Anglican 
approach, as set out, for instance by Francis White in A 
Treatise of the Sabbath Day, written in 1635: 
 

The Church of England in her public and authorized Doctrine and 
Religion proceedeth in manner following. It buildeth her faith and 
religion upon the Sacred Canonical Scriptures . . . [But] next to the 
Holy Scripture, it relieth upon the consentient testimony and authority 
of the bishops and pastors of the true and ancient Catholic Church; 
and it preferreth the sentence thereof before all other curious and 
profane novelties. [Thus] the Holy Scripture is the fountain and lively 
spring, containing in all sufficiency the pure water of life . . . The 
consentient and unanimous testimony of the true church of Christ in 

                                                
14  Article VI, in Anglican Church of Australia, A Prayer Book for Australia, 

shorter edition, p. 477. 
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the primitive ages . . . is canalis, a conduit pipe, to derive and convey 
to succeeding generations the celestial water contained in Holy Scrip-
ture. The first of these, namely Scripture, is the sovereign authority 
 . . . The latter is a ministerial and subordinant rule and guide to pre-
serve and direct us to the right understanding of the Scriptures.15 

 
This speaks of tradition, especially of the early church 
fathers, and by implication also (cleansed and sanctified) rea-
son and experience, not as alternate poles with Scripture, but 
rather as spotlights helping to light up what is at centre stage— 
the revelation of God in Christ as set forth in Holy Scripture. 
 Given these provisos, there is in past and present scholar-
ship a rich and vast array of valuable and painstaking work 
that is not to be despised, but rather pursued with eagerness 
as we press on to know more of God’s word and so of God 
Himself. There can be no excuse for not doing the hard work 
on the text. This saves us from trying to make it say some-
thing that it was never intended to say.16 

The place this portion of Scripture has in the overall plan 

and purpose of God, according to the workings of the Holy 
Spirit 
 If we take seriously what the Scriptures say about God 
working according to a plan, we may accept that the coming 
together of Scripture is part of that plan, and bears consistent 
witness to God’s character and overall purpose. We are 
                                                

15  Quoted in Michael Ramsey, The Anglican Spirit, ed. Dale Coleman 
(Cowley Publications, Cambridge, 1992), pp. 26–27. 

16  To give one example of this danger: I once heard a sermon on Isaiah 
28:10 (‘it is precept upon precept . . .’) that made the point that we must learn 
little by little. True or untrue as this may be, it had nothing to do with what the 
text was saying. Some attention to the wider text, and some reading of com-
mentaries, could have helped to give us some much stronger meat than that: the 
simplicity and clarity of Isaiah’s message, and the people’s mockery and refusal 
to hear, and the judgement that would come upon them, to bring them to the 
place of mercy. 
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shown in 2 Peter 1:20–21 (quoted above) that the Holy Spirit 
was active in those whose words are recorded in Scripture. 
We may take it that he was no less active in determining 
what would be preserved, and the place that would occupy in 
testifying to God’s nature, purpose and activity. 
 It is also made clear that God’s intention for what was 
written, while pertinent to the immediate situation, had rami-
fications that extended much further: 

 
Concerning this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace 
that was to be yours made careful search and inquiry, inquiring about 
the person or time that the Spirit of Christ within them indicated 
when it testified in advance to the sufferings destined for Christ and 
the subsequent glory. It was revealed to them that they were serving 
not themselves but you, in regard to the things that have now been 
announced to you through those who brought you good news by the 
Holy Spirit sent from heaven—things into which angels long to look! 
(1 Pet. 1:10–12). 
 

A prophecy can have immediate fulfilment (1 Chron. 17: 
11–14; 2 Chron. 6:15), and yet be more finally fulfilled at a 
later time (John 2:18–22; Heb. 7:16–17; see Rev. 19:10). So  
P. T. Forsyth writes of Paul’s letters: 

 
Paul . . . was not thinking of us at all. He did not expect the world to 
last a century. It is quite another question what the Holy Spirit was 
thinking about.17 
 

 So to be able to exercise this stage of the process of inter-
pretation requires a heartfelt and thoroughgoing familiarity 
with the whole of Scripture and its entire thrust. 
 This also requires and presupposes a consistency over the 
whole of the Scriptures as testifying to the one great plan and 
purpose of the faithful Creator for salvation, centred in the 

                                                
17  P. T. Forsyth, The Work of Christ, p. 38. 
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work of the Son. In this connection, the Anglican Articles of 
Religion spell out a vital principle: 
 

The Old Testament is not contrary to the New: for both in the Old and 
New Testament everlasting life is offered to Mankind by Christ, who 
is the only Mediator between God and Man, being both God and 
Man. 

 
it is not lawful for the Church to ordain any thing that is contrary  
to God’s Word written, neither may it so expound one place of 
Scripture, that it be repugnant to another.18 

 
In attempting to apply this last Article consistently in my 
preaching and teaching over a number of years, I have found 
it to be a rich and rewarding principle of Scriptural inter-
pretation which has opened to me vast vistas of God’s 
sovereign love and grace previously closed off to me by the 
accepted methods of earlier critical scholarship.19 
 This second stage is the essential bridge, often omitted, 
between the Scripture as it was written and its speaking to us 
in the present day. For we, no less than those alive when 
these things were written, are part of that whole plan of God 
(compare 1 Cor. 10:1–13, esp. v. 11; Rom. 15:1–4). 
 It is important to remember also that the Scripture is not 
yet closed or over—we are still in it, for much of what it  
says has to do with time that is present and yet to come  
(see, for example, 1 Cor. 15:20–28; Matt. 24:35–44; Rev. 
7:9–17). 

                                                
18  Articles VII and XX, in Anglican Church of Australia, A Prayer Book for 

Australia, shorter edition, pp. 477, 480. 
19  For example, I was now able to see the relationship of the refusal to ‘be 

scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth’ in Genesis 11:1–9 (‘J’) with 
the command to ‘fill the earth’ in 1:28 (‘P’), when these were previously quite 
dissociated for me. See ch. 8, p. 104, n. 2. 
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How the Spirit, through this Scripture, is addressing us 
today 
 Once we have done the work on the text in its own 
original setting, and discerned its place in the overall plan of 
God, we may then hear what the Spirit is saying to us, to the 
churches, and to the world at large, and may be sent and 
enabled to speak it. This will come only in the context of a 
prayerful relationship of faith in the Lord, and of God-given 
love for and knowledge of the people in the situations where 
the word addresses them. And come it does. 

A TEST EXAMPLE: EXODUS 4:24–26 

Let us see how this approach might work out in practice, by 
applying it to a particular passage of Scripture: 
 

On the way, at a place where they spent the night, the Lord met him 
[Moses] and tried to kill him. But Zipporah took a flint and cut off her 
son’s foreskin, and touched Moses’ feet with it, and said, ‘Truly you 
are a bridegroom of blood to me!’ So he let him alone. It was then she 
said, ‘A bridegroom of blood by circumcision.’ 

The meaning of the words to the original writers and 

hearers 
 In seeking to understand this passage in its original 
setting, we may want to ask certain questions: 
• Why did God try to kill Moses? 
• How did the blood of circumcision save him?  
• What does ‘bridegroom of blood’ mean?  
 The immediate context is the first place to look. This 
follows God’s encounter with Moses at the burning bush, in 
which Moses was extremely reluctant to do what God was 
telling him to do to free His people from Egypt (see Exod. 
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3:11, 13; 4:1, 10, 13). This would appear to give God suffi-
cient reason to be opposed to Moses as long as that mindset 
continued. 
 To find out about the significance of circumcision, we 
need to look to the wider context, particularly Genesis 17, 
where the sign of circumcision was given to Abraham 
(following Abraham and Sarah’s precipitate acting outside of 
God’s promise in the conception and birth of Ishmael in Gen. 
16) as a merciful sign, in the flesh, of God’s covenant 
commitment to Abraham and his descendents, towards the 
fulfilment of God’s promise to Abraham in Genesis 12:1–3, 
ultimately to bring blessing to all the families of the earth 
through them. 
 Circumcision was supposed to happen to every male child 
in Israel when he was eight days old. Moses and his wife 
Zipporah’s son, born to them some time before (see Exod. 
2:22), was still uncircumcised. Does this suggest that Moses’ 
reluctance to do what God said was matched by a care-
lessness with regard to the sign of God’s covenant, perhaps 
based in a disbelief that God would keep His promise? 
 Zipporah’s decisive action in doing what Moses had 
failed to do reasserted God’s covenant at the heart of their 
family’s faith. God acted in keeping with that covenant by 
sparing Moses’ life. 
 We may then check with various commentaries. There we 
may find a concern at any notion that God would want to kill 
Moses. Some postulate an earlier version of this story in 
which it may have been a demonic or some other attack. In 
keeping with our principle of taking the text as we have it at 
face value, we take it that God actually tried to kill Moses. 
We may take it that this is God’s prerogative (as in Deut. 
32:39), and is by no means arbitrary. 
 The commentaries may, or more likely in this instance 
may not, tell us what ‘bridegroom of blood’ could mean. 
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Again, we may need to cast the net more widely in the 
Scriptures. Certainly the covenant of God, sealed in blood 
(as in Exod. 24:3–8), is spoken of in terms of a marriage 
between God and Israel (as in Jer. 31:32), and human 
marriages are linked with the covenant of God in Proverbs 
2:17. Song of Songs 8:6 also speaks of a love that is ‘strong 
as death’, in the context of the marriage relationship. This 
could be something of the wider significance of these words 
here. 

The place this portion of Scripture has in the overall plan 

and purpose of God, according to the workings of the Holy 
Spirit 
 We look now to the place of this short passage in the 
whole plan of God, and in the compilation of the Scriptures. 
For this we need to relate this incident to the saving action of 
God in Christ that is the heart and key of all the Scriptures. 
 Our minds go to what Paul says of Christ as our bride-
groom in Ephesians 5:22–33, and we recognise the vital 
place of the shedding of his blood in this saving relationship. 
 We also see the way circumcision was superseded in the 
New Testament as a now-fulfilled sign of our unity with 
Christ, as in Colossians 2:11–12, and how what Moses 
taught and did was a lesser foreshadowing of what Jesus 
would achieve (as in Heb. 3:1–6). (Without this step, we 
might have come to the logical, but precipitate and misled, 
conclusion that to prevent ourselves from being killed by 
God, we should make sure that our male children have been 
circumcised, and that the blood from this operation ought to 
be used by us as some kind of talisman!) 
 Thus while the original meaning of the phrase ‘bride-
groom of blood’ may now not be recoverable, is it fanciful to 
suggest that the Holy Spirit left it there to point us to the real 
and final ‘bridegroom of blood’, and the new covenant (see 
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Jer. 31:31–34; Matt. 26:28), by which both Moses and we 
are ultimately saved from eternal death? 

How the Spirit, through this Scripture, is addressing us 

today 
 This will necessarily be individual for each person, while 
having ramifications for us all. 
 Here is how it spoke to one person, who wrote this song 
after nearly being killed in a vehicle accident: 
 

Father You called me to set the slaves free;  
‘Bring out my people so they can serve Me!’  
Lord, I can’t keep Your demanding decree—  
Surely You are a Bridegroom of blood to me. 

 
You came to kill me and take back my life— 
All that displeases comes under Your knife— 
You give Your loved ones both blessing and strife. 
Surely You are a Bridegroom of blood to me. 

 
Jesus, You came for us sinners below 
That we the love of the Father might know; 
Jesus, You suffered the death-dealing blow— 
Surely You are a Bridegroom of blood to me. 

 
I have been touched by the covenant blood: 
Now You will see me through fire and flood, 
Rescue Your children and make us all free— 
Surely You are a Bridegroom of blood to me.20 

 
Here there is a welcome movement from seeing God as a 
hard taskmaster who demands blood out of a stone, to a 
position of grateful faith in the saving Father of a redeemed 
family, through the sacrifice of Christ, and a readiness to be 
God’s servant in that enterprise. 
                                                

20  Martin Bleby, New Creation Hymn Book, NCPI, Blackwood, 2001,  
no. 284. 
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Questions for Reflection: 

• How have we been using and interpreting the Scriptures, 
for ourselves and for others, up to now? 

• How has God spoken to us by these means? 
• What aspects of our process of interpreting the Scrip-

tures are worth retaining, and what aspects might need 
to change or be added to? 

Assignment Question: 

• Choose a passage from the Scriptures, preferably one 
that is not easy to understand at first, and apply to it the 
three steps of interpretation outlined above as a ‘helpful 
approach’, prayerfully and humbly using concordance, 
cross-references, commentaries, and whatever else may 
be helpful, to arrive at a fitting application of the pas-
sage to our situation today. 

 



 90 

Chapter Seven 

Interpreting the 
Scriptures: Reformation 

Principles 

The Reformation in Europe in the 1500s was a time when 
what the Bible says was held in high regard. It was also a 
time when the authority of the church was being challenged, 
and the nature and authority of the Scriptures needed to be 
carefully and clearly delineated. A comprehensive set of 
principles for biblical interpretation was settled upon, which 
are still useful and reliable as guidelines for our time. 
Though often ignored, they deserve to be widely known and 
acknowledged.1 

PERSPICUITY OF SCRIPTURE 

The reformers held to the inherent clarity of Scripture. They 
believed that the meaning of the overall message of the Bible 
was open and easily accessible to all who have faith (we 
have already seen that it remains a closed book to any who 
refuse to believe). While particular passages may be obscure, 
and while theological understanding and biblical knowledge 
                                                

1  As listed in Donald  Bloesch, Holy Scripture, pp. 192–5. 
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help to discern the historical and linguistic background to the 
text, nevertheless the narrative of Scripture is simple and 
straightforward enough for readers to see and acknowledge 
the mighty saving actions of God. Whereas before, circu-
lation of the Scriptures had been restricted mainly to scholars 
and teachers, the reformers had no qualms about putting 
copies of the Bible, in people’s own languages, into the 
hands of all who could read (especially as literacy and the 
printed word increased), and trusted that the meaning would 
be plain to them. 
 This was consistent with what the Scriptures themselves 
say: 

 
My child, if you accept my words  
   and treasure up my commandments within you, 
making your ear attentive to wisdom  
   and inclining your heart to understanding;  
if you indeed cry out for insight,  
   and raise your voice for understanding;  
if you seek it like silver,  
   and search for it as for hidden treasures— 
then you will understand the fear of the LORD  
   and find the knowledge of God.  
For the LORD gives wisdom;  
   from his mouth come knowledge and understanding; 
he stores up sound wisdom for the upright;  
   he is a shield to those who walk blamelessly, 
guarding the paths of justice  
   and preserving the way of his faithful ones.  
Then you will understand righteousness and justice 
   and equity, every good path;  
for wisdom will come into your heart,  
   and knowledge will be pleasant to your soul;  
prudence will watch over you;  
   and understanding will guard you (Prov. 2:1–11). 
 

❊ ❊ ❊ ❊ ❊ 
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THE NATURAL MEANING OF THE TEXT 

The reformers regarded the natural or literal meaning of the 
text as normative. Over against allegorical or spiritualised 
interpretations, they sought first the grammatical meaning of 
the text as intended by its original writers. We may go on 
from there, especially where picture-language or vision-
language is employed, but this is the starting point, which 
cannot be bypassed or contradicted. 
 Scripture itself indicates that it can be taken at face value, 
and that its obvious meaning is clearly evident to any who 
will deliver and hear it: 
 

Then the LORD answered me and said: Write the vision; make it plain 
on tablets, so that a runner may read it (Hab. 2:2). 

SCRIPTURE INTERPRETS SCRIPTURE 

The best way to interpret any particular passage of Scripture 
is by the light of the rest of the Bible. Scripture is its own 
best commentary. Any part of it is to be interpreted in the 
light of the whole. 
 This assumes a fundamental consistency of Scripture, 
based on the knowledge that God is one, and is faithful and 
true. Hence the requirement of Anglican Article XX that the 
church may not ‘so expound one place of Scripture, that it be 
repugnant to another’ (see above, p. 84). Apparently contra-
dictory passages must be held together, with the rest of 
Scripture being brought to bear, centred on Christ and his 
cross, until the truth that both passages bear witness to is 
seen for what it is. 
 There is also a recognition here that Scripture has a 
unique God-given perspective on life and reality that may 
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not be present in the distorted ‘wisdom’ of a sinful world, 
but which indeed counters and judges it: 

 
Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit that is 
from God, so that we may understand the gifts bestowed on us by 
God. And we speak of these things in words not taught by human 
wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual things to those 
who are spiritual.2 Those who are unspiritual do not receive the gifts 
of God’s Spirit, for they are foolishness to them, and they are unable 
to understand them because they are spiritually discerned. Those who 
are spiritual discern all things, and they are themselves subject to no 
one else’s scrutiny. ‘For who has known the mind of the Lord so as to 
instruct him?’ But we have the mind of Christ (1 Cor. 2:12–16). 
 
Long before the Reformation, Athanasius declared: ‘The 

sacred and divinely inspired Scriptures’ are of themselves 
‘sufficient for the exposition of truth’.3 Hence the Anglican 
Articles’ insistence that: ‘Holy Scripture containeth all things 
necessary to salvation: so that whatsoever is not read therein, 
nor may be proved thereby, is not to be required of any man, 
that it should be believed as an article of the Faith, or to be 
thought requisite or necessary to salvation’, and ‘It is not 
lawful for the Church to ordain any thing that is contrary to 
God’s Word written’ (VI and XX; see above, pp. 81, 84). 
Scripture is the source and norm of God’s revelation, 
sufficient in itself, and material brought to bear on it from 
outside the Bible may partake in the world’s fallen perspec-
tive, and so run counter to the truth of Scripture. 
 Thus a Concordance (listing the use of every word in the 
Bible) and a Treasury of Scripture Knowledge (listing bib-
lical cross-references for every verse of the Bible) are tools 
as valuable as any Commentary, and sometimes more so. 
                                                

2  This has nothing to do with supposed levels of ‘spirituality’. It simply 
means: ‘interpreting things of the Spirit of God to those who have the Spirit’. 

3  Athanasius, Contra Gentes, trans. Robert W. Thomson quoted in Donald 
Bloesch, Holy Scripture, p. 193. 
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CHRIST IN ALL THE SCRIPTURES 

The saving content of Scripture, and the key to its inter-
pretation, is God’s revelation in Christ. This is summarised 
in the pithy statement: 

 
the testimony of Jesus is the spirit of prophecy (Rev. 19:10). 
 

The whole of the Scriptures testify to God’s saving action in 
Christ. Any interpretation that does not relate to this is off-
centre. Later reformed orthodoxy made the distinction be-
tween the outer form or ‘formal principle’ of the Scripture as 
a book and its inner form or ‘material principle’ which is the 
gospel of salvation in Christ. 
 Seeing the person and action of God in Christ as the uni-
fying reality of the Scriptures is well set forth in this scheme 
of salvation in Christ as the story of the whole Bible: 

 
In Genesis, Christ is the seed of the woman. 
In Exodus, the passover lamb. 
In Leviticus, the atoning sacrifice. 
In Numbers, the smitten rock. 
In Deuteronomy, the prophet. 
In Joshua, the captain of the Lord of Hosts. 
In Judges, the deliverer. 
In Ruth, the heavenly kinsman. 
In the books of Samuel, Kings and Chronicles, the promised king. 
In Ezra and Nehemiah, the restorer of the nation. 
In Esther, the advocate. 
In Job, the redeemer. 
In the Psalms, all, and in all. 
In Proverbs, the pattern. 
In Ecclesiastes, the goal. 
In the Song of Solomon, the satisfaction. 
In the Prophets, the coming Prince of Peace. 
In the Gospels, he is coming to seek and save. 
In the Acts, he is Christ risen. 
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In the Epistles, he is Christ at the Father’s right hand. 
In the Book of Revelation, he is Christ returning and reigning.4 

OLD TESTAMENT INTERPRETED  
BY THE NEW TESTAMENT 

Because of this, the reformers insisted strongly that the Old 
Testament must be interpreted by the New. At the same time 
they contended that Christ and the gospel are present in the 
Old Testament as well as the New, though only those who 
embraced New Testament faith could see this. Hence the 
Anglican Article VII: ‘The Old Testament is not contrary to 
the New: for both in the Old and New Testament ever- 
lasting life is offered to Mankind by Christ, who is the only 
Mediator between God and Man, being both God and Man’ 
(see p. 84). 

THE OBSCURE INTERPRETED  
BY THE CLEAR 

The reformers followed Augustine when he said: ‘Hardly 
anything may be found in . . . obscure places which is not 
found plainly said elsewhere’.5 When we come to a difficult 
passage, we must have recourse to a passage which speaks of 
the same things more clearly. Certainly no doctrinal edifice 
is to be built on any oblique or obscure reference, but rather 
on those passages which are clear and corroborative. 

                                                
4  Lance R. Shilton, Yes Certainly, Bush Church Aid Society, Sydney, 1979, 

p. 40. 
5  On Christian Doctrine, trans. D. W. Robertson Jr., quoted in Donald 

Bloesch, Holy Scripture, p. 194. 
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WORD AND SPIRIT COMPLEMENTARY 

No text of Scripture is to be interpreted apart from the action 
of the Spirit of God who was instrumental in its being 
written down (see 2 Pet. 1:20–21). The Spirit does not bring 
a new revelation but fulfils its original meaning in applying 
it to our time. What is brought by the Spirit is always con-
sistent with Scripture, and is never beyond it. 

DIVINE UNITY OF SCRIPTURE 

While fully acknowledging theological and cultural diversity 
in Scripture, the reformers held to its overarching unity, in 
that, ‘the whole Scripture presents Christ everywhere’. 
Nevertheless, the coherent thread of meaning in God’s plan 
and purpose revealed in Scripture cannot be encapsulated  
in any human system of theology. They warned against 
trying to resolve the mystery of faith into a rational system, 
and never to seek to go beyond what the Scripture actually 
says (see Deut. 29:29). Notwithstanding this, some of their 
successors have persisted in trying to spell out the Bible in 
rational (and sometimes opposing) systems, which tend to 
take their adherents one step away from the directness of 
being savingly addressed by God in the Bible. 
 Within this, further helpful principles were developed: 
• The gospels must be interpreted by the epistles (e.g. with 

regard to the cross, the epistles spell out doctrinally what 
the gospels describe actionally). The reformers saw the 
systematic exposition of doctrine best set forth in Paul’s 
letters to the Romans and Galatians. 

• The incidental must be interpreted by the systematic (e.g. 
the healings of Jesus need to be seen in the context of the 
way God created us in His image as ‘very good’, and 
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God’s ultimate purpose for us in the resurrection body, if 
these are not to be seen just as convenient alleviations of 
suffering). 

• The symbolic must be interpreted by the didactic (for 
instance, the visions and numerology of the book of 
Revelation needs to be seen in the light of what the 
epistles say about the Lordship of Jesus). 

THE FREEDOM OF THE WORD OF GOD 

One way of expressing the freedom of the word of God may 
be that, while we are bound by what is in the Scriptures, the 
action of the word of God is not restricted to the Bible. The 
Bible itself testifies that God is the God of the whole earth, 
and His commands operate in every place with sovereign 
freedom entirely consistent with His divine nature. Paul said: 
‘the word of God is not fettered’ (2 Tim. 2:9, RSV); and we 
are told: 

 
the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged 
sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from marrow; it 
is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart. And before 
him no creature is hidden, but all are naked and laid bare to the eyes 
of the one to whom we must render an account (Heb. 4:12–13). 
 

This should be sufficient to remind us that the word of God 
is never at our disposal for us to handle or utilise from within 
the covers of a book. This confronting freedom can be lost 
sight of when the word of God is equated holus-bolus with 
the Bible. 

Once encountered, these Reformation principles of bib-
lical interpretation are seen to be pretty much commonsense 
rules of thumb. It is helpful to have them set out before us, 
and to keep them in mind. 
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Questions for Reflection: 

• Can we think of forms of teaching that have helpfully 
adhered to these principles? 

• Can we think of forms of teaching that would benefit 
from application of these principles? 

• Select some passages from the Old and New Testaments. 
Examine how these Reformation guidelines help to eluci-
date their meaning, and save us from misunderstandings. 

Assignment Question: 

• Summarise the Reformation principles of scriptural 
interpretation. Apply them to one passage from the Old 
Testament and one passage from the New Testament to 
show how these Reformation guidelines help to elucidate 
their meaning, and save us from misunderstandings. 
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Chapter Eight 

Interpreting the 
Scriptures:  

Modern Options 

With regard to interpreting the Bible today, there is an 
imposing range of options. We will group them in particular 
schools of interpretation, and seek to assess them in the light 
of the principles and practice of biblical interpretation that 
we have looked at so far. 
 One feature of modern biblical interpretation is a ten-
dency to import from outside the Bible certain philosophical 
positions, approaches and preoccupations current in the 
society around us, and for these to be determinative of how 
the Scripture is interpreted. We need first of all, then, to be 
aware of what the Scriptures themselves say about such 
influences, if we are to make some assessment of their 
validity and value for interpreting the Scriptures. 

THE WISDOM OF THIS WORLD 

From our position we tend to think that normal human 
knowledge, research and understanding is natural and neutral 
—that it reflects the way we are and should be, that it is 
harmless, morally inert, and value free, and that it serves us 
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reliably and well. The Bible gives us a different perspective. 
From the moment we tried to suppress our true knowledge of 
God with acts of wickedness, and ceased to honour God or 
give thanks to Him, we became ‘futile’ in our thinking and 
our ‘senseless minds were darkened’ (see Rom. 1:18–21). 
Having rejected God and His ways, we needed to use all our 
intellectual powers to re-rationalise the universe in ways that 
are then necessarily erroneous, inherently idolatrous, and 
morally corrupt. Thus our ‘wisdom’, however brilliant or 
persuasive, has become foolishness that is seriously out of 
kilter with the way things really are, which can lead us badly 
astray (see Rom. 1:22–23, and what follows in vv. 24–32; 
compare e.g. Isa. 44:9–20). 
 This dynamic is ignored, denied or underestimated in 
much modern scholarship. In seeking to understand the 
Bible, such scholarship must submit itself to the Bible’s own 
critique and censure, if it is to have validity and value. 

THE WISDOM OF GOD 

Over against the ‘wisdom’ of this world, God brings His own 
wisdom to bear: 
 

For it is written, ‘I will destroy the wisdom of the wise, and the 
discernment of the discerning I will thwart.’ Where is the one who is 
wise? Where is the scribe? Where is the debater of this age? Has not 
God made foolish the wisdom of the world? For since, in the wisdom 
of God, the world did not know God through wisdom, God decided, 
through the foolishness of our proclamation, to save those who 
believe . . . For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and 
God’s weakness is stronger than human strength . . . God chose what 
is foolish in the world to shame the wise . . .  
   When I came to you, brothers and sisters, I did not come pro-
claiming the mystery of God to you in lofty words or wisdom . . .  
My speech and my proclamation were not with plausible words of 
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wisdom, but with a demonstration of the Spirit and of power, so  
that your faith might rest not on human wisdom but on the power of 
God. 
   Yet among the mature we do speak wisdom, though it is not a wis-
dom of this age or of the rulers of this age, who are doomed to perish. 
But we speak God’s wisdom, secret and hidden, which God decreed 
before the ages for our glory. None of the rulers of this age under-
stood this; for if they had, they would not have crucified the Lord of 
glory . . . And we speak of these things in words not taught by human 
wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual things to those 
who are spiritual (1 Cor. 1:19–21, 25, 27; 2:1, 4–8, 13). 
 

Paul speaks here of the wisdom of God, that comes in the 
proclamation of the gospel, that is not accessible to those 
who remain wedded to the ‘wisdom’ of the world. Here we 
are brought back to the principle that ‘Scripture interprets 
Scripture’ in a way that things brought in from outside can-
not do. 
 This wisdom of God appears as foolishness to the world. 
What is this wisdom of God? It is nothing other than ‘the 
word of the cross’, and those whom this gospel word brings 
into fellowship with God: 

 
For the message about the cross is foolishness to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of God . . . we 
proclaim Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and foolishness 
to Gentiles, but to those who are the called, both Jews and Greeks, 
Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God . . . Consider your 
own call, brothers and sisters: not many of you were wise by human 
standards, not many were powerful, not many were of noble birth. 
But God chose what is foolish in the world to shame the wise; God 
chose what is weak in the world to shame the strong; God chose what 
is low and despised in the world, things that are not, to reduce to 
nothing things that are, so that no one might boast in the presence of 
God. He is the source of your life in Christ Jesus, who became for us 
wisdom from God, and righteousness and sanctification and redemp-
tion, in order that, as it is written, ‘Let the one who boasts, boast in 
the Lord’ (1 Cor. 1:18, 23–24, 26–31). 
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This brings us back to the principle that the central key to 
interpreting the Scriptures lies in Jesus Christ, and God’s 
saving action in him to bring into being a family of redeemed 
sinners, according to God’s eternal plan and purpose as 
disclosed in the Scriptures. 
 If we are going to interpret the Scriptures consistently 
with what the Scriptures themselves say, we can then ask 
these questions of any proposed method of interpretation: 
• To what extent is it interpreting Scripture by what is in 

Scripture itself? 
• To what extent is it bringing to bear outside influences 

that may partake in fallen human ‘wisdom’, which will 
not understand what is in Scripture and may distort or 
misrepresent it? 

• To what extent is God’s saving plan and action in Christ 
central and determinative in the way it interprets 
Scripture? 

• How does it regard the cross of Christ—as God’s 
wisdom, or as foolishness? 

Question for Reflection: 

• Where are we ourselves with regard to these questions? 

SCHOOLS OF INTERPRETATION 

We may now consider various schools or streams of inter-
pretation,1 in the light of these questions. While this writer 
claims no expertise with regard to these schools, and feels 
that to summarise them in this brief form does discredit to a 

                                                
1  As enumerated in Donald Bloesch, Holy Scripture, pp. 196–222. 
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vast array of scholarship and painstaking work, nevertheless 
it is as well to have some awareness of the range of herme-
neutical options open to us today, so that we can recognise 
and place them when we come across them. We may even 
find that we have unconsciously adopted some of these 
stances ourselves at different times, or have been subjected to 
them, and could benefit from some critical awareness of that. 

Rational Biblicism 

 This view (associated with current scholastic orthodoxy) 
holds that the Bible is a repository of universal truths, 
accessible to everyone’s reason (once the Holy Spirit has 
moved our wills to assent to what our reason tells us is 
objectively true), which can be applied to everyday life. 
 This underestimates sin’s corruption and misdirection of 
our reasoning powers. It tends to see biblical truth to be 
mainly propositional and noetic, and directly applicable to 
life today. It can, in effect, bypass or downplay the need to 
see and know everything only through the saving action of 
God in Christ, even though it still upholds this as central. 

Historical-Critical Method 

 This approach (originating in nineteenth century Germany, 
as advocated, for example, by Adolf von Harnack) has held 
sway over much of biblical scholarship for over a hundred 
years. This is linked with a philosophy of historicism, which 
believes that the meaning of a text can be discovered wholly 
by the tools of historical research and critical analysis. In 
limiting itself to these tools, anything regarded as ‘super-
natural’ tends to be ruled out. 
 This had the capacity to reduce one’s appreciation of what 
Scripture was saying to a certain desiccated dryness. Much 
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of the thrust of this method was to assign different portions 
of Scripture, often within the same book, to different authors, 
oral or documentary sources, or schools of writing.2 The 
‘results’ of this approach (which tended to vary between 
scholar and scholar) have been called into question by more 
recent structural criticism (see below), where unified literary 
forms have been discerned that cut across earlier supposed 
lines of demarcation between sources. 

Romanticist Hermeneutics 

 This recognises that there is a meaning in the text that 
transcends historical analysis, and seeks to get at it by trying 
to identify experientially and psychologically with the 
authors, and so by a process of sympathy and imagination 
enter into their mental processes (associated with Friedrich 
Schleiermacher). This looks for what is disclosed or evoked 
in the text, rather than what may be objectively true or false. 
 This is a technique sometimes used in preaching, in 
attempts to involve the hearers imaginatively in what the 
Scriptures say. While this does not underestimate the com-
monality of human experience across the ages (especially in 

                                                
2  For example, Wellhausen posited different sources of the Pentateuch based 

on various uses of the name of God: J for the Yahwist and E for the Elohist; to 
these were added P for the priestly writings, and D for the Deuteronomic 
corpus—all assigned to different periods in Israel’s history, usually much later 
than is claimed in the text. In the New Testament, L was used to designate the 
material peculiar to Luke’s gospel, M the material peculiar to Matthew’s gospel, 
and Q (from German Quelle: ‘source’) for the material common to both not 
found in Mark. See ‘Julius Wellhausen, 1844–1918’ in The Oxford Dictionary of 
the Christian Church, ed. F. L. Cross (Oxford Uni. Pr., London, 1958), p. 1444. 
All this led one exasperated student to exclaim: 

J, E, P, and D, 
L, M, and Q: 
Oh, how I wish that we  
Had never heard of you! 



Interpreting the Scriptures: Modern Options 

 105 

God’s dealings with us), and so can have some devotional 
value, it could also end up having more to do with the 
subjective concerns of the speakers and hearers than with 
what occupied the original writers. 

Existentialist Hermeneutics 

 This takes it further by trying to find the experiential core 
of what happened or came to the biblical writers (associated 
with Rudolph Bultmann3 and others). This core is often 
identified as participation in the reality of unconditional love. 
This is then generalised to our own personal existence. 
 This majors on the impact of the word on personal life 
here and now, with less concern for the historicity and sig-
nificance of biblical events in their own time. Modern 
understandings of ‘unconditional love’, that avoid reference 
to moral absolutes and issues of holy judgement and wrath, 
may also shield participants from facing some of what the 
text actually says. 

Universal-Historical View 

 While this view (as practiced by Wolfhart Pannenberg) 
uses historical investigation in a preliminary way, its main 
thrust is, by theological and philosophical analysis, to 
uncover from the text the infinite reality or universal goal 
that underlies all and to which all moves. 
 This makes the results of such investigations susceptible 
to changing philosophical notions of what constitutes 
‘infinite reality’ or ‘universal goal’, rather than bringing 
these under the scrutiny of the biblical revelation. 

                                                
3 See further Donald Bloesch, Holy Scripture, pp. 223–54. 
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Salvation-Historical Approach 

 This approach (found in the works of Oscar Cullmann and 
Gerhard von Rad) gives central place to the mighty acts of 
God in the history of biblical Israel culminating in Jesus 
Christ as the complete and definitive revelation of God, 
rather than to universal truths. 
 While this is open to the temptation of imposing a 
particular scheme on the pattern of biblical events, it values 
the whole of Scripture, and sees the saving acts of God in 
Jesus as the key to its meaning. 

Process-Metaphysical View 

 This view (associated with ‘process theologians’ such as 
John Cobb, David Ray Griffin, Schubert Ogden, Norman 
Pittenger and others) treats the Bible as a testimony to the 
‘creative advance’ or evolution of divine reality in world 
history, luring the human spirit onward to new possibilities. 
It draws on the scientific and philosophical conceptual 
frameworks of such thinkers as Alfred North Whitehead and 
Teilhard de Chardin, in an attempt to translate the meaning 
of original religious experiences into ‘scientific’ categories 
intelligible today. It is also willing to draw on other religious 
classics alongside the Scriptures. 
 While there is a discernable progressive unveiling of 
God’s revelation in the Scriptures, and a goal towards which 
the creation is being brought, the Scriptures present this not 
as any evolutionary process in God Himself, or in humanity, 
but as that which God purposed from before the beginning. 
This approach blurs or even erases the distinctive perspective 
that the Scriptures bring. 
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Cross-Cultural Hermeneutics 

 This is based on the premise that the meaning of words is 
dependent upon their cultural context, and recognises the 
differences between biblical cultures and our own, and the 
distinct worldviews that these enshrine. It seeks to unlock 
meaning through a dynamic interaction between today’s 
readers, recognised as being very much enmeshed in their 
own culture, and the cultures and worldviews represented in 
the Bible. 
 This takes the biblical context seriously, and can help  
us discern the role our own cultural predispositions play  
in determining the meaning of Scripture. However, it can 
underestimate the way the Bible critiques all cultures and 
worldviews, under the judgement of the reign and rule of 
God. It may also seek to make direct connections between 
the Bible and our own times, without going through Christ 
and his cross. 

Socio-Critical Hermeneutics 

 This reflects the concerns of liberationists, feminists and 
ecologists that the biblical text has been a source of 
domination and violence as well as liberation. There is a 
keen sensitivity to ideological bias that may have been 
present in the biblical writers, and is present in the process of 
interpretation. A hermeneutics of suspicion is encouraged, 
that often mistrusts the face value meaning of the text, and 
our own oppressive stances, and looks for a biblical prefer-
ential favouring of the poor and oppressed, with a view to 
social and political liberation. 
 While this espouses much that is true in the biblical 
witness to the saving character and action of God, the 
attempt to see the whole of the Scriptures deliberately in 
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terms of present-day concerns can skew and distort the 
meaning of the text in its original setting, and so obscure 
aspects of the biblical witness. Sin may end up being 
understood exclusively in ideological categories, rather than 
as defiance of God’s moral–relational holiness, and its 
solution may be proposed along the lines of corrective 
human action rather than by the saving grace of God in the 
judgement of the cross. 

Canonical Analysis 

 Against the earlier historical-critical method, Brevard 
Childs has asserted that the final form of the text as we have 
it is the only normative basis for a biblical theology. While 
he still takes up the tools of the historical-critical method, 
and draws some of his own conclusions along those lines, he 
expends careful effort on the task of seeing the text of any 
book as an integrated whole, and further examines the use 
and interpretations made of the text in the rest of the Bible 
and in Jewish and Christian history. 
 This is a welcome synthesis that, while still subject to the 
individual preferences of the commentator, provides much 
serviceable help in understanding the meaning of the text in 
its biblical and historical settings. 

Narrative Hermeneutics4 

 This treats the text as a literary work of art, whose 
meaning can be unlocked through use of the imagination. 
Reality is construed by relating the Bible ‘stories’, and 
seeing how they interact with our own ‘stories’. 

                                                
4  Examined in more detail by Donald Bloesch, Holy Scripture, pp. 208–218. 
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 While it has some devotional value in relating the biblical 
texts to our own lives, this approach tends to relativise the 
historical and ontological claims of the Bible, and to substi-
tute intuition and imagining for hearing and believing God’s 
communication. 

Structuralism 

 This looks for and finds symmetries and harmonies in the 
form of the text as a way of unearthing its meaning. 
 Sometimes pressed to overzealous levels of ingenious-
ness, and open to a preoccupation with the structure of the 
text at the expense of what it actually says, this approach can 
be a good servant but a bad master. It has cut across some of 
the presupposed demarcations of the earlier historical-critical 
analysis (see above). 

Reader-Responsive Hermeneutics 

 This participates in the postmodern penchant for finding 
the meaning of a text in its effect on the reader. 
 This deliberately downplays what may have been in the 
mind and intention of the writer, and encourages readers to 
let the text mean whatever is most meaningful to them. 
Readers may in this way ignore or evade whatever is diffi-
cult, puzzling or confronting to them in the biblical witness. 

Historical-Pneumatic Hermeneutics 

 Donald Bloesch proposes a hermeneutic in which Word 
and Spirit are joined together in a dynamic unity.5 ‘The focus 
of the Bible is not on historical events as such but on God’s 
                                                

5  Donald Bloesch, Holy Scripture, pp. 200–3. 
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redeeming action in particular events’. He respects the work-
ing of the Spirit and the sovereignty of Christ in our coming 
to know God in the Scriptures. ‘We come to the truth of the 
Word of God not primarily by a historical analysis of the 
biblical text (as in historical-critical theory) nor by a divin-
atory intuition that allows us entrance into the author’s life 
experience (as in Schleiermacher) but by a revelational illu-
mination that enables us to hear God’s Word in the text 
directing us to the cross of Christ’. 
 This is a helpful corrective. 

BE WATCHFUL, AND PRAY 

How are we to respond to this welter of hermeneutical 
options pressed upon us in these days? Our first inclination 
may be to run a mile from all of them, or to ignore them all 
and revert to whatever we may have been comfortable with. 
If we do this, no doubt God in His mercy and grace will still 
reveal Himself and His will for us through His Scriptures, as 
we faithfully and humbly read His word. 
 But there is a battle on, and God has called us to be 
engaged in it with all the gifts He has bestowed on us, and 
we neglect this call at our peril. The truth of God has always 
been contested, and the battle rages fiercely across the 
ground of biblical hermeneutics—simply because so much is 
at stake there. We have no need to retreat in fear. Nor are we 
bound to take sides in ways that some would dictate to us. 
What does Paul the apostle say to the Corinthians in a situa-
tion where partial and distorted understandings have led peo-
ple into opposing parties and groups? 
 

For all things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the 
world or life or death or the present or the future—all belong to you, 
and you belong to Christ, and Christ belongs to God (1 Cor. 3:21–23). 
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There is much in this vast array of painstaking scholarship, 
especially when it has been done from a humble heart, that is 
useful for the interpreting of God’s written word in our own 
day. If we are secure in the freedom of belonging to Christ in 
the reign and rule of God, we can take it up with eager 
gratitude and true discernment. 
 What of those whose views we cannot endorse? Should 
we then scorn and rail against them? We are reminded of the 
friends who came to comfort Job in his suffering. They were 
men with a heart for God, and theologians of substance and 
quality. Much of what they said about God we could quote 
with approval. But, in the end, they were wrong. God said to 
them: ‘you have not spoken of me what is right, as my 
servant Job has’ (Job 42:7, 8). This was because they did not 
count on the vindicating power of God as Redeemer, as Job, 
for all his acknowledged sinfulness (see Job 7:20–21; 10:14–
15; 13:26)6 did throughout (see e.g. Job 19:25–27). So how 
did God respond to these ‘comforters’ who had misrepre-
sented Him? God rebuked them, and arranged for them to be 
prayed for. It’s a good response. 

Questions for Reflection: 

• Choose one or two of the ‘modern options’ of biblical 
interpretation referred to above. How have we heard this 
in preaching? How have we used it ourselves? What are 
its strengths? What are its deficiencies? 

Assignment Question: 

• Choose two or three of the ‘modern options’ of biblical 
interpretation referred to above. Give examples of how 

                                                
6  There is no ‘if’ in the Hebrew of 7:20: Job simply says, ‘I sin’. 
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they might interpret a particular biblical passage. How 
does each of these ‘options’ relate with 1 Corinthians 
1:18–2:16? 
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Chapter Nine 

Interpreting the 
Scriptures: Case Studies 

In the light of the principles of interpretation that we have so 
far espoused, let us now seek to address from the Scriptures 
certain issues that have been contentious in our time. We will 
choose four: social justice, hierarchy and gender relation-
ships, sexuality, and ecological concerns. 

SOCIAL JUSTICE 

In the Old Testament, the prophet Amos is often appealed to 
for establishing justice in society (though all the prophets 
address those issues): 
 

Thus says the LORD:  
For three transgressions of Israel,  
   and for four, I will not revoke the punishment;  
because they sell the righteous for silver,  
   and the needy for a pair of sandals— 
they who trample the head of the poor into  
      the dust of the earth,  
    and push the afflicted out of the way (Amos 2:6–7a). 

 
For I know how many are your transgressions, 
   and how great are your sins— 
you who afflict the righteous, who take a bribe, 
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   and push aside the needy in the gate . . .  
Seek good and not evil,  
   that you may live;  
and so the LORD, the God of hosts, will be with you, 
   just as you have said . . .  
But let justice roll down like waters,  
   and righteousness like an everflowing stream 

(Amos 5:12, 14, 24). 
 
Concern for social justice in the Old Testament is given 
classic expression in Psalm 82: 
 

God has taken his place in the divine council;  
   in the midst of the gods he holds judgment:  
‘How long will you judge unjustly  
   and show partiality to the wicked?  
Give justice to the weak and the orphan;  
   maintain the right of the lowly and the destitute.  
Rescue the weak and the needy;  
   deliver them from the hand of the wicked’ (Ps. 82:1–4). 

 
 In the New Testament, Jesus’ parable of the sheep and the 
goats is used in prevailing upon people to serve the poor and 
needy: 
 

When the Son of Man comes in his glory, and all the angels with him, 
then he will sit on the throne of his glory. All the nations will be 
gathered before him, and he will separate people one from another as 
a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats, and he will put the 
sheep at his right hand and the goats at the left. Then the king will say 
to those at his right hand, ‘Come, you that are blessed by my Father, 
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the 
world; for I was hungry and you gave me food, I was thirsty and you 
gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you welcomed me, I 
was naked and you gave me clothing, I was sick and you took care of 
me, I was in prison and you visited me.’ Then the righteous will 
answer him, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry and gave you 
food, or thirsty and gave you something to drink? And when was it 
that we saw you a stranger and welcomed you, or naked and gave you 
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clothing? And when was it that we saw you sick or in prison and 
visited you?’ And the king will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as 
you did it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, 
you did it to me.’ Then he will say to those at his left hand, ‘You that 
are accursed, depart from me into the eternal fire prepared for the 
devil and his angels; for I was hungry and you gave me no food, I 
was thirsty and you gave me nothing to drink, I was a stranger and 
you did not welcome me, naked and you did not give me clothing, 
sick and in prison and you did not visit me.’ Then they also will 
answer, ‘Lord, when was it that we saw you hungry or thirsty or a 
stranger or naked or sick or in prison, and did not take care of you?’ 
Then he will answer them, ‘Truly I tell you, just as you did not do it 
to one of the least of these, you did not do it to me.’ And these will go 
away into eternal punishment, but the righteous into eternal life 
(Matt. 25:31–46). 

 
 There is a temptation simply to let these passages stand on 
their own and so to say: ‘This is what the Bible says—now 
just go and do it!’ Usually by engaging in some recom 
mended program of social welfare, or contributing money to 
this or that agency. This may be a good and commendable 
thing to do. But, in using the Scripture in this way, we are 
bypassing the principles of Scriptural interpretation that we 
have seen are helpful and necessary, and so we may end up 
missing something essential that the Scripture is telling us 
with regard to these things, and we may end up doing some-
thing rather different from what God intends, in a way that 
God never meant it to be. 
 How then do sound principles of biblical interpretation 
help us to engage in a right understanding and action? 
 The Old Testament passages, first of all, must be seen in 
their original context. Essential to this context is the matter 
of God’s covenant, by which God had bound Himself in a 
relationship with His people. Implications of this are brought 
out well in Leviticus 19, where the constant refrain is: ‘I am 
the LORD your God’. What follows in this relationship, 
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among other things, is special care for other people, par-
ticularly for the poor, the vulnerable and the needy: 
 

When you reap the harvest of your land, you shall not reap to the very 
edges of your field, or gather the gleanings of your harvest. You shall 
not strip your vineyard bare, or gather the fallen grapes of your 
vineyard; you shall leave them for the poor and the alien: I am the 
LORD your God.  
   You shall not steal; you shall not deal falsely; and you shall not lie 
to one another. And you shall not swear falsely by my name, 
profaning the name of your God: I am the LORD.  
   You shall not defraud your neighbour; you shall not steal; and you 
shall not keep for yourself the wages of a labourer until morning. You 
shall not revile the deaf or put a stumbling block before the blind; you 
shall fear your God: I am the LORD. 
   You shall not render an unjust judgment; you shall not be partial  
to the poor or defer to the great: with justice you shall judge your 
neighbour. You shall not go around as a slanderer among your 
people, and you shall not profit by the blood of your neighbour: I am 
the LORD. 
   You shall not hate in your heart anyone of your kin; you shall re-
prove your neighbour, or you will incur guilt yourself. You shall not 
take vengeance or bear a grudge against any of your people, but you 
shall love your neighbour as yourself: I am the LORD (Lev. 19:9–18). 

 
So far, from this, we may gather that the setting for such 
action is from within a covenant relationship with God. This 
could imply that we may be missing out on something 
essential to the activity if the strictures are applied directly 
without this relationship. 
 Note that the reason why people are to act in these ways is 
given as ‘I am the LORD’. The over-all reason given is: 
 

You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy (Lev. 19:2). 
 
This means that, to act in this way, we need to have some 
comprehension and acceptance of the holiness of God in 
relation to ourselves. For our actions are in some sense to 
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participate in a holiness that matches the way God is, and  
the way He has related with us, particularly by His saving 
actions: 
 

When an alien resides with you in your land, you shall not oppress 
the alien. The alien who resides with you shall be to you as the citizen 
among you; you shall love the alien as yourself, for you were aliens 
in the land of Egypt: I am the LORD your God. 
   You shall not cheat in measuring length, weight, or quantity. You 
shall have honest balances, honest weights, an honest ephah, and an 
honest hin: I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the 
land of Egypt. You shall keep all my statutes and all my ordinances, 
and observe them: I am the LORD (Lev. 19:33–37). 

 
The care for the foreigner in the midst of the people here is 
grounded in the people’s own past experience of being slaves 
in a foreign land, and of being rescued from that by God—
the people are to treat others as God has dealt with them. So 
these actions arise from knowing that they have been rescued 
and cared for by God. Again, to engage in these types of 
actions without this grounding could impart to them a 
different character and import. If, for instance, we were to 
engage in these actions for some other reason—to make 
ourselves out to be good people, or out of guilt perhaps—the 
impact on others might end up being more enslaving than 
liberating. 
 Note also that in Leviticus 19 these actions which in our 
eyes amount to social justice are seen to be of one piece  
with other things like right religious practice, respect for 
parents and the aged, and the avoidance of prostitution, 
certain other forms of sexual immorality, and pagan and 
occult practices, which we might otherwise put in a rather 
different basket. 
 All this so far has come just from seeking to understand 
the text in its original context, using the Scriptures to inter-
pret the Scriptures. We need further to apply the principles of 
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interpreting the Old Testament in the light of the New 
Testament, while maintaining a consistency between them, 
centred on the saving work of God in Christ, before we apply 
even these rich insights to ourselves and our own situation. 
This will bring us to look at how in Christ, through the work 
of the cross, we have been saved from our sins—including 
the sins of social injustice condemned in Amos and else-
where. This larger liberation from guilt, by the love and 
mercy of God, prophesied in the Old Testament, is now the 
context in which effective social action is to occur. This we 
see happening, under the impact of the outpouring of the 
Spirit, after the day of Pentecost: 
 

Now when they heard this, they were cut to the heart and said to Peter 
and to the other apostles, ‘Brothers, what should we do?’ Peter said to 
them, ‘Repent, and be baptized every one of you in the name of Jesus 
Christ so that your sins may be forgiven; and you will receive the gift 
of the Holy Spirit. For the promise is for you, for your children, and 
for all who are far away, everyone whom the Lord our God calls to 
him.’ And he testified with many other arguments and exhorted them, 
saying, ‘Save yourselves from this corrupt generation.’ So those who 
welcomed his message were baptized, and that day about three thou-
sand persons were added. They devoted themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers. 
   Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were 
being done by the apostles. All who believed were together and had 
all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods 
and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. Day by day, as 
they spent much time together in the temple, they broke bread at 
home and ate their food with glad and generous hearts, praising God 
and having the goodwill of all the people. And day by day the Lord 
added to their number those who were being saved (Acts 2:37–47). 

 
Now the whole group of those who believed were of one heart and 
soul, and no one claimed private ownership of any possessions, but 
everything they owned was held in common. With great power the 
apostles gave their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, 
and great grace was upon them all. There was not a needy person 
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among them, for as many as owned lands or houses sold them and 
brought the proceeds of what was sold. They laid it at the apostles’ 
feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need (Acts 4:32–35). 

 
Again, rather than simply attempting to copy this into our 
own setting, we may need to seek first to repent and believe 
and be forgiven and be filled with the same Spirit ourselves 
(believing that we are in that same company and saving 
action of God, by witness to us by the Spirit in the Scriptures 
today), and then to see what follows from that for us. 
 Similarly, we need to avoid the temptation to leave the 
parable of the sheep and the goats standing alone, and of 
then seeking to apply it directly to ourselves and others. 
Again, in its original context, certain questions need to be 
asked, with answers that we may not expect: 
• Who is ‘the Son of Man’, and how does he come to be on 

a throne (compare Matt. 26:63–66)? Jesus’ reference to 
himself as ‘Son of Man’ here relates directly to what was 
to happen in the action of the cross and the resurrection. 

• How have some come to be blessed by His Father, and  
to be ‘righteous’, and what constitutes the blessing, and 
why are others in a state of being cursed, and what is  
the difference (see Eph. 2:1–10; Gal. 3:10–14; compare 
Gen. 12:3; 15:6)? All sinners are cursed and under God’s 
wrath from the beginning; but God promised and gave to 
Abraham the blessing of righteousness/justification, which 
has now come for all nations to those who believe in 
Jesus Christ. Being ‘righteous’ here, then, is the right-
eousness that comes by faith, not by works or good deeds. 

• Who are ‘the members of my family’ with whom the Son 
of Man is identified (see Matt. 12:46–50; John 6:29; 
compare Acts 9:5; hence 1 Cor: 12:27; 8:12)? They are 
those who do the will of God by believing in Jesus, 
whom Jesus identifies with himself as parts of his body. 
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• In what does this identification consist (see John 12: 
31–33)? The identification was affected in the action of 
Jesus’ death for us on the cross. 

• What has brought about the condition of those who  
are ‘hungry or thirsty or a stranger or naked or sick or  
in prison’ (Matt. 25:44; see 23:34; compare Heb. 10:32–
34)? They have come into this condition as a result of 
being persecuted as messengers of Jesus. 

• How does taking care of them relate to the Son of Man 
who identifies himself with them (see Matt. 10:40; 
compare John 14:15–24)? To receive the messengers  
and the message they bring of righteousness through faith 
in Jesus Christ is to receive Christ himself, and the 
Father. 

• And what is the significance of the eternal consequences 
of these actions and inaction (compare Mark 8:38)? Our 
final destiny is determined by how we relate in this way 
to Christ and the message he has brought. 

 None of these questions can be rightly answered apart 
from what is said about Jesus, and what he himself says, in 
the rest of Matthew’s gospel, particularly in the account  
of his suffering, death and resurrection that immediately 
follows this passage—and then out into the rest of the New 
Testament and back into the Old Testament. If we work 
consistently with the approach and principles we have 
espoused, these references will not be seen in any contra-
diction to each other, but will find their consistency in the 
saving actions of God in history, centred in the cross and the 
resurrection of Christ. Each of the references in brackets in 
the paragraph above needs to be carefully considered, in 
relationship to the others. Only then will we be in a position 
rightly to discern what the Spirit might be saying to us 
through this passage today. 



Interpreting the Scriptures: Case Studies 

 121 

Question for Reflection: 

• How have we understood biblical injunctions regarding 
social justice up to now? In what light do we see them 
now? 

HIERARCHY AND GENDER RELATIONSHIPS 

A divisive issue in recent decades has been the leadership of 
women in the church, and in the home. In denominations that 
ordain pastors to positions of leadership, proponents both for 
and against the ordination of women have claimed to be 
faithful to the Scriptures. Is this something that can be 
resolved by recourse to principles of Scriptural interpre-
tation, or should we abandon any such attempt, and simply 
follow our own preferences, with whatever Scriptural 
support we can garner? 
 In issues of this nature we must recognise that none of us 
are objective, because all of us are directly involved. All of 
us have relationships as men with women and as women 
with men. These relationships can be deep-seated, and emo-
tionally charged. In this world of sinful human beings, in 
some of these relationships we may have been used or 
abused by others, and we may have used and abused others 
ourselves. These and other things may colour our judgement 
in these matters. While acknowledging all of this, may it still 
be possible to lay aside our personal and cultural predis-
positions and seek to hear, on the basis of sound principles  
of Scriptural interpretation, what the Scripture is saying, and 
come to a practical conclusion on this issue? And is it poss-
ible to discern whether we are doing that carefully and 
humbly, or whether we are coming to it with our minds 
already made up on some other basis, and are seeking Scrip-
tural ratification for our already determined position? 
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 One contentious passage is the apostle Paul’s stricture in  
1 Corinthians 14: 
 

As in all the churches of the saints, women should be silent in the 
churches. For they are not permitted to speak, but should be sub-
ordinate, as the law also says. If there is anything they desire to know, 
let them ask their husbands at home. For it is shameful for a woman 
to speak in church. Or did the word of God originate with you? Or are 
you the only ones it has reached? (1 Cor. 14:33b–36). 

 
Whatever emotional response this generates within us, we 
need first of all simply to hear what it is saying. We also 
need to hear it in its context. Some, simply on the basis of 
this passage, apply it directly and forbid women to speak at 
all in a church gathering. Other verses in the same chapter, 
however, need to be held in consideration: 
 

Now I would like all of you to speak in tongues, but even more to 
prophesy . . . For you can all prophesy one by one, so that all may 
learn and all be encouraged (1 Cor. 14:5, 31). 

 
That this ‘all’ does include women becomes clear earlier in 
the same letter, which makes reference to a woman pray- 
ing or prophesying aloud in the gathering (1 Cor. 11:5; see 
below). Elsewhere Paul gives instructions regarding the 
teaching ministry of women, particularly with other women 
(see Titus 2:3–5). So it would appear that the reference in  
1 Corinthians 14:33–35 is to some kind of calling out or 
speaking out of order. But we cannot be sure, as we do not 
know all the details of the situation that Paul was addressing 
here. 
 Some attribute this stricture to some supposed misogyny 
or low esteem for women on the part of Paul. Other passages 
in his writings would not encourage this interpretation, such 
as Romans 16:1–16, where Paul greets equally warmly and 
affectionately both women and men known to him in Rome, 
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with whom he shares in ministry. Paul himself knew the 
radical difference that the gospel has made to relationships 
that formerly, under the impact of human sinfulness, had 
been divisive: 
 

in Christ Jesus you are all children of God through faith. As many of 
you as were baptised into Christ have clothed yourselves with Christ. 
There is no longer Jew or Greek, there is no longer slave or free, there 
is no longer male and female; for all of you are one in Christ Jesus 
(Gal. 3:26–28). 

 
Some hold this to be a high point in Paul’s understanding, 
from which he declined when he spoke elsewhere about 
women being under the authority of men, where they say he 
was succumbing to the culture of his day, and so can be dis-
regarded at that point by us whose culture is now different. 
Here our respect for Paul as a person of integrity and 
consistency, and the principle that we do not ‘so expound 
one place of Scripture, that it be repugnant to another’, hold 
us back from doing that ourselves. Passages which appear to 
us to be contradictory we hold together until the unity and 
consistency that underlies them is uncovered for us. In this 
passage from Galatians 3 we note that, with regard to faith 
and baptism into Christ, there is now a unity between these 
groups of people. This does not exclude the possibility that 
within this unity there may be a certain priority and order, 
which may even serve and help constitute the unity. 
 Can we from Paul’s writings conclude that he was 
culturally determined in these matters? Paul was certainly 
sensitively aware of cultural distinctions, and was careful to 
take these into account when proclaiming the gospel (see  
1 Cor. 9:19–23). In this matter, however, Paul himself went 
back behind cultural distinctions to the original created order 
where, in their mutual unity and dependence upon God, a 
certain priority is accorded to the man: 
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For Adam was formed first, then Eve (1 Tim. 2:13). 
 

Indeed, man was not made from woman, but woman from man. 
Neither was man created for the sake of woman, but woman for the 
sake of man . . . Nevertheless, in the Lord woman is not independent 
of man or man independent of woman. For just as woman came from 
man, so man comes through woman; but all things come from God  
(1 Cor. 11:8–9, 11–12). 

 
Some try to claim that this order arose from the fall into sin, 
where these relationships became distorted and abusive (as 
in Gen. 3:16), but we note that Paul is referring back to 
Genesis 2:18–25, before the fall into sin. It is interesting also 
that, after the fall into sin, Paul consistently calls it the sin of 
Adam (see Rom. 5:12–21), even though it was initiated 
through the woman and both the man and the woman were 
culpable. The one man Adam is held responsible by God for 
what they both did (compare Gen. 3:9, where God first 
addresses the man). Indeed, in 1 Timothy 2:14 Paul says that 
Adam was not deceived, but the woman was deceived and 
became a transgressor. The implication of this is that, while 
the woman was susceptible to this deception, the man went 
into it with his eyes wide open, fully responsible for their 
wrong action. Both before and after the fall into sin, there is 
an ordering of relationships by which the man has respon-
sibility for the woman that the woman does not have in the 
same way for the man. 
 Paul applies this to the ordering of ministry in the church 
gathering: 
 

For this reason a woman ought to have a symbol of [Gk: ‘lacks a 
symbol of’] authority on her head (1 Cor. 11:10). 

 
The ‘[symbol of] authority’ referred to here was the wearing 
of a veil, which was a customary sign that a woman was 
under the proper covering and protection of her father or 
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husband. This invested her with a certain authority and free-
dom in the community. A woman not wearing a veil was 
evidently regarded as a ‘loose’ woman (see 1 Cor. 11:5–6). 
Paul went behind this custom to the creational order that it 
reflected within the mutual unity of woman and man under 
God (see above, vv. 8–12), to make the point that a woman  
is to pray and prophesy in the church gathering under the 
covering of proper authority. 
 So far we have sought to hear what Paul is saying simply 
by relating it to the immediate context of Paul’s writings,  
and to the wider Scriptures to which he refers. We have also 
seen that no meaning of a Scriptural passage can be con-
cluded without relating it to God’s saving action in Christ. 
This Paul does when he ties the relationship of man and 
woman back into the relationship of Christ with us and with 
God: 
 

But I want you to understand that Christ is the head of every man, and 
the husband [the same Greek word means man or husband] is the 
head of his wife [or, head of the woman], and God is the head of 
Christ (1 Cor. 11:3). 

 
The upshot of this is that we can only understand the relation-
ship of women with men in the context of the relationship of 
us with Christ and of Christ with God. We are to understand 
what it means for the man to be ‘head’ of the woman in the 
context of what it means for God to be the ‘head’ of Christ. 
We look to other Scriptures, then, for the unfolding of this, 
as when Jesus said: 
 

The Father and I are one . . . the Father is greater than I (John 10:30; 
14:28). 
 

Here we note both a unity and a relational order. Jesus is 
speaking in both these places of the saving action of God 
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through Jesus to bring people to Himself. Jesus’ unity with 
and submission to the Father is in this action of love towards 
us. Further light is thrown upon this by these Scriptures: 

 
The Father loves the Son and has placed all things in his hands (John 
3:35). 
 
Jesus said to them, ‘Very truly, I tell you, the Son can do nothing on 
his own, but only what he sees the Father doing; for whatever the 
Father does, the Son does likewise. The Father loves the Son and 
shows him all that he himself is doing; and he will show him greater 
works than these, so that you will be astonished’ (John 5:19–20). 
 
Jesus said, ‘When you have lifted up the Son of Man, then you will 
realize that I am he, and that I do nothing on my own, but I speak 
these things as the Father instructed me. And the one who sent me is 
with me; he has not left me alone, for I always do what is pleasing to 
him’ (John 8:28–29). 
 
When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth; 
for he will not speak on his own, but will speak whatever he hears, 
and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify 
me, because he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All that 
the Father has is mine. For this reason I said that he will take what is 
mine and declare it to you (John 16:13–15). 
 

Here we find a total oneness among what we call the 
‘persons’ of the ‘Trinity’—the Father, the Son, and the Holy 
Spirit—and, on the part of the Son and the Spirit, a total 
submission to, honouring of and participation in the Father’s 
loving and saving will towards us, as the Father gives His all 
in them, holding nothing back. It is to this reality that Paul 
refers to discern the true relationships between women and 
men, as being derived from this reality and related to it. 
 There is, then, a true ‘hierarchy’ within the triune God, in 
the sense of an ordering of relationships that functions in 
love for the purpose of serving. This is very different from 
notions of hierarchy that are derived from the experience of 
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human beings that have fallen into sin, where relationships 
are often controlling and abusive. It is these fallen notions 
that have made their way into theories of history and society 
espoused by those concerned for social and political reform. 
When these theories are then brought to bear on the Scrip-
tures, as in the approaches of sociocritical hermeneutics, 
without the Scriptures’ own perspective having due sway, 
the subtlety, tenderness and power of this biblical reality of 
hierarchy can be lost. We tend to find that those who refuse 
to admit any hint of super-ordination and sub-ordination in 
relationships between men and women also do not allow any 
such ordering of relationships within the triune Godhead 
either. 
 So we come back to the creational account of the man and 
the woman: 
 

So the Lord God caused a deep sleep to fall upon the man, and he 
slept; then he took one of his ribs and closed up its place with flesh. 
And the rib that the Lord God had taken from the man he made into a 
woman and brought her to the man. Then the man said,  

‘This at last is bone of my bones  
   and flesh of my flesh;  
this one shall be called Woman,  
   for out of Man this one was taken.’ 

Therefore a man leaves his father and his mother and clings to his 
wife, and they become one flesh. And the man and his wife were both 
naked, and were not ashamed (Gen. 2:21–25). 

 
Paul takes this through the grid of God’s saving action in 
Christ in order to discover its true and full meaning with re-
gard to relationships between husband and wife: 
 

 ‘For this reason a man will leave his father and mother and be joined 
to his wife, and the two will become one flesh.’ This is a great 
mystery, and I am applying it to Christ and the church. Each of you, 
however, should love his wife as himself, and a wife should respect 
her husband (Eph. 5:31–33). 
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For the husband is the head of the wife just as Christ is the head of 
the church, the body of which he is the Saviour. Just as the church is 
subject to Christ, so also wives ought to be, in everything, to their 
husbands. 
   Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the church and gave 
himself up for her, in order to make her holy by cleansing her with 
the washing of water by the word, so as to present the church to him-
self in splendour, without a spot or wrinkle or anything of the kind—
yes, so that she may be holy and without blemish. In the same way, 
husbands should love their wives as they do their own bodies. He 
who loves his wife loves himself. For no one ever hates his own 
body, but he nourishes and tenderly cares for it, just as Christ does for 
the church, because we are members of his body (Eph. 5:23–30). 

 
 We note how there is an end in view: the fulfilment of 
God’s purpose in Christ, determined before the foundation of 
the world, that we should be ‘holy and blameless’ (Eph. 1:4; 
the same words in Greek as ‘holy and without blemish’ in 
5:27) in love before the Father as His children. This is to  
be integral to our understanding of relationships between 
women and men. Jesus spoke of a time when marriage as we 
know it in this life will be no more: 
 

Those who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage;  
but those who are considered worthy of a place in that age and in  
the resurrection from the dead neither marry nor are given in mar-
riage. Indeed they cannot die anymore, because they are like angels 
and are children of God, being children of the resurrection (Luke 
20:34–36). 

 
This is when marriage as we know it will give place to the 
ultimate marriage, of which it was a prefigurement: 
 

And from the throne came a voice saying,  
‘Praise our God,  
   all you his servants, 
and all who fear him,  
   small and great.’  



Interpreting the Scriptures: Case Studies 

 129 

Then I heard what seemed to be the voice of a great multitude, like 
the sound of many waters and like the sound of mighty thunderpeals, 
crying out,  

‘Hallelujah!  
For the Lord our God  
   the Almighty reigns.  
Let us rejoice and exult  
   and give him the glory,  
for the marriage of the Lamb has come, 
   and his bride has made herself ready;  
to her it has been granted to be clothed  
   with fine linen, bright and pure’— 

for the fine linen is the righteous deeds of the saints.  
And the angel said to me, ‘Write this: Blessed are those who are 
invited to the marriage supper of the Lamb.’ And he said to me, 
‘These are true words of God’ (Rev. 19:5–9). 

 
This Lamb–Bridegroom is then shown to be the one who, by 
the shedding of his blood and the word that comes out from 
him, subdues the enemies of God. 
 Once we have seen all this, would we ever want to look at 
marriage and relationships between women and men in any 
lesser light? It will take the whole of our lives just to catch 
up with this understanding, and to live it out. 
 Paul spells out certain implications of this in the ordering 
of ministry in the church among women and men: 

 
Let a woman learn in silence with full submission. I permit no woman 
to teach or to have authority over a man; she is to keep silent (1 Tim. 
2:11–12). 
 

Again, we are not to be swayed by what might be our 
emotional reaction to such a statement, if we are to remain  
in respectful relationship with the apostle and what he has  
to say. We have seen elsewhere that this is not an injunction 
to absolute silence (see above on 1 Cor. 11:5; 14:5, 31; Titus 
2:3–5). It is helpful in this instance to check the original 
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Greek. The word for ‘silence’ and ‘silent’ here is the same 
word used in verse 2 for ‘quiet’ in the sense of ‘a quiet and 
peaceable life in all godliness and dignity’. The word for 
‘have authority’, used only here in the whole of the New 
Testament, is a particularly strong one, with the sense of 
‘domineer’ or take authority into one’s own hands. We also 
need to see it in connection with what else the apostle says in 
this letter about the ordering of ministry. Teaching and hav-
ing authority in the congregation are the roles accorded to 
ruling elders (see 1 Tim. 5:17), whom Paul says are to be 
‘the husband of one wife’ (1 Tim. 3:2; Titus 1:6). 
 Paul applies this also to the home situation, where the 
wife is not in a position to teach or have authority over her 
husband with regard to the word of God, even if he is an un-
believer. Her influence is to come powerfully from ‘the last-
ing beauty of a gentle and quiet spirit’, that fears nothing 
(see 1 Pet. 3:1–9), which she has in full measure as ‘the 
glory of man’ (1 Cor. 11:7, RSV). 
 Paul’s own relationship of authority among those with 
whom he ministers is also seen in this context of the mar-
riage of Christ with his church, in Paul’s concern for the 
safety of his converts in the truth and purity of the gospel: 

 
I feel a divine jealousy for you, for I promised you in marriage to one 
husband, to present you as a chaste virgin to Christ. But I am afraid 
that as the serpent deceived Eve by its cunning, your thoughts will be 
led astray from a sincere and pure devotion to Christ. For if someone 
comes and proclaims another Jesus than the one we proclaimed, or if 
you receive a different spirit from the one you received, or a different 
gospel from the one you accepted, you submit to it readily enough  
(2 Cor. 11:2–4). 
 

 Thus a humble openness to what the Scripture is saying, 
with attention to the approach and principles of Scriptural 
interpretation that we have found helpful, may enable us to 
see and sense something more subtle, tender and wonderful 
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than the crassness and belligerence we may bring to the text 
from the outside, that has come more from the distorted 
experience and perverse mindset of our sinful humanity. 

Question for Reflection: 

• How have we understood biblical injunctions regarding 
hierarchy and gender relationships up to now? In what 
light do we see them now? 

SEXUALITY 

In the section above, on gender relationships, we have seen 
the high dignity placed on marriage between a man and a 
woman, in its connection with the relationship between the 
Father and the Son in the life of the triune Godhead (as in  
1 Cor. 11:3), and in connection with God’s ultimate purpose 
in the relationship between God’s people and Christ (as in 
Eph. 5:32). 
 Jesus himself held it in this high regard, as shown when 
he was asked a question about the legitimacy of divorce: 

 
Some Pharisees came, and to test him they asked, ‘Is it lawful for a 
man to divorce his wife?’ He answered them, ‘What did Moses 
command you?’ They said, ‘Moses allowed a man to write a certifi-
cate of dismissal and to divorce her.’ But Jesus said to them, 
‘Because of your hardness of heart he wrote this commandment for 
you. But from the beginning of creation, “God made them male and 
female.” “For this reason a man shall leave his father and mother and 
be joined to his wife, and the two shall become one flesh.” So they 
are no longer two, but one flesh. Therefore what God has joined 
together, let no one separate.’ 
   Then in the house the disciples asked him again about this matter. 
He said to them, ‘Whoever divorces his wife and marries another 
commits adultery against her; and if she divorces her husband and 
marries another, she commits adultery’ (Mark 10:2–12). 
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In the Old Testament law of God there was acknowledge-
ment of the fact of divorce and some provision for it (see 
Deut. 24:1–4; Lev. 21:7, 14; 22:13; Ezek. 44:22).1 Here 
Jesus, on the basis of God’s purpose ‘from the beginning of 
creation’, disallows it.2 In the Old Testament, there are a 
number of men married to more than one wife at once. This 
too would appear to be disallowed by the words of Jesus, for 
in the New Testament any sexual relationship outside of the 
marriage of one man and one woman is regarded to be sinful, 
as fornication or adultery.3 
 How are we to regard this particular view of faithfulness 
in sexual relationship presented in the New Testament, when 
alternative forms appear to be endorsed, or at least allowed 
for, in the Old Testament? Here the Reformation principle 
that the Old Testament must be interpreted by the New 
comes to our aid. What is allowed for in the Old Testament 
is overridden by the teaching of Jesus and the apostles. Yet 
this is not to ‘so expound one place of Scripture, that it be 
repugnant to another’,4 since the appeal is to the over-all 
purpose of God as testified to in the whole of the Scriptures 
(the Reformation principle that ‘the incidental must be 
interpreted by the systematic’). Not only Jesus’ teaching, but 
                                                

1  The thrust of these passages is to place some restrictions on this practice. 
2  This prohibition was taken to be absolute in the early centuries of the 

Christian church. It was modified formally by Erasmus in the 1500s, on the basis 
of his interpretation of Matt. 5:32; 19:9; and 1 Cor. 7:15 (see William A. Heth 
and Gordon J. Wenham, Jesus and Divorce: Towards an Evangelical Under-
standing of New Testament Teaching, Hodder and Stoughton, London, 1984,  
pp. 13–41, 73–83). This has been embraced by evangelical practitioners since, 
though in recent times Erasmus’s interpretation has been soundly contested. In 
the church in our time, divorce and remarriage have been widely accepted and 
endorsed, notwithstanding Jesus’ words in Mark 10. 

3  See e.g. 1 Cor. 7:10, 39; Rom. 7:1–3; Mark 7:21f.; 1 Cor. 6:18; 7:2; Gal. 
5:19–21; Col. 3:5; 1 Thess. 4:3; Rom. 13:9; 2 Pet. 2:14. Again, in the modern 
world, as perhaps in all ages, such a stricture is markedly counter-cultural. 

4  Anglican Article XX, cited previously. 
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his very presence and action as the Bridegroom–Saviour of 
God’s people, faithful unto death, has brought a new love 
into the world, which is the love that has been in God from 
the beginning (see John 13:34–35, 1 John 2:7–10; 3:16), for 
which we have been made, and which now imbues all our 
relationships, and particularly that of marriage. 
 Other forms of sexuality, prevalent in our own and every 
age, can be seen in the light of this high dignity and function 
accorded to marriage between one man and one woman as 
long as they both shall live. The apostle Paul sees homo-
sexual practice as part of the perverse decline from the glory 
of God in humanity under the impact of the wrath of God: 

 
For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness 
and wickedness of those who by their wickedness suppress the truth 
 . . . for though they knew God, they did not honor him as God or give 
thanks to him, but they became futile in their thinking, and their 
senseless minds were darkened . . . Therefore God gave them up in 
the lusts of their hearts to impurity, to the degrading of their bodies 
among themselves, because they exchanged the truth about God for a 
lie and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who 
is blessed forever! Amen. For this reason God gave them up to 
degrading passions. Their women exchanged natural intercourse for 
unnatural, and in the same way also the men, giving up natural 
intercourse with women, were consumed with passion for one 
another. Men committed shameless acts with men and received in 
their own persons the due penalty for their error . . . They know 
God’s decree, that those who practice such things deserve to die—yet 
they not only do them but even applaud others who practice them 
 . . . all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God (Rom. 1:18, 21, 
24–27, 32; 3:23). 

 
In the light of the over-all plan and purpose of God, where 
marriage from the beginning is a reflection of and partici-
pation in the ultimate marriage of the Lamb with his Bride, 
which is to be the culmination of all things, it is evident that 
opposition to this plan and purpose of God will seek to give 
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expression to any use of sexuality that is not marriage and 
runs counter to it. That God then gives us over to that in all 
its lewdness and debasement, is part of His action in judge-
ment, to give us no option or way out but the way of His 
mercy in Christ: 

 
For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merci-
ful to all. 
   O the depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of God! How 
unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways! (Rom. 
11:32–33). 
 

 Homosexual acts are indeed proscribed in the Old 
Testament: 

 
You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination 
(Lev. 18:22). 
 

This is in the context of a range of prohibited sexual and 
other practices, including incest, adultery and bestiality, 
which were practiced by the previous inhabitants of the land, 
and are seen as running counter to the very fabric of the 
creation, and as the reason for their downfall: 

 
Do not defile yourselves in any of these ways, for by all these 
practices the nations I am casting out before you have defiled 
themselves. Thus the land became defiled; and I punished it for  
its iniquity, and the land vomited out its inhabitants. But you shall 
keep my statutes and my ordinances and commit none of these 
abominations, either the citizen or the alien who resides among you 
(for the inhabitants of the land, who were before you, committed  
all of these abominations, and the land became defiled); otherwise  
the land will vomit you out for defiling it, as it vomited out the nation 
that was before you. For whoever commits any of these abominations 
shall be cut off from their people. So keep my charge not to com- 
mit any of these abominations that were done before you, and not  
to defile yourselves by them: I am the LORD your God (Lev. 18: 
24–30). 
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 Some protagonists argue that to single out this particular 
law, out of all the other laws in Leviticus, as binding today, 
is quite arbitrary. Why do we not equally insist that people 
should not ‘put on a garment of two different materials’ or 
‘not round off the hair on your temples or mar the edges of 
your beard’ (Lev. 19:19, 27)? Or the food laws in Leviticus 
11—were these not specifically set aside in the New Testa-
ment (as in Mark 7:19; Rom. 14:1–4)? Here again the 
principle of the Old Testament being interpreted by the New 
comes into play. There are certain things that are set aside or 
not insisted upon in the New Testament, and some things 
that remain very much in place. Homosexual and extra-
marital sexual relationships are still as much prohibited for 
God’s people in the New Testament as they are in the Old 
(see e.g. 1 Cor. 6:9–10). 
 There needs to be an understanding of the place of the law 
of God within the context of the over-all plan and purpose of 
God. How does the old covenant law relate to the new 
covenant people of God? Anglican Article VII, which we 
have already looked at in another connection, also says this: 

 
Although the Law given from God by Moses, as touching Cere-
monies and Rites, do not bind Christian men, nor the Civil precepts 
thereof ought of necessity to be received in any commonwealth; yet 
notwithstanding, no Christian man whatever is free from the obedi-
ence of the Commandments which are called Moral. 
 

This makes a distinction between provisions in the law 
regarding worship and social organization—which it sees as 
pertaining just to Israel—and morality, which applies to all. 
This would place matters of sexuality in the latter category. 
While this may be helpful as a rule of thumb, it is possibly a 
bit glib, in that the Bible itself does not make that distinction, 
and this Article does not explain on what basis some com-
mandments may be binding and others not. We need to go 
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into it more thoroughly and, again, see particularly how the 
central saving acts of God in the death and resurrection of 
Jesus impact on the keeping of the law. 
 Jesus said: 

 
Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I 
have come not to abolish but to fulfill. For truly I tell you, until 
heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, 
will pass from the law until all is accomplished. Therefore, whoever 
breaks one of the least of these commandments, and teaches others to 
do the same, will be called least in the kingdom of heaven; but 
whoever does them and teaches them will be called great in the 
kingdom of heaven. For I tell you, unless your righteousness exceeds 
that of the scribes and Pharisees, you will never enter the kingdom of 
heaven (Matt. 5:17–20). 
 

In what sense has Jesus come to fulfil the law and the 
prophets? There is a promise of salvation in the law and the 
prophets, which the law and the prophets cannot themselves 
effect, but which, when carried out, actually fulfils what they 
promise: 

 
But now, apart from law, the righteousness of God has been disclosed, 
and is attested by the law and the prophets, the righteousness of God 
through faith in Jesus Christ for all who believe (Rom. 3:21–22). 
 
There is therefore now no condemnation for those who are in Christ 
Jesus. For the law of the Spirit of life in Christ Jesus has set you free 
from the law of sin and of death. For God has done what the law, 
weakened by the flesh, could not do: by sending his own Son in the 
likeness of sinful flesh, and to deal with sin, he condemned sin in the 
flesh, so that the just requirement of the law might be fulfilled in us, 
who walk not according to the flesh but according to the Spirit (Rom. 
8:1–4). 
 

Christ carrying through that salvation for us, and our enter-
ing into it by faith, is what fulfils all that the law and the 
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prophets promise, rather than by seeking to apply the letter 
of the Old Testament law. 
 What impact does this salvation have on our keeping of 
the law? It makes us a people based in the purity, righteous-
ness and holiness of God, and living accordingly. The food 
laws of the Old Testament provide a useful example. They 
were given to Israel in the first place to teach them in their 
daily lives that there is a distinction between clean and 
unclean, and to distinguish them from all the other peoples as 
belonging to the holy God: 

 
This is the law pertaining to land animal and bird and every living 
creature that moves through the waters and every creature that 
swarms upon the earth, to make a distinction between the unclean and 
the clean, and between the living creature that may be eaten and the 
living creature that may not be eaten (Lev. 11:46–47). 
 
You shall keep all my statutes and all my ordinances, and observe 
them, so that the land to which I bring you to settle in may not vomit 
you out. You shall not follow the practices of the nation that I  
am driving out before you. Because they did all these things, I 
abhorred them. But I have said to you: You shall inherit their land, 
and I will give it to you to possess, a land flowing with milk and 
honey. I am the LORD your God; I have separated you from the 
peoples. You shall therefore make a distinction between the clean 
animal and the unclean, and between the unclean bird and the clean; 
you shall not bring abomination on yourselves by animal or by bird  
or by anything with which the ground teems, which I have set apart 
for you to hold unclean. You shall be holy to me; for I the LORD am 
holy, and I have separated you from the other peoples to be mine 
(Lev. 20:22–26). 
 

This effectively placed a barrier between Israel and all the 
other nations, which was given practical expression in their 
being unable to eat together and share the same food. 
 Jesus rightly identified this law as relating not to outward 
cleanliness, but to holiness and cleanness of heart: 
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He said to them, ‘Then do you also fail to understand? Do you not see 
that whatever goes into a person from outside cannot defile, since it 
enters, not the heart but the stomach, and goes out into the sewer?’ 
(Thus he declared all foods clean.) And he said, ‘It is what comes out 
of a person that defiles. For it is from within, from the human heart, 
that evil intentions come: fornication, theft, murder, adultery, avarice, 
wickedness, deceit, licentiousness, envy, slander, pride, folly. All 
these evil things come from within, and they defile a person’ (Mark 
7:18–23). 
 

No amount of eating the right foods, or any other form of 
outward behaviour, can take away sins. Only God’s great act 
of forgiveness and cleansing can do that. This is what Jesus 
had come to do. 
 Once he had done it, a new situation prevailed. A great 
cleansing has been effected, not only for sinful Israel, but for 
all the other sinful nations as well, accessible to all through 
faith in Jesus Christ. The barrier between them has now been 
effectively removed. Paul now writes to the other Gentile 
nations: 

 
So then, remember that at one time you Gentiles by birth, called ‘the 
uncircumcision’ by those who are called ‘the circumcision’—a phys-
ical circumcision made in the flesh by human hands—remember that 
you were at that time without Christ, being aliens from the com-
monwealth of Israel, and strangers to the covenants of promise, 
having no hope and without God in the world. But now in Christ 
Jesus you who once were far off have been brought near by the blood 
of Christ. 
   For he is our peace; in his flesh he has made both groups into one 
and has broken down the dividing wall, that is, the hostility between 
us. He has abolished the law with its commandments and ordinances, 
that he might create in himself one new humanity in place of the two, 
thus making peace, and might reconcile both groups to God in one 
body through the cross, thus putting to death that hostility through it. 
So he came and proclaimed peace to you who were far off and peace 
to those who were near; for through him both of us have access in one 
Spirit to the Father (Eph. 2:11–18). 
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In keeping with this, Peter was persuaded by God that the 
food laws of the Old Testament no longer prevailed, because 
cleansing had been made for the sinful Gentile nations along 
with sinful Israel: 

 
About noon the next day, as they were on their journey and approach-
ing the city, Peter went up on the roof to pray. He became hungry  
and wanted something to eat; and while it was being prepared, he  
fell into a trance. He saw the heaven opened and something like a 
large sheet coming down, being lowered to the ground by its four 
corners. In it were all kinds of four-footed creatures and reptiles and 
birds of the air. Then he heard a voice saying, ‘Get up, Peter; kill and 
eat.’ But Peter said, ‘By no means, Lord; for I have never eaten 
anything that is profane or unclean.’ The voice said to him again, a 
second time, ‘What God has made clean, you must not call profane.’ 
This happened three times, and the thing was suddenly taken up to 
heaven. 
   Now while Peter was greatly puzzled about what to make of the 
vision that he had seen, suddenly the men sent by Cornelius appeared. 
They were asking for Simon’s house and were standing by the gate. 
They called out to ask whether Simon, who was called Peter, was 
staying there. While Peter was still thinking about the vision, the 
Spirit said to him, ‘Look, three men are searching for you. Now get 
up, go down, and go with them without hesitation; for I have sent 
them’ (Acts 10:9–20). 
 

Peter was not to go with the Gentile messengers out of some 
compassionate tolerance for their wicked ways, but because 
it had been made clear to him that the same cleansing that 
had come to him was also there for them: 
 

And God, who knows the human heart, testified to them by giving 
them the Holy Spirit, just as he did to us; and in cleansing their hearts 
by faith he has made no distinction between them and us (Acts 15: 
8–9). 
 

 This same cleansing is there for all sinners, including 
those who offend in the area of sexual relationships: 
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Do you not know that wrongdoers will not inherit the kingdom of 
God? Do not be deceived! Fornicators, idolaters, adulterers, male 
prostitutes, sodomites, thieves, the greedy, drunkards, revilers, rob-
bers—none of these will inherit the kingdom of God. And this is what 
some of you used to be. But you were washed, you were sanctified, 
you were justified in the name of the Lord Jesus Christ and in the 
Spirit of our God (1 Cor. 6:9–11). 
 

Our acceptance of sinners, therefore, is not on the basis of 
compassionate tolerance of waywardness, or approval of 
what is unlawful in God’s sight, or on any basis that 
endorses continued unlawful behaviour, but in the spirit of 
the one who said to a woman ‘caught in the very act of 
committing adultery’: 

 
Neither do I condemn you. Go your way, and from now on do not sin 
again (John 8:11). 
 

Why did Jesus not condemn her? Not because he was letting 
her off, but because he knew he himself would bear all her 
condemnation in his death. That this now meant that she had 
available to her the moral strength not to sin again is very 
good news. 

Question for Reflection: 

• What impact does the New Testament gospel have on  
the Old Testament law? How does that affect our 
understanding of what the Bible says about sexual 
relationships? 

 
 
 

❊ ❊ ❊ ❊ ❊ 
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ECOLOGICAL CONCERNS 

A common starting point in setting out current ecological 
issues is the creational mandate given to the human race in 
Genesis: 

 
Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it; and have 
dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the air and 
over every living thing that moves upon the earth (Gen. 1:28). 
 

To these words ‘subdue’ and ‘have dominion’, and the under-
standing of them that has arisen in Christendom, are 
attributed the sins of destructive rapacity and exploitation in 
the western world leading to the widespread extinction of 
plant and animal species, and the perils of global warming.5 
They are indeed strong words, indicating to subdue by 
conquest6 and to rule by treading down,7 though the literal 
meaning of the words came to have a more general con-
notation of ‘rule over’. The antidote to this is seen to be the 
discounting of Genesis 1:28 in favour of some supposed 
harmony with nature that eschews any notions of hier-
archical ruling.8 Is this a proper or valid interpretation of this 
passage? 
                                                

5  A notice seen in the Torrens River Linear Park, South Australia, depicting 
the various species of life to be found there, denotes human beings as ‘introduced 
pests’. The fact that depredation of the environment is also found in human 
communities not necessarily influenced by the Hebrew–Christian Scriptures may 
require some other explanation. 

6  The same word kabash is used of the land being ‘subdued before the LORD’ 
(Num. 32:22) and how in compassion He will ‘tread our iniquities under foot’ 
(Micah 7:19). 

7  The same word radah is used of Solomon’s reign over other kings, that 
issues in peace (1 Kings 4:24), and of the Messiah’s widespread rule (Ps. 72:8). 

8  In this is recognition of the actual power human beings have over the 
environment, to the extent that we can bring about the extinction or preservation 
of particular species and can make a significant difference to global temperatures, 
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 While our examination of this may produce an outline of 
a biblical ecology, our concern here is the exercise of sound 
hermeneutical principles. What view of these matters will 
emerge when we seek to apply the approach to Scriptural 
interpretation that we have found here to be helpful and 
necessary? 
 Important in our approach has been an examination of the 
meaning of passages in their immediate context. Here we 
note that the creational mandate is given to human beings 
who are in God’s image and likeness (see Gen. 1:26–27), 
and under God’s blessing. This means, among other things, 
that their subduing of the earth and dominion over the 
creatures is to be of the order of God’s ruling. David, under 
inspiration of God, set out the true nature of divine and 
human ruling in his ‘last words’: 
 

Now these are the last words of David:  
The oracle of David, son of Jesse,  
   the oracle of the man whom God exalted, 
the anointed of the God of Jacob,  
   the favourite of the Strong One of Israel: 
The spirit of the LORD speaks through me,  
   his word is upon my tongue.  
The God of Israel has spoken,  
   the Rock of Israel has said to me:  
One who rules over people justly,  
   ruling in the fear of God,  
is like the light of morning,  
   like the sun rising on a cloudless morning,  
   gleaming from the rain on the grassy land.  
Is not my house like this with God?  
   For he has made with me an everlasting covenant, 
   ordered in all things and secure.  
Will he not cause to prosper 

                                                                                                
and an urging to responsible action—thereby acknowledging a measure of 
dominion that human beings actually exercise in the creation, for good or ill. 
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   all my help and my desire?  
But the godless are all like thorns that 
         are thrown away; 
   for they cannot be picked up with the hand;  
to touch them one uses an iron bar  
   or the shaft of a spear. 
   And they are entirely consumed in fire on the spot 
 

(2 Sam. 23:1–7; compare the beneficent ‘rule’ of the sun and moon in 
Gen. 1:14–18). 

 
This true form of ruling is exercised for the benefit of those 
ruled over, rather than for the benefit of those who rule. The 
ultimate expression of this is the reign of Christ as set out in 
Philippians 2:1–13, where the interests of others are to be 
looked to rather than one’s own. It is in this spirit that the 
man and woman were put in God’s garden ‘to till it and keep 
it’ (Gen. 2:15)—a position of responsible care. 
 This is reinforced by the observation that ‘God saw 
everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good’ 
(Gen. 1:31). This included the human beings, and indicates 
that, at this point, all was consistent with God’s own good-
ness, righteousness and holiness. 
 Central to our approach also has been the place of a 
passage in the plan and purpose of God as set out over the 
whole of the Scriptures. So we find that God’s ultimate goal 
in making this creation is to bring about ‘new heavens and a 
new earth, where righteousness is at home’ (2 Pet. 3:13), of 
which it is said: ‘nothing unclean will enter it’ and ‘Nothing 
accursed will be found there any more’ (Rev. 21:27; 22:3). 
This sets the tone and the context in which we may view all 
that has been made, and all that happens within it. It 
establishes the link between the created order and the moral–
relational holiness of God: the very fibre and essence of the 
universe is not ‘neutral’ but has to do with God’s righteous-
ness and love. 
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 The sin of the man and the woman, as related in Genesis 3, 
is the human resistance to the implementation of this plan 
and purpose of God. Desiring to be ‘as God’ ourselves (see 
Gen. 3:5), with our own agenda rather than God’s, goes 
against all that this universe is created for. An immediate 
disruption of the created order is noted: enmity between 
people and snakes (whatever more that may mean spiritually: 
see Rev. 12:9, where the snake is identified with Satan), the 
onset of pain in childbearing and child rearing, and antago-
nism in male–female relationships. The ground is cursed by 
reason of the man and his sin—it now produces ‘thorns and 
thistles’,9 and yields its good fruit only to toil and sweat. 
Humans are reduced to death in the end (see also Rom. 
5:12), and animals are killed to clothe human beings (Gen. 
3:14–21). It is on account of the fall into sin on the part of 
human beings that the depredation of the earth begins, not on 
account of the original creational mandate. Considering their 
position of responsible headship in the earth, the moral sin  
of human beings cannot but adversely affect the whole  
of creation. Conversely, the restoration of the earth will 
necessarily be contingent upon the moral reinstatement of 
the human race in their resurrection from the death of sin to 
the life of righteousness as true children of God. Paul sum-
marises it this way: 
 

I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth 
comparing with the glory about to be revealed to us. For the creation 
waits with eager longing for the revealing of the children of God; for 
the creation was subjected to futility, not of its own will but by the 
will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the creation itself will be 
set free from its bondage to decay and will obtain the freedom of the 
glory of the children of God. We know that the whole creation has 
been groaning in labor pains until now; and not only the creation, but 

                                                
9   A weed is ‘a plant out of place’, and out of control. 
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we ourselves, who have the first fruits of the Spirit, groan inwardly 
while we wait for adoption, the redemption of our bodies (Rom. 
8:18–23). 
 

 Even in its degraded state, the earth is still structured 
creationally for righteousness, and has this as the fibre of its 
being. For human beings to live in ways that are contrary to 
the Creator’s righteousness will be to go against the grain of 
the way things are made, and will meet with resistance from 
the created order, as well as from the Creator. We have 
already seen how the land became ‘defiled’ by the immoral 
acts of the Canaanites, and later of the Israelites, and 
‘vomited out its inhabitants’ (see Lev. 18:24–30).10 Part of 
what went with this was their neglect to care for the earth in 
their agricultural practices in the ways specified by God’s 
law: 

 
The LORD spoke to Moses on Mount Sinai, saying: Speak to the 
people of Israel and say to them: When you enter the land that I am 
giving you, the land shall observe a sabbath for the LORD. Six years 
you shall sow your field, and six years you shall prune your vineyard, 
and gather in their yield; but in the seventh year there shall be a 
sabbath of complete rest for the land, a sabbath for the LORD: you 
shall not sow your field or prune your vineyard. You shall not reap 
the aftergrowth of your harvest or gather the grapes of your unpruned 
vine: it shall be a year of complete rest for the land. You may eat 
what the land yields during its Sabbath—you, your male and female 
slaves, your hired and your bound labourers who live with you; for 
your livestock also, and for the wild animals in your land all its yield 
shall be for food (Lev. 25:1–7). 
 

Greed and exploitation of the land led to the neglect of this 
practice. One of the reasons given for the exile of the people 

                                                
10  It could be, for instance, that some who protest against environmental 

abuses, but themselves live in sexual or other immorality, may be doing no less 
damage against the fabric of creation than those whom they oppose. 
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of Israel away from the land for a period of seventy years 
was to make up for the rest that the land had been denied all 
those years: 

 
He [the king of the Chaldeans] took into exile in Babylon those who 
had escaped from the sword, and they became servants to him and to 
his sons until the establishment of the kingdom of Persia, to fulfil the 
word of the Lord by the mouth of Jeremiah, until the land had made 
up for its Sabbaths. All the days that it lay desolate it kept sabbath, to 
fulfill seventy years (2 Chron. 36:20–21). 
 

 Nowhere is the connection between environmental deg-
radation and human unrighteousness made more graphically 
than in Isaiah 24: 
 

Now the LORD is about to lay waste the earth 
         and make it desolate,  
   and he will twist its surface and scatter 
         its inhabitants.  
And it shall be, as with the people, so with the priest; 
   as with the slave, so with his master;  
   as with the maid, so with her mistress;  
as with the buyer, so with the seller;  
   as with the lender, so with the borrower;  
   as with the creditor, so with the debtor.  
The earth shall be utterly laid waste and 
         utterly despoiled;  
   for the LORD has spoken this word.  

The earth dries up and withers,  
   the world languishes and withers;  
   the heavens languish together with the earth.  
The earth lies polluted under its inhabitants;  
for they have transgressed laws,  
   violated the statutes, 
   broken the everlasting covenant.  
Therefore a curse devours the earth,  
   and its inhabitants suffer for their guilt;  
therefore the inhabitants of the earth dwindled,  
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   and few people are left.  
The wine dries up, 
   the vine languishes,  
   all the merry-hearted sigh.  
The mirth of the timbrels is stilled,  
   the noise of the jubilant has ceased,  
   the mirth of the lyre is stilled.  
No longer do they drink wine with singing;  
   strong drink is bitter to those who drink it.  
The city of chaos is broken down,  
   every house is shut up so that no one can enter. 
There is an outcry in the streets for lack of wine; 
   all joy has reached its eventide;  
   the gladness of the earth is banished.  
Desolation is left in the city,  
   the gates are battered into ruins.  
For thus it shall be on the earth  
   and among the nations,  
as when an olive tree is beaten,  
   as at the gleaning when the grape harvest  
         is ended (Isa. 24:1–13). 

 
Written some 700 years before Christ, this has a very modern 
ring about it. The reason given for such disaster is their 
opposition to God: ‘they have transgressed laws, violated the 
statutes, broken the everlasting covenant’. 
 We have said that no true interpretation of Scripture can 
bypass God’s central act of salvation in the cross and 
resurrection of Jesus. Jesus’ coming to deal with human sin 
has saving implications for the environment as much as it 
has for the human creation. ‘This is my blood of the [new] 
covenant, which is poured out for many for the forgiveness 
of sins’ (Matt. 26:28) has direct connection with ‘the renewal 
of all things, when the Son of Man is seated on the throne of 
his glory’ (Matt. 19:28; see the proximity given to these two 
sayings in Luke 22:14–30). Perhaps the ‘crown of thorns’ 
put on Jesus was part of his being made a curse for us (see 
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Mark 15:17; Gal. 3:13; compare Gen. 3:17f.). We see the 
creation coming to its intended fulfilment in right relation-
ship with the Creator at the time of ‘the end’, by virtue of 
Christ’s resurrection: 

 
But in fact Christ has been raised from the dead, the first fruits of 
those who have died. For since death came through a human being, 
the resurrection of the dead has also come through a human being; for 
as all die in Adam, so all will be made alive in Christ. But each in his 
own order: Christ the first fruits, then at his coming those who belong 
to Christ. Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to 
God the Father, after he has destroyed every ruler and every authority 
and power. For he must reign until he has put all his enemies under 
his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is death . . . When all things 
are subjected to him, then the Son himself will also be subjected to 
the one who put all things in subjection under him, so that God may 
be all in all (1 Cor. 15:20–26, 28). 
 

 It is evident from this reference to the putting of all 
enemies under Christ’s feet (perhaps an allusion to the origi-
nal creational mandate) that this present age will not be with-
out its ructions. Isaiah prophesied that the setting right by the 
action of ‘the Righteous One’ of the despoliation depicted in 
Isaiah 24 would come with great disruption: 

 
They lift up their voices, they sing for joy;  
   they shout from the west over the 
         majesty of the LORD.  
Therefore in the east give glory to the LORD; 
   in the coastlands of the sea glorify 
         the name of the LORD, the God of Israel. 
From the ends of the earth 
         we hear songs of praise, 
   of glory to the Righteous One. 
But I say, I pine away, 
   I pine away. Woe is me!  
For the treacherous deal treacherously,  
   the treacherous deal very treacherously. 
Terror, and the pit, and the snare  
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   are upon you, O inhabitant of the earth!  
Whoever flees at the sound of the terror  
   shall fall into the pit; 
and whoever climbs out of the pit  
   shall be caught in the snare.  
For the windows of heaven are opened,  
   and the foundations of the earth tremble. 
The earth is utterly broken,  
   the earth is torn asunder,  
   the earth is violently shaken.  
The earth staggers like a drunkard,  
   it sways like a hut;  
its transgression lies heavy upon it,  
   and it falls, and will not rise again. 
On that day the LORD will punish 
   the host of heaven in heaven,  
   and on earth the kings of the earth.  
They will be gathered together  
   like prisoners in a pit;  
they will be shut up in a prison,  
   and after many days they will be punished. 
Then the moon will be abashed,  
   and the sun ashamed;  
for the LORD of hosts will reign  
   on Mount Zion and in Jerusalem,  
and before his elders he will manifest 
         his glory (Isa. 24:14–23). 

 
Jesus told us not to be alarmed when ‘there will be 

earthquakes in various places; there will be famines’ as ‘the 
beginning of the birth pangs’ (Mark 13:8). In the book of the 
Revelation, some of the judgements of God that occur during 
this process are depicted in terms of environmental disaster 
and cosmic disruption: 

 
The first angel blew his trumpet, and there came hail and fire, mixed 
with blood, and they were hurled to the earth; and a third of the earth 
was burned up, and a third of the trees were burned up, and all green 
grass was burned up. 
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   The second angel blew his trumpet, and something like a great 
mountain, burning with fire, was thrown into the sea. A third of the 
sea became blood, a third of the living creatures in the sea died, and a 
third of the ships were destroyed. 
   The third angel blew his trumpet, and a great star fell from heaven, 
blazing like a torch, and it fell on a third of the rivers and on the 
springs of water. The name of the star is Wormwood. A third of the 
waters became wormwood, and many died from the water, because it 
was made bitter. 
   The fourth angel blew his trumpet, and a third of the sun was 
struck, and a third of the moon, and a third of the stars, so that a third 
of their light was darkened; a third of the day was kept from shining, 
and likewise the night (Rev. 8:7–12). 
 

These are seen as necessary and consistent actions of the 
righteous and holy God in bringing creation to the goal He 
has intended for it. 
 Finally we are reminded that this creation is not the final 
issue, but that it gives way to the outcome of the action of 
the One on the throne who is ‘making all things new’ (Rev. 
21:5): 

 
Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the 
first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more (Rev. 21:1). 
 

It could be that Jesus’ so-called ‘nature miracles’—his power 
over wind and waves (Mark 4:35–41), over the process of 
water becoming wine (John 2:1–11), and over the harvest of 
the waters (Luke 5:1–11; John 21:4–11) and the multi-
plication of food (Mark 6:34–44; 8:1–9)—may be seen in 
part as the expression and anticipation of his true human 
ruling over the created order that was to culminate in the new 
creation. 
 

❊ ❊ ❊ ❊ ❊ 
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Question for Reflection: 

• How does the biblical understanding of God’s over-all 
purpose affect how we see human beings in relationship 
with the rest of the created order? 

THE SCRIPTURES IN LIFE 

It might have been easier not to go into these case studies at 
the end of such a treatment as this. That way, the principles 
of Scriptural interpretation enunciated earlier could have 
remained inviolate in their pristine glory, unsullied—and 
untried! It is as they are brought to real life issues and situa-
tions that they begin to bite in people’s lives, and contention 
arises. Nevertheless, we cannot escape such trials, nor should 
we seek to. 
 The outlines given here on interpretative approaches to 
social justice, hierarchy and gender relationships, sexuality 
and ecological concerns are not perfect or whole. No doubt 
they will be contested by others, who may well find other 
hermeneutical grounds on which to discount them. 
 Even so, it may be acknowledged that these frail efforts 
have attempted to be faithful to what the Scriptures say, 
according to the sound principles of Scriptural interpretation 
that we have sought to bring to light from the Scriptures 
themselves, and from those who have held them in honour. 
Always remembering together: 
 

All these things my hand has made,  
   and so all these things are mine,  

says the LORD. 
But this is the one to whom I will look, 
   to the humble and contrite in spirit,  
   who trembles at my word (Isa. 66:2). 
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Assignment Question: 

• Choose one of the four issues addressed above and show 
how different principles of biblical interpretation can 
elucidate or distort our understanding of the issue. 
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