Principles of Interpretation of the Bible- a Brief overview and explanation 

Introduction: Everyone who reads the bible or teaches the bible interprets it. We can say that ‘the bible means what is says’ but what does it say? The answer to what each of us says the bible says is determined by the principles (conscious or subconscious) that we use to interpret what the bible says. Here is a brief summary of the principles I use (as do many other conservative bible believers) 

1. The God Principle: Interpret every passage in light of what the Bible as a whole tells us about God. Is this interpretation consistent with what we can clearly know about the Nature of God (Loving, Holy, Righteous, Merciful, Just, etc)? 

If an interpretation of a scripture violates what the Bible has already told us about God, it is not the correct interpretation.

2. The Immediate Context Principle. What comes before and after the specific verse affects the interpretation. What is the entire context trying to say (and the context may not be in the same ‘chapter’, since the original writing does not have ‘chapters’ or ‘verses’. ) The immediate context would certainly be in the same ‘book’ of the Bible.  

3. The Historical/Grammatical Context Principle. This includes a wide range of questions: 

When was this written? 
Who was the author God use to write it? 
Who was he writing it to?
What was the author’s purpose?
What type of literature is this? (letter, poetry, history, etc) 

Example: When we studied the book of James we discussed that James was a hard book because if you don’t get historical Grammatical context you could conclude that the bible teaches in James that your good works save you, which clearly contradicts many passages in the bible, particularly the major soteriological passages (those that are clearly telling us what salvation is). Yet when we studied James we considered: 

· James was the brother of Jesus and watched him live a PERFECT LIFE –Ideally what a Christians is to be. 
· James was an ‘early book’ –likely written about 30 years after Jesus died and rose. Some during that period were already beginning to act as though, because we are saved by grace through faith alone, that how we live our lives as followers of Christ makes no difference. 
· He was writing to Jewish Christians, who were persecuted and misunderstood, who often might have been tempted to compromise in lifestyle, and who might be tempted to swing the pendulum too far to liberty after having been under rigid Jewish law so long. 
· James wrote for the purpose of encouraging folks to live right as followers of Christ in spite of suffering or persecution, and to SHOW their faith in the way they live. Also he called those who say they are Christians to examine their lives to see if they really are. 
· The book of James is an open letter, really a set of instructions. It doesn’t really contain much theology or soteriology –just do this and don’t do that – to live out faith. 

So how to interpret James 3:24? “You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone.” 

· Taken out of context this would be a direct contradiction of Ephesians 2:8-9: ‘for by grace you have been saved through faith, and this is not of your own doing, , not of works, so that no one should boast.”
· Yet the immediate Context reveals that every reference to ‘justified’ in James that talks of works refers to ‘you see’ or ‘someone will say’-clearly referring to our FAITH being justified to others who see us – not to God. The context does refer to being justified before God, and there it says “Abraham BELIEVED God, and it was credited to him as righteousness’. 
· The wider context of the book, along with James background, along with his audience, and his purpose, make it clear to us that James emphasis on works is to be understood as encouraging us to not separate our faith from the RESULT of good works-and to examine our lives to see if the good works that should accompany “SAVING FAITH” are present in our lives. 
·  So, we taught that good works are the result of salvation, not the cause, and that ‘saying faith’ doesn’t save us, but rather ‘saving faith’ does, and the difference can be seen in the way we live. James wasn’t telling us HOW to be saved (Jesus death and resurrection are never mentioned in the book –they are just assumed), he was telling us how to KNOW and SHOW we are saved! 

4. The Clarity Principle. Obscure, isolated, or unclear passages must give way to clear, repeated passages. 

Example: Mormons practice ‘Proxy Baptism’. You can go to Mormon Temple and be baptized ‘for’ a person who died and was not baptized Mormon. There is one verse in the NT that refers to proxy baptism.  I Corinthians 15:29 “Otherwise, what do people mean by being baptized on behalf of the dead? If the dead are not raised at all, why are people baptized on their behalf?. 

Some consider this a difficult passage. I don’t consider it difficult, for so many reasons I may not list them all! 
· The Clarity Principle. This would be enough to convince me I don’t need to worry about this passage, or to start practicing Proxy Baptism! It’s ONE verse, isolated, and unclear. There are plenty of clear passages on baptism that it must yield to. 
· The immediate context principle. The immediate context is a discussion of the reality of our future resurrection in Christ. Paul is teaching the reality that the dead shall be raised, he is not teaching on baptism. He doesn’t attempt to correct the Corinthians ridiculous proxy baptism because there is a more serious problem, people saying they are Christians but denying Resurrection! Paul had bigger fish to fry…
· [bookmark: _GoBack]The Historical Grammatical Context Principle provides much more clarity, not that it’s needed. Paul wrote this. His teachings on baptism are multiple and clear. He wrote it to the Corinthian Church, a messed up bunch that had so much bad theology and practice it was difficult to know where to start. His purpose was to turn them to Christ, his death and resurrection, and to get them to quit being tossed around by every wind of strange cool new teaching that comes around. 

5. The Congruity Principle. Every passage of scripture must be interpreted in light of the main message of the Bible -Jesus, the Living Word of God. 

Hebrews 1:1-2 In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways, 2 but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed heir of all things, and through whom also he made the universe.

John 5:39 You study the Scriptures diligently because you think that in them you have eternal life. These are the very Scriptures that testify about me…

Summary: 

You will notice not once did I mention “Baptist” “Lutheran” etc. as a hermeneutical Principle (interpretation principle –hermeneutics is the science of biblical interpretation). When ANY group starts their interpretation with what ‘their group’ has taught, and runs scripture through that grid first, there will be problems and faulty interpretation of the Bible. I’ve seen it plenty in Baptists and other many other groups. 


