
EMMTC – Psalms and Historical Books
Lecture 1


approaching scriptural text
I Hermeneutics

A big word meaning “the science of meaning”.  For us it refers to the way in which we come to interpret the Biblical text, and it is far more complex than we assume.  Put simply, it attempts to understand why it is that one person interprets a passage of scripture one way, and someone else in quite another way.

Within the first few centuries of the Christian church the following model of interpretation was adopted:

1) Literal  (The direct approach to the text – Origen, “physical” approach)

2) allegorical  (The “hidden meaning” behind the text – Origen, “spiritual” approach)

3) moral  (The dogmatic meaning of the text – Origen, “soul” approach)

4) anagogical (mystical, reflecting myths and legends)

Noah got drunk (Gen  9:18-28)  What sort of ‘meaning’ does this story have?  Is it literal, allegorical, moral or anagogical?  Try again with the Tower of Babel in Genesis 11:1-9

This model has been superseded by modern approaches to the text, which pick up most of the same themes, but in a different way

1) How the Bible was understood in its own time, its original sources (Historical and source crit.)

2) In what context was a passage originally used? (Form Criticism)

3) The religious and doctrinal purposes behind the Bible being put together as it is, and why authors/editors wrote it like this  (Canon and redaction methodology)

4) The psychology of the text and our competence to understand it  (Structuralist analysis and Semiotics – relating the structures of biblical themes to common human understanding)

5) How the story of the Bible effects the reader, and how the reader interprets the Bible (Narrative Criticism, Reader interpretation and reaction)

6) The inherent problems of language; discontinuity and imprecision (Deconstructionalism)

It is easy to be bamboozled by the breadth of different approaches to the Bible, yet it is important to see that these different methods are simply scholarly extensions of the natural questions that we ask of the text.

II some suggestions for exegesis and interpretation

All this is heavy stuff, but it does raise important and crucial issues for the interpretation of the biblical text.  Instead of trying to keep these disciplines and definitions in mind, I suggest using the following questions as a guide to approaching the text

Homework:

1. Have I read sufficiently around the text in scripture, and do I have a mental map of where this passage fits into a general scheme of scripture?

2. Have I read a broad range of commentary text?

3. Have I sought to identify my own cultural assumptions and bias, and can I treat them objectively?

Ask those questions!


What type of literature is this?


Why do you think this passage is in scripture?


What did the text mean originally?


What might the text have meant to early Christians rather then Christians today?


How did it come to be written down like this?


What is the plot, and who is saying what?


Is the text clear?  Is it accurate (historically)?


Who would want to put the text together like this, and way?


What are the underlying social and political assumptions and implications?


Can it possibly mean what it says?


Are there other passages of scripture that have a bearing on this passage?


Do other passages agree/disagree with this – why?


How does this passage connect to what goes before and after?


Do other Christians interpret this passage differently, and, do I mind?


Does this passage make me rethink any of my theology?

How is this passage viewed by the church community I seek to address?

Can I justify my understanding of this passage?


(and others – everyone should add to this list!)

Analyse


What are the main critical features of the text:


(This is my list – you will want to change it – but do please DO IT)

Textual & Linguistic
What the translation actually says - See textual analysis as footnotes in your Bible and Compare translations to look for “difficult bits”

Theological
Key theological themes and issues
Hermeneutic
Different “angles” on the text, and their relative importance.  Look for meanings at different times in history, and in different cultures and places within the world.
Discuss


Its amazing what talking can do!

Believe it or not, if you can answer most of these questions (do not think there are necessarily right or wrong answers), you are covering most of the ground mentioned above in “hermeneutics”!
At the very least, examining scripture in this way will hopefully make us approach it with a greater humility.  It will also give us a greater depth to our understanding, and trigger our minds to preaching and other communicative possibilities.
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