P235 – bad observation and interpretation
Review

OBSERVATION: What do I see?

INTERPRETATION: What does it mean?

INTERPRETATION

In order to correctly UNDERSTAND (=meaning) what we are OBSERVING, we must take certain things into account. The main issue, is that there is a vast time gap between our day and the day in which it was written.

What has changed since then?

· Language

· Culture

· Geography

· Literary style
· …

A simple illustration: “Why do you keep on saying that for the millionth time?”
“But he only said it once!”
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We’re going to look at 3 aspects of interpretation tonight:

1. Hazards to avoid

2. Taking Genres into account

3. Using extra-biblical resources

How do observation and interpretation relate? They overlap. Observation gives you all the data: a database, from which you must understand the passage. But you need more than just the observed data. You don’t need to only hear the words, you must know what they mean.

1. Some Typical Hazards that MUST be avoided:
Observations may be 100%, but these hazards can still get in the way:
Misreading: [simple observation!]

· 1 Tim 6:10 – The love of money?
· Psalm 37:4 – The desires of your heart?
Distorting the text: [intentional, to suit your purpose]

· 2 Pet 3:16 – Paul’s hard-to-understand writing, distorted by others

Contradicting the text:

· 2 Corinthians 9: Does God rewarding generosity with material prosperity?
· Does God approve of Genocide and elitism over other races, nations? Yet apartheid and Nazism used the Bible to support their evil!
Subjectivism / Mysticism:

· The problem of thinking that faith means closing the eyes, deep breathing, and believing what is ridiculous – “non-thinking man’s religion!”
· Waiting for a buzz, something that looks slightly related to what they’re feeling. “I feel that this is saying…” interpreting it like a dream, with hidden meaning. 
E.g. 1 Sam 17:40: David and Goliath. The “Goliaths” in your life. Stones: Courage, confidence, preparation, trust, victory. [But then only used one?]
· Romans 12: not transformed by removal of mind, but renewal of mind. We must employ our thinking to the best of our ability
Relativism:

· “Meaning changes over time. Meant something else then to now”

· E.g. the Resurrection of Jesus : was it a “spiritual resurrection, newness of life” – “it doesn’t matter whether Jesus really got up – only as long as He lives ‘in your heart’”!
· Meaning is NOT relative. It is fixed, and objective. Don’t reinterpret to suit today’s philosophy!

Overconfidence:
· Pride comes before a fall. The worst abuses of doctrine occur when someone assumes complete mastery over a text. 
· Conclusions can be reached. Confidence can be had. But never stop searching and enquiring. (I’ve seen people change their minds 180’ after years!)

· Beware esp if you are the only one who is seeing it!

It takes hard, rewarding, work! 
2 Tim 2:15 – work hard, show yourself to be an approved workman in the scriptures!

2. Different Genres

It is vital that you consider the genre of the text you are studying. Each will have their own principles of interpretation

Exposition/ Teaching (e.g. Epistles):
Straightforward teaching. Mind, Logic.
The Meaning is close to surface.

Pay attention to flow and key words

Narrative (e.g. The Flood)
Ask yourself: What is the…

· Plot? (The movement, development)

· Characters? (Who, roles, relations, 
Ask yourself, what in this narrative is “True to Life”? 
What are the Problems, Lessons, Principles

What do we learn of God’s character in this passage?
Parable: 
a brief tale that illustrates a moral principle. 
Be careful to discover the point of the parable first, and then let everything hang off that.

Poetry: e.g. Psalms
Remember, it is normally meant to be sung, Used for worship and prayer.
Read it as a song, and a prayer. Not as an epistle. Feel the emotion.
Look out for parallelism. (Saying the same thing, for emphasis)
And hyperbole: exaggeration

E.g. Ps 139:19-22: the strongest language he can find

Ask yourself…

Why was this composed? When? What is the Central theme? What Emotions are conveyed? What images does it spark?

Wisdom( and Proverbs):

 Again, look for Parallelism! E.g. Prov 20:3
Easiest to understand, hardest to apply

Great for Spiritual vitamins

Prophecy

This is very difficult

Note: Prophecy is not always prediction! Prophecy means Forth-telling, not always fore-telling. It is often the Lone voice of the prophet, on behalf of God, calling out to a wayward people.
Recreate the scenario. Must be in context. 
Bombard the prophetic passage with Who, What, When, Where, Why, How.

Ask: 

· What problem is he addressing? 
· What is the response? 
· What is the character of God shown? 
· Why is this included in the Word?

(Apocalyptic literature is closely related! This is highly symbolic. 
Pay attention to structure of book as whole. 
Ensure that symbols which the material itself interprets is kept that way. 
What is the historical context? 
What is the purpose of the book?
 Find parallel sections in the OT)

3. Going beyond the text itself
For good interpretation, make sure you use these
Extra Biblical Context:

· Historical

· Cultural

Culture: e.g 1 Cor 8: Food for idols!

Best meat in town reserved for sacrifice

Best Restaurants and sellers right next to temple

How would it feel to a recent convert who used to worship idols at that temple

Rights and grey areas. Love.

· Geographic

· Theological
 (how did the people relate to God ? What did they know of God? Where in redemptive history was this written? E.g. Noah? Before 10 commandments, before John 3:16
Comparison:

Compare Scripture with Scripture (one Author!)
e.g. Noah: there are other refs to him, eg Heb 11, 1 Peter
Consultation:

Use Tools! The Holy Spirit has also spoken to others! Don’t be proud. 
But keep the right order: first use the text, only when necessary use secondary sources.
Useful resources

· Atlases

· Concordance

· Bible Dictionaries

· Bible Handbooks

· Commentaries

· Interlinear Bibles
