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The Sources of Theclcgy

Victhods of interpretation of Scripture

Frvery text demands to e interpreted; Seriprure is no exception. There is a sense mn
which the history of Chnstian theology can be regarded as the history of biblical
interpretation. ln whar follows, we shall explore semc of the approaches 1o biblical
interpretation likely to be of interest to students of theology. Trwill, however, be
cear that the vasmess of the subject makes it impossible to do more than give a
representaniye selection of approachues 1o the matter.

We open our discussion by dealing with the patristic period. The Alexandrian
sehool of biblical interpretation Jdrew on the methods devised by the Jewish writer
Philo of Alexandria (e, 30 5= 0 AP 45 and carlier Jewish traditions, which allowed
the literal interpretation of Seripture 1o be supplemented by an appeal 1o allegory.
But what is an allegory? The Greek phitosopher Fleracleitus had detined icas “say-
ing one thing, and meaning something other rhan what is said.” Philo argued that
it was necessany to look beneath the surface meaning of Scriprure to discern a deeper
meaning which lay beneatl the surtace of the text. These ideas were taken up by a
group ol theologians based 1n Ajexandria, of which the most important.are gener
ally agreed to be Clement, Origen, and Didvmus (he Blind. { Indeed, Jerome play-
fully reserred to the Last-mentioned as *Didymus the Sighted,™ on account of the
spiritual insights which resulted trom his application of the allegorical method of
hiblical interpretation. )

The scope of the Alegorical method can be seen from Origen’s interprezation of
kev Old Testament images. Joshua's conguest of the promised land, interpreted
allegorically, reterred 1o Clirist’s conguest of s upon the cross, just as the sacrifi-
cial legislation in Leviticus pointed ahead to the spiritual sacrifices of Christians. it
might at first sight seem that this represents a degeneration into cisiests, N which
the interpreter simply reads any meaning he or che likes into the text of Sanprure.
However, as the writings of Didvimus (which were rediscovered in an ammunton
dump in Egvpt during World War 117 make clear, this need not be the case. Tescems
thar 4 consensus developed about the images and texis of the Ohd Testament which
were to be interpreted Alegorically. For example, Jerusalem regularly came to e
wen as an allegory of the chureh.

In contrast. the Antiocheneschool placed an emphasis upon {he interpretation of
Seripture in the light of ity historical context, This school, espedially associated with
writers such as Diodore of Tarsus, John Chrvsoston, and Theodore :)fi\lupsncsliu,
Save an emphasis to the historical location of Old Testament prophecies. which is
quite absent from the writings of Origen and other representatives of the Alexandrian
tadition. Thus Theodore, in dealing with Old Testament prophecy, stresses that
the prophetic Mmessage was elevant to those to whot 1t was directly addressed, as
well as having a developed meaning for a Christian readership. bvery prophetic
oracle is to be interpreted as having.a single consistent historical or literal meaning.
In consequence, Theodore tended to interpret relatively tow Old Testament pas-
sages as referring dircethy o Clist, whereas the Alexandrian school regarded Christ
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as the hidden content of many Old Festament passages. both prophetic and histori- Tl
i

ol

cal.

In the western church asslightly different approach can be seen to develop. e
many of his writings, Ambrose of Milan developed a threefold understanding of the
senses of Scriprure: in addition o the naturad sense, the interpreter mav discern &
morad sense and a rational or theelogical sense. Augustine chose to follow this ap
proach, and mstead argued tor a twotold sense — a liceral-flesbiv-lustoricn! sense
and an aflegorical-mpstical-spirirnal sense, although he allowed that some passage-
could possess both senses. *T'he savings of the prophets are found to lave a three
told meaning, in that some have in mind the carthly Jerusalem, others the heavenl-
citv, and others reter to both.™ To understand the OId Testament at a puress
historical level is unacceptable; the kev to its understanding lies in its corres:
interpretation, Among the major lines of “spiritual™ interpretation, the tolowinz
should be noted: Adam represents Christ; Eve represents the church; Noah's ans
represents the cross: the door of Noah's ark represents Christ’s picreed side; the ¢
of Jerusalem represents the heavenly Jerusalem. Augustine sets out his approach :-

tollows:

[t 1s not the Old "Festament that is abolished in Christ but the concealing veil, so thar
it may be understood through Christ. That which without Chiist is obscure and hid
denis, asatwere, opened up [ Panl} doces not sav: *The Taw or the Old Testamens
is abolished.™ Tuis not the case, therctore, that by the grace of the Lord that which was
covered has been abolished as wseless; rather, the covering which concealed usetis
truth has been removed. This is what happens to those who carnestly and proush, nios
proudly and wickedhv, seck the sense of the Seriprures. To them is carefully demor
strated the order of events, the reasons tor deeds and words, and the agreement of th,
Old Tesrament with the New, so that not a single point ramains where there s
complete harmeny. The secret truths are conveved in figures that are to be brought =
light by interpretation,
By the use ot such hines ot analysis, Augustine is able to stress the uniry of the € 2
and New Testaments, They bear witness to the same faith, even if their modes €

expression may be different {an idea developed by John Calving, Augustine o

pretation, especially as it bears on the reladon beoween Old and New Testame-os
*The New Testamentis hidden in the Old; the Old s made accessible by the No o™
UIn Vietcre Novion laret oo i Nove Vetus pacet).

This distinction berween the Seeral or bistorieal sense of Scripture on the oe
hand., and a deeper spiriienl or allegorical meaning on the other, came to be wo- =
ally accepted within the church during the carly Middle Ages. The standard nez-
of biblical interpreration used during the Middle Ages is usuallv known - -
Quadriga, or the “fourtold sense ot Scriprure.” The origins of this method o
cifically i the distinetion between the Titeral and spiritual senses, Scripture o
sesses four ditterenr senses. In addition to the literal sense, three non-literal
could be distinguished: the allegorical, detining what Christians are 10 belie .
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tropological or moral, defining what Christians are o do; and the anagogical, de-
fining what Christians were 1o hope tor, The tour senses of Scriprure were thus the
following:

The freral sense of Seripture, in which the text could be taken at face value.

2 The allggorical sense, which mterpreted certain passages ot Scripture to pro
duce statements of doctrine, Those passages tended cither to be obscure, or to
fave a literal meaning which was unaceeptable, for theological reasons, to their
readers,

& The mrepelogieal or moral sense, which interpreted such passages to produce
ethical guidance for Christian conduct.

4 The anagegieal sense, which mrerpreted passages to indicare the grounds of

Christian hope, pointing teward the future fulfiflment of the divine promises in

the New Jerusalem.

An excellent example of allegorical interpretation can be found in Bernard of
Clairvaux’s ewelfth-century exposition of the Song ot Songs. Bernard here provides
0 allegorical interpretation of the phrase “the beams of our houses are of cedar,
nd our panels are of cvpress,™ illustrating che way in which doctrinal or spiritual
weaning was “read into” otherwise unpromising passages at this time.

By “houses™ we are o understand the great mass of the Christian people, who are
bound together with those whe possess power and digmite, rulers of the chureh and
the state, as “heams.”™ These held them together by wise and firm laws; otherwise if
cach of them were to operate inany way that they pleased. the walls would bend and
collapse, and the whole house would tall in ruins. By the “panels™ which are tirmly
attached to the beams and which adorn the house ina roval manner, we are to under

stand the kindlv and ordered Bives of o properly instructed clergy, and the proper ad-
nunistration of the rites of the church.

- potential weakness was avoided by insisting, that nothing should be beheved on
. basis ofa non-literal sense ot Seripture, unless it could fiest be established on the
«is of the literal sense. This insistence on the priorin of the literal sense of Serip-
 may be seen as an implied criticism ot the allegoneal approach adopted by
e, which virtuallv allowed interpreters of Scriprure to read into any passage
atever “sprritual” interpretanions they hked. As Luther states this pringiple

=15 mIn the Scriprures no allegory, tropology, or anagogy s valid, unless that
o truch is explicitly stared literally somewhere else. Otherwise, Scriprure woukd
-ome a lavghing mateer,”

“ather is tully aware of the distinctions noted above, and has no hesitation m
o them 1o the tull in his biblical exposition. In his analysis of the Psalver, he
“aguishes eight senses of the OId Testament. This amazing precision (which

strike some readers as typical of scholasticism) results trom combining the four
<o~ of Seripture with the insight that each of these senses can be mterpreted
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Distorically ov prophetically. Luther argues that a distinetion had to be made be-
taeen what he terms “the killing letwer™ (tera oceidenss —in other words, a crudely
lieral or historical reading ot the Old Testament —and “the lite-giving spirit” Lspiii-
tus vivificans —in other words, a reading of the Old Testament which is sensitive to
its spiritual nuances and prophetic overtones. As a worked example, we may con-
sider Luther's analvsis of an Old Testament image using this cighttold scheme ot
interpretanon,

The image in question s Mount Zion, which can be interpreted cither in a wood-
enly historical and literal sense as a reference to ancient Isracl or as a prophetic
reterence to the New Testament church. Luther explores the possibilities as follows:

1 Historically, according to “the killing letier™
iar literallys the Tand ot Canaan;
b allegorically: the synagogue, or a prominent person within it
(o1 tropologicallv: the righteousness of the Phansees and the Laws
(d1 anagogically: a tfuture glory on carth.
2 Prophetically, according to “the lite-giving spint™:
{ai lirerally: the people of Ziong
(b allegorically: the church, or a prominent person within it;
te1 rropologicaliv: the righteousness of faith,
td) anagogically: the cternal glory of the heavens,

The Quadriga was 2 major component of academic study of the Bible within scho
lastic theological faculties of universities. But it was not the only option available to
biblical interpreters in the first two decades ot the sisteenth century, Indeed, Tuther
may be argued to be the only reformer to make significant use of this scholastic
approach to libhical interpretation. By far the most intluential approach to the sub-
jcet within reforming and humanist arcles in the carly Reformation period was thar
associated with Erasmus of Roterdam, to which we may now wirn.

Erasius’ Handbook of the Chiristinn Seldicrisce p. 487 made much of the disting-
tion between 1he “lerter™ and the “spirit™ - that is, between the words of Scripture
and their real meaning, Especially in the Old Testament, the words of the text are
ke a shedl, containing - but not identical with - the keenel of the meaning. The
surtace meaning of the text often conceals a deeper hidden meaning, whichitis the
rask of the enlightened and responsibie exegere to uncover. Biblical interpretation,
according to Erasmus, is concerned with establishing the underlving sense, not the
letrer, of Seripture. There are strong attinities here with the Alexandrian school,
noted carher.

Zwingli's basic concern cchoes that of Erasmus. Phe interpreter of the Bible is
required to establish the “matural sense of Scriprure,” which is not necessarily identi-
cal with the literal sense of Scripture. Zwinglis humanist background allows him to
distinguish various tigures of speech, especiaily alloiosis, catachresis, and synecdoche.

An example will make this ditficult point clear. Take the starement of Christ at
the Tast Supper, in which, when breaking the bread, he spoke the words “this is my

’)
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body™ (Matthew 260 261 The Tteral sense of these words would be this piece of
bread is my body,™ but the patural sense is “this piece of bread signitics my body™
(sce p. D280

Zwingli's scarch for the deeper meaning of Seripture (o be contrasted with
rhe superticial meaning) is well ilustrated by the story of Abraham and Isaac
(Genesis 220, The historical details of the story are too casily assumed to be s
real meaning. I fact, Zwingh argues, the real meaning of thar story van onlv be
undersrood when 1t s seen as 3 prophetic anticipation of the story of Christ,in
which Abraham represents God and Isaac s a hgure for, more technically, a
“rype”) ot Clhirst.

With the advent of the modern period. the wicnee of biblical interpretation has
become considerably more complex, reflecting the increased acceprance within aca-
demic circles of new rational methods of interpretation, grounded in the assump
tions of the Enlightenment. Tois impossible Lo survey these developments adequately
in the scope of this work. However, it will be helpful to note some broad tendencies
i biblical interpretation during the Jast two and a halt centuries. Under the intlu:
ence of the Enlightenment, tour main approaches can e seen in academic biblical
interpretation.

1 The rational approach, found in the writings of HLS. Reimarus. This regards
both Old and New Festaments as resting on a series of supernatural fictions. By
aprocess ot radical jogical eriticism, Reimarus argued that the supernatural cle-
ments of the Bible could not be taken seriously. Tt was therefore necessany 1o
interpret Seripture along, rational lines. as staring (althoughina somewhat mud
died nranners the universal truths of the religion of reason. With the general
collapse in confidence botls the universality and the theological competence
of reasor in more recent times, the areractions of this approach have dwindled
drastically.

b

The historical approach, which treats Scripture as an awcount of Christan ori-
gins. F. Co Baur, probably the most distinguished carly representative ot this
rradition. argued that it was no longer permissible to explain the origins ot the
Christian faith in terms of “the only begotien Son of God descending trom the
cternal throne of the Godhead to carth, and becoming a human person in the
womb of the virgin.™ Tostead, Baur arpued thatr it was possible 1o account tor
the origins of Christiany in rational and non-supernatural terms. Believing
thar Hegclianism held the kev o explaining how Christianity came into being,
Raur made a direct appeal 1o es philosophy of histony” as ai alternative explana
tion 1o the rraditional accounts of the origins of Christan faith, and interpreted
the New Testament in s light. Widh the waning of Hegclianisin, Baur’s impact
also dimmished.

3]

The sociofonical approach. By the 1890s, many liberal Christians had lost inter-
est i1 matters of Chrstan Jdoctrine or theology, and begun to explore the wider
category of religion™ in general —a trend which undergirds the development of
frcuitios of religions studics™ nomany western universitics. Yot religion 1s 2
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sacial phenomenon; concerned with far more than “ideas™ as such, it comes
under the category of “social historv.™ The way was thus opened for a sociotogi-
cal approach to biblical interpretation, which treated Christianity as a specitic
example of a general phenomenon — religion. An example of this approach is
provided by Sir James Frazer's The Golden Bowgh (1890-1915), which applied
comparative ethnology (the study of peoples and their traditions) to the Bible
on an unprecedented scale,

4 The Zirerary approach, whiclt is concerned 1o do justice to the distinctive literary
categories of Seripture. One such approach which has had major impact of lare
is narrative theolopv, which has been discussed at length carlier in this chapter

isce pp. 167-70).

Theories of the inspiration of Scripture

The notien that the special status of Seripture within Christian theology rests upon
its divine origins, however vaguely this may be stated, can be discerned both in the
New Testament itself, and in subsequent reflection on it An important clement in
any discussion of the manner i which Scripture is inspired, and the significance
which 15 to be artached o this, is 2 Timothy 3: 16-17, which speaks of Scripture as
*God-breathed™ (theoprenstes). This 1dea was common in carly Christian thought,
and was not regarded as controversial, The Greek-speaking Jewish philosopher Philo
of Alexandria regarded Scripture as fully inspired, and argued that God used the
authors of scriptural books as passive instruments for communicating rhe divine will.

The issue began to surface as potentially controversial at the time of the Retorma-
tion, especially through the writings of John Calvin. Calvin was concerned ro de-
tend the authority of Scriprure against two groups ot people. On the one hand were
those on the more Catholic wing of the church, who argued that the authority of
Scripture rested in its being recognized as authoritative by the church, On the other
were the more radical evangelical writers, such as the Anabaptists, who argued thar
every individual lad the right 1o 1gnore Seripture altogether in favor of some direct
personal divine revelation. Calvin declared that the Spirit worked through Scripture
{not bypassing it, as the radicals heldy, and that the Spirit lent direct auchority to
Seripture by inspiring it, thus doing away with the need for any external support to
its anthority (such as that of the church),

This point is important. in that it indicates that the reformers did not see the issue
of inspiration as linked with the absolute historical reliability or factual inerrancy of
the biblical texts. Calvin's doctrine of accommodation implied that God revealed
himself iz torms taloered 1o the abilities of the communities which were to receive
this revelation: thus in the case of Genesis 1, Calvin suggests that a whole series of
ideas — such as the “davs of creation™ = are simply accommodated ways of speaking,
a kind of divine “babv-talk.”™ The development of ideas of “biblical infallibility™ or
“Incrrancy” within Protestantism can be traced o the United States in the middle

of the nineteenth century,
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