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THE FAITHFUL READING OF THE SCRIPTURES

The book you hold is very significant. It is significant because it contains the writings of 

the Old and New Testaments, which are the Holy Scriptures and the written Word of God. 

Furthermore, the Old and New Testaments are significant because they do not only tell us truths 

about different important matters, but they tell the truth about ourselves, about the whole of 

creation, and about the God who created all things. 

A book so special in its contents and so sweeping in its importance naturally raises 

special and important questions. Why do Christians regard these particular books as “Holy 

Scriptures” but not others? How are they rightly read and used? How do Christians deal with 

issues concerning interpretation? Such questions are especially pressing today. Addressing such 

questions is a basic purpose of this study edition of the Scriptures, and particularly of this 

introduction. 

I. THE BIBLE IN GOD’S PLAN AND WORK OF SALVATION

Before we discuss reading and using the Scriptures, we should understand clearly why we 

identify the writings that comprise the Scriptures as sacred and how they function in God’s plan 

and work of salvation. To do this, we may consider how God makes himself known and works 

out all things. 

A. God Makes Himself Known Through his Son and His Spirit

When reflecting on God, we should first acknowledge that we may know God only how 

and when it pleases him. Although God’s existence and attributes can be discerned through 
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features of creation, his identity and his person are beyond the capacity of any human creature to 

reach. No one can find or see God on his own, for God “dwells in unapproachable light,” as Paul 

said; he is one “whom no one has seen or can see” (1 Timothy 6:16). Apart from God’s own 

initiative, we cannot know God, talk about him, know how we stand before him, fear him, or 

trust in him. 

How does God make himself known? The fundamental Christian answer is that he does 

this through his Son and his Spirit. The fundamental Christian basis for this answer is the life, 

death, and resurrection of Jesus of Nazareth.

Both individual passages and pervasive themes of the New Testament show that God 

makes himself known through his Son. John’s Gospel provides us with representative passages. 

Its prologue teaches: “No one has ever seen God; the only God, who is at the Father’s side, he 

has made him known” (1:18). This testimony reflects what Jesus himself taught. He told his 

disciples, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life. No one comes to the Father except through 

me. If you had known me, you would have known my Father also. From now on you do know 

him and have seen him” (14:6-7). The names given Jesus provide important NT themes. God 

comes to us through his one and only Son. God reveals himself through his personal Word, who 

became flesh and dwelt among us (1:14). God makes himself visible to us through his very 

Image (Colossians 1:15). To be sure, it is precisely because he claimed to be the Son of God that 

he was rejected and killed (Matthew 27:39-44; John 19:7). But God raised him from the dead, 

demonstrating Jesus truly is the Son of God, the Word of God, and the Image of God. 

At the same time, however, it is only in the power of the Holy Spirit that God makes 

himself known through Jesus Christ. The Spirit is active in Christ’s life, to the extent that the 

person and work of Jesus Christ is bound up with the activity of God’s Spirit. When Christ is 
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conceived, it is through the power of the Spirit (Luke 1:35); when Christ is baptized in the 

Jordan, God anoints him with the Spirit (Matthew 3:16; Mark 1:10; Luke 3:22; cf. John 1:29-34 

and Acts 10:38). The Spirit leads Christ into the wilderness (Luke 4:1); Christ begins his 

ministry “in the power of the Spirit” (Luke 4:14); Christ speaks about himself and his mission in 

terms of the Spirit’s anointing (Luke 4:18-21, quoting Isaiah 61:1-2); and Christ casts out 

demons and so brings God’s kingdom by the Spirit of God (Matthew 12:28). It is just such 

inspired actions and just such inspired words that led to Jesus’ rejection, suffering, and 

crucifixion. But on third day, he “was declared to be the Son of God in power according to the 

Spirit of holiness by his resurrection from the dead” (Romans 1:4; cf. 1 Peter 3:18). 

B. God Works by Speaking

The Old and New Testaments also teach that God works by speaking. God has 

accomplished things through his Word from the beginning: “By the word of the Lord the 

heavens were made, and by the breath of his mouth all their hosts” (Psalms 33:6; see also 148:5 

and Genesis 1). Throughout the Old Testament, from Adam and Eve to Noah to Abraham to 

Moses to the judges, kings, and prophets, God related to human creatures through words. He 

spoke to some directly, and he spoke to others by setting apart certain men to speak in his name. 

Over and over, we read, “Thus said the Lord” when the Lord God taught, comforted, warned, 

threatened, and promised. 

God also worked through speaking when he sent his Son. The Gospels show this in 

several related ways. Most basically, they summarize Jesus’ ministry as one of preaching and 

teaching concerning the kingdom of God (Matthew 4:17, Mk 1:11, Luke 4:43-44). They also 

recount specific ways in which Jesus characterizes his mission in terms of preaching and 
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teaching (e.g., Luke 4:16-19, quoting Isaiah 61:1-2; Matthew 13:1-9, 18-24—the parable of the 

sower and the seed, in which Jesus portrays his ministry in terms of preaching the “word of the 

kingdom” Mark 1:38). Accordingly, they also show that Jesus praises and blesses who hear the 

Word (Matthew 13:16, Luke 6:47-49, Luke 10:38-42; Luke 11:27-28). Finally, they show that 

Jesus’ speech arouses anger and opposition. For instance, in John’s Gospel, Jesus’ words 

concerning himself as the Son of God most fully reveal his identity, and, for this reason, provoke 

the most intense hatred against him (John 5:16-18; 10:31-33; 19:7). 

Reflecting further on Jesus’ words, we see that they are both about salvation and actually 

accomplish salvation. On the one hand, we see that he talks about God and what he is doing. 

Jesus speaks about God’s reign in his preaching and teaching; he speaks about God and his will; 

he reveals and describes himself as God’s Son and as the Savior. On the other hand, we also 

learn that Christ’s own Word is a word that saves. The story of the healing of the paralytic 

illustrates this clearly. When Jesus sees the sick man lowered through the roof of the house too 

crowded for him to be carried in, he forgives the man his sins. This, in turn, provokes some of 

the religious leaders. Knowing that forgiveness is God’s prerogative, they regard this as 

blasphemy. “Which is easier,” Jesus replies, “to say, ‘Your sins are forgiven’ or to say ‘Rise, 

pick up your bed, and go home?” It may be easier to say “Your sins are forgiven” than to heal a 

paralytic by speaking, but to prove that his word of forgiveness truly saves, he tells the man to 

rise and leave—and, of course, he does (Mark 2:1-12).

Moreover, we should also recognize that Jesus’ words, both those that are about God and 

his salvation and those that accomplish salvation, elicit both faith and unbelief. They are the 

reason he is hailed as the “Son of David” when he enters Jerusalem, and they are the reason he is 

betrayed and killed. And so the resurrection vindicates Jesus both as the one who spoke the truth 
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and as one whose Word saves. 

C. The Apostolic Word as God’s Word 

The risen Lord ascended into the heavens, but God continued to work as before, through 

his Son and his Spirit, and he did this by means of speaking. He also did this in the ministry 

Christ gave to the apostles. In the power of the Spirit, Christ commissioned his apostles to go 

into the world. Just as God had sent his Son into the world, so the risen Christ sent his disciples: 

Jesus said to them again, “Peace be with you! As the Father has sent me, even so I am 
sending you.” And when he had said this, he breathed on them and said to them, 
“Receive the Holy Spirit. If you forgive the sins of anyone, they are forgiven; if you 
withhold forgiveness from anyone, it is withheld” (John 20:21-23; see also Matthew 
28:18-20 and Luke 24:44-49). 

The Apostle Paul speaks about himself and his ministry both as continuing the work given to 

Christ and as being done through the Spirit of God. In 2 Corinthians 5 he teaches not only that 

God was in Christ reconciling the world to himself, but also that God had given the ministry and 

message of reconciliation to him and Timothy (2 Corinthians 5:17-6:10). In 1 Corinthians 2, he 

testifies that the wisdom he imparted was “a secret and hidden wisdom of God” which “God has 

revealed to us through the Spirit” (1 Corinthians 2:1-10). 

Since Christ himself commissioned and empowered the apostles to speak on his behalf, 

their word is nothing other than the Word of God. Christ gave them same commission and the 

same Spirit that God had given him. Moreover, Christ’s own words assure us that truth and 

salvation were to come through the Apostles’ word (John 17:19-20). Therefore, their word 

should be trusted as nothing other than the Word of the Lord. At the same time, however, the 

apostles themselves acknowledged that their words were authoritative because they spoke the 

Gospel. As Paul said to the Galatians, “But even if we or an angel from heaven should preach a 
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gospel other than we preached, let him be eternally condemned” (1:8). The message of the 

apostles was indeed the good news of God’s salvation because it had Jesus Christ and his work 

of salvation as its focus and foundational content.

Both the message and the ministry of the apostles were continued in several interrelated 

ways. For example, the apostles appointed partners and successors in the office of the ministry of 

the Word. They continued to preach and teach, to warn and encourage, to rebuke and comfort in 

the name of the Lord and according to the truth that the Lord had entrusted to the apostles. 

Others, in turn, were made partners or successors of this office and this message, right to the 

present day. Furthermore, the message of the apostles was preserved and passed down through 

confessional formulas, liturgical orders, hymns, and rites. What the early church called the “rule 

of faith” was a highly significant form of this message. In its different formulations, it 

summarized the basic Christian account concerning God, Christ, and the Holy Spirit and it 

formed the basis for creeds that still serve as decisive Christian symbols. In addition, the 

message of the apostles was preserved and handed down in the New Testament writings. These 

writings have been important for the Church’s life, witness, and reflection because they are fixed 

and authoritative forms of the apostolic message.

Once we understand that God works through his Son and in his Spirit, that he works 

through his Word, and that he continued this work through the apostles, we can also understand 

why and how Christians identify the writings of both the Old and New Testaments as 

authoritative. Christians identify the Old Testament writings as “Holy Scripture” because of 

Christ. Since Jesus is truly the Son of God, his regard for the “Scriptures” (what Christians now 

call the “Old Testament”) must be true. Jesus said that they testified to him, and he interpreted 

them as referring to himself (Luke 24:44-47; John 5:39). Furthermore, the apostles, who 
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preached Christ, saw them as authoritative for their presentation of the Gospel. Accordingly 

Christians continued to use this set of writings, acknowledged them as authoritative, and 

identified them as divinely inspired (2 Timothy 3:16). Moreover, since Christ himself said and 

interpreted them as referring to himself, Christians regard the Old Testament writings as 

witnesses to Christ in the form of promise. Christians also regard the New Testament writings as 

witnesses to Christ, but in the form of the fulfillment of God’s promises. 

D. The Old and New Testaments as the Word of God and the Words of Men

Because the apostolic word is the Word of God, Christians have often found it helpful to 

draw an analogy between Christ as the Word of God and the Scriptures as the Word of God. 

When the Son of God took on human flesh in the person of Jesus Christ, he did not merely 

appear to be human. He was fully human, even as was fully divine (John 1:1, 14; Colossians 2:9; 

cf. Nicene Creed, Athanasian Creed, SC II). But many people had difficulty seeing Jesus as 

anything more than another human being, including his countrymen (John 6:41-2), some from 

his hometown (Mark 6:1-6), his disciples (Mark 4:35-41), and even his family (Mark 3:21). His 

claim to be the Son of God was rejected by his enemies as blasphemy (Matthew 26:65). During 

his earthly ministry, only those who were given faith were able to see the human Jesus as the Son 

of God (John 6:43-45).

God’s working in Jesus Christ parallels God’s working in the Scriptures. Just as Jesus 

was both fully God and fully human, so the Scriptures are fully divine and fully human. As 

“breathed out by God” (2 Tim. 3:15-16) they accomplish his purposes. The Scriptures make 

people “wise for salvation” and are “profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for 

training in righteousness.” This reflects the primary work of the Spirit: to create faith in Christ 
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(John 15:26). 

Yet the Scriptures are also fully human. The Evangelist Luke tells us in his preface (Luke 

1:1-4) that he is writing history. The Apostle Paul worked with a scribe when he composed his 

letters (e.g., Romans 16:22), as was done by other letter-writers of the period. The individual 

writers reflect their own skills and abilities in language and style. The book of Revelation, for 

example, is written in a Greek that is heavily influence by Aramaic and Hebrew. Luke and Acts, 

however, are more polished in both their use of the Greek language and their literary style. 

Furthermore, the individual books reflect that they were written for specific readers and 

situations. This is most obvious in the case of Paul’s letters, which are addressed to specific 

congregations (e.g., Galatians 1:2) in order to deal with specific problems (Galatians 1:6; 5:2). It 

is also seen in the prophetic books (e.g., Jeremiah 3:6-10; Micah 1:1). But also the books of the 

Pentateuch and the Gospels, while in many ways addressed to a broader audience, reflect the 

Spirit bringing his message to the people of God at unique and distinct times and places. The 

human nature of the Scriptures is readily apparent to all who read them, just as the human nature 

of Jesus was readily apparent to all whom he encountered in his early life. And just as many 

people looked upon Jesus and saw only another person, so many people read the Scriptures and 

see only another human writing. 

In the Scriptures the Spirit works through what appears to be ordinary human means, 

paralleling the way God’s works through his means of Grace. We confess that baptism is 

effective because it is not merely “plain water” but it is “with the word of God” (Small  

Catechism, Baptism, 3rd question). The Lord’s Supper is the “true body and blood of our Lord 

Jesus Christ under the bread and wine” (Small Catechism, Sacrament of the Altar, 1st question). 

In absolution we receive, through a human pastor, forgiveness “as from God himself” (Small  
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Catechism, Confession, 4th question). In the same way, the Scriptures appear to be merely 

human, but the Spirit also uses these writings to accomplish his work.

The apostolic writings, along with the Old Testament, have comprised the definitive 

witness concerning God to the entire world. In other words, the Scriptures as a whole comprise 

the authoritative witness about God and his dealings with creation. Since God’s dealings are 

always through his Son and his Spirit, the witness of the Scriptures is always to be understood as 

centered in Jesus Christ, the Son of God and the bearer and giver of the Spirit (i.e., understood 

“Christologically”). To be sure, not every isolated passage has a clear connection to Jesus Christ, 

but their total witness is a witness to God made known through his Son and his Spirit. As the 

definitive witness about God, the Scriptures function as the authoritative touchstone for the 

Church’s faith and life, and as a rule and norm for all that is true, good, and right. According to 

the will and work of God, they have stood and should always stand over against the Church 

when she errs, and they have stood and will always stand her up against all questions and 

challenges. 

E. How These Writings Came to be Acknowledged as the Word of God

Now that we have seen how the New Testament writings came to assume such 

importance, we may also ask how the individual writings of the New Testament were collected 

together and acknowledged as the authoritative Word of God in the first place. We call the 

collected books of the New Testament the “canon,” and we call the process by which individual 

writings were recognized as authoritative and gathered together “canonization.” The New 

Testament writings did not provide a “list” of which books to use for preaching the Word of God 

and for teaching the apostolic faith. Instead, the gathering together and recognition of certain 
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writings was done by the community of the faithful. Just as the writings are by humans but 

inspired by God, so the recognition of which writings are authoritative involved the community 

of the faithful through the working of the Spirit. The NT writings were collected together 

because they were recognized to be apostolic teaching, which clearly testified to Christ, and their 

usage produced communities that confessed the apostolic faith. Some writings were used widely 

from the beginning, some were initially used by only a small portion of Christians but eventually 

received common recognition.

The issue of what books are in the canon has been among the most disputed of issues 

within Christendom. The history of this process is traced [elsewhere in the LSB]. The earliest 

Christians left us little specific information about why they used these writings and not others. 

We do know that these very early Christians heard the preaching of the apostles and those who 

were taught the faith by the apostles. Comparison was made between this true, apostolic 

preaching and the writings, so that certain writings were recognized as faithful while others were 

not. In addition, other communities which adapted some Christian terminology and themes 

composed different writings. Some of these writings are today called “Lost Gospels,” though 

most bear only a superficial resemblance to the canonical gospels in both content and their 

portrayal of Jesus. These other “gospels” were produced by – and resulted in -- very different 

communities. For example, some churches in Syria in the late second century were using a 

gospel that was attributed to Peter. When a new bishop arrived, he at first allowed the use of this 

“gospel” to continue because it claimed to be written by an apostle. However, after he read the 

book he discovered that its portrayal of Jesus was incorrect because it described a Jesus who was 

not fully human. Its message matched neither the “rule of faith” nor the apostolic teaching found 

in the canonical gospels. He soon also discovered that heretical groups had composed this 
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“Gospel of Peter” and based their teachings on it. He then decided that it could not be read in the 

churches. 

Yet the process of canonization is not merely the result of human choice. The Holy Spirit 

calls to faith and gathers a faithful community around his means of grace. This community of the 

faithful is sustained only by the working of the Spirit through these means. As the Spirit worked 

among the early Christians, certain writings were recognized as true because they corresponded 

to the apostolic witness. These same writings were also effective because they created a faithful 

community in which the Spirit worked. In this way, writings were “chosen” or “selected,” by the 

guidance of the Holy Spirit. This contrasts with other groups of people and their writings who 

were only superficially related to the Christian congregations. These groups, such as the 

Gnostics, produced other writings that did not match the apostolic witness. In turn, these writings 

defined their life and practice. Because the Holy Spirit was not active among them, the use of 

these other writings led to teachings that did not correspond to those of the community of the 

faithful. These writings were not apostolic and preached a different Christ, and this different 

teaching led to different communities which were clearly not Christian.

For these reasons the canonical writings have always had an authority and function that is 

different from any other writing in the church. They are the basis for all preaching, teaching, and 

practice and the standard by which these are evaluated. Furthermore, the church is not free to 

create new “scriptural” writings or to ignore or repudiate the canonical writings, or parts thereof. 

The Holy Spirit has given these writings to the church in order to create and sustain it in its faith 

and life. If additions are made to the canon, these new writings may alter or lose entirely the 

message of the Gospel, so that it is no longer faithfully preached. Furthermore, if the canonical 

writings are ignored or rejected, the Gospel is also distorted. And where the Gospel is not 
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faithfully preached, the church dies. 

This community gathered by the Spirit has at the same time recognized that some 

writings within the New Testament are foundational to all the other scriptural writings. The four 

gospels and the thirteen Pauline letters immediately became the standard by which all other 

writings and teachings were evaluated. The early Christians called these writings (the four 

gospels and Pauline epistles) homologoumena—writings that are “agreed upon.” These were the 

writings read in worship, cited by the church fathers in their teaching and preaching, and copied 

together in the manuscripts. Other writings were not so universally used. These were called 

antilegomena—writings that are “spoken against.” Some of these writings did not preach the 

apostolic message as clearly as the four gospels and Pauline epistles (e.g., James). Others were 

liable to misunderstanding (especially the book of Revelation) and so had to be used only with 

great care. Still others were seen as especially important in some communities because they 

spoke to issues that they had to face, while the same issues were not relevant in other 

congregations (e.g., Hebrews). Thus there was a distinction among the writings of the New 

Testament from the very beginning, not as to whether or not certain writings were inspired, but 

as to their use. This is still a helpful approach today. The gospels and Pauline epistles form the 

basis of Christian life and teaching. The other writings are acknowledged to be inspired and used 

by the Spirit, but because they are not as clear or widely applicable they must be read and 

interpreted in light of the foundational writings—that is, the four gospels and Pauline epistles.

II. LIVING IN THE COMMUNITY OF THE FAITHFUL

A. How a Believer Should Read the Scriptures

1. Three Basic Principles

Page 13 of 60



Now that we have seen why those who believe in Jesus Christ regard the Scriptures of the 

OT and NT as the Word of God, we consider how believers should approach the task of reading 

these Scriptures. The point has been made that God the Father reveals himself in his Son, Jesus 

Christ, who both bears and gives the Holy Spirit. It therefore becomes necessary to see that the 

overall message of the Scriptures is centered in Jesus Christ and the salvation that God 

accomplishes through him. In other words, since the Scriptures are “Christocentric,” to read the 

Scriptures properly the reader must see that the overall focus of these writings is on Jesus Christ 

and his saving work. We refer to this as “the Christological principle,” and this is one important 

principle in determining how believers should properly approach the Scriptures. Thus it is also 

true that when individuals or communities fail to acknowledge the Christological focus of the 

Scriptures, they will not read and interpret these writings properly.

That this principle is operative in understanding the OT Scriptures is illustrated in several 

NT passages. John 5 describes how Jesus defended himself against persecution by the Jewish 

religious authorities after he had healed a man on the Sabbath and then defended his right to do 

this by calling God his Father. Among the witnesses Jesus cited to defend his claim to be the Son 

of God are the OT Scriptures which these religious authorities also knew and studied: “You 

search the Scriptures because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they that bear 

witness about me, yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life” (John 5:39-40). It is 

important in this context to note several things about how the religious authorities read the OT 

Scriptures. They had a reverent view of these writings, acknowledging that they were the words 

of God. They made diligent use of these writings, “searching them” as Jesus said. What is more, 

they also knew the purpose of these writings, that in them they would “have eternal life.” 

Nevertheless, the religious authorities could not properly read and interpret these writings 
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because they did not believe that these writings bore witness to Jesus Christ. The result of this is 

they refused to come to Jesus and so have the very life which they were seeking.

This principle is illustrated also in the resurrection account in the Gospel of Luke. After 

the resurrection it was necessary for Jesus “to interpret Moses and the Prophets” (Luke. 24:25-

27) for the two men on the road and then later “to open the minds of his disciples to understand 

the Scriptures” (Luke. 24:44-47). These two passages make two important points. First, they 

show how Jesus taught that the OT Scriptures speak of him, his suffering, death, and 

resurrection, and the proclamation of repentance and forgiveness of sins in his name. Second, 

these passages also demonstrate that Jesus’ own disciples were not correctly reading the OT 

Scriptures until he showed them the OT Scriptures were only properly read when it was 

understood they were speaking of him. Jesus supplied his followers with the proper perspective 

to read the OT, and so with this understanding his church should continue to read those writings.

In addition to being Christocentric in perspective, it is also necessary to have faith in 

Christ to properly understand the OT. The Apostle Paul shows this when speaking about how the 

OT Scripture were read (and continue to be read) within Judaism. In 2 Corinthians 3:14-17 he 

writes, “But their minds were hardened. For to this day, when they read the old covenant, that 

same veil remains unlifted, because only through Christ is it taken away. Yes, to this day 

whenever Moses is read a veil lies over their hearts. But when one turns to the Lord, the veil is 

removed. Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is freedom.” This 

passage illustrates again what has been previously presented in this article, namely that God 

speaks in his Son and through his Spirit. It also shows again how the OT Scriptures cannot 

properly be read and interpreted apart from Christ, indeed, apart from faith in this Christ. Again, 

those of whom Paul spoke were reading these Scriptures as the words of God; however, they 
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failed to understand what these Scriptures mean because they did not have Jesus Christ as their 

focus. Only by “seeing Christ” would “the veil be lifted,” and would they then be able properly 

to read and interpret the OT.

Together these passages show not only that the OT is Christological, but also that no one 

can truly and properly read, understand, and interpret the OT apart from understanding this. 

That the books of the NT are also Christological is perhaps self-evident, since the saving work of 

Jesus Christ and its implications for the lives of believers is the subject of the four Gospels and 

the apostolic writings. We can note again that the conclusion of John‘s Gospel states specifically 

that this book was written to engender faith in Jesus and thus life in his name (John. 20:30-31). 

We can note as well how the Apostle Paul characterized his work as preaching Christ—”Christ 

crucified” and “Christ as the power of God and the wisdom of God” (1 Corinthians. 1:23-24). 

Being aware of the overall Christological nature of the NT, however, does become key when one 

takes up the task of reading, for example, the Epistle of James where the person and work of 

Jesus Christ are not spoken of with great frequency and clarity. For this reason, as described 

before, we read the antilegomena like James in light of the clearer passages from the Gospels and 

the Epistles of Paul.

In addition to the Christological principle, there are several other principles that will 

guide believers in the task of reading the Bible. One such principle flows from the Christological 

principle. If the overall message of the Scriptures is God speaking the message of salvation in his 

Son and through his Spirit, then the reading and interpreting of the different writings within the 

Scriptures will work together to bring about this message. In other words, when considering its 

overall, central message, the Scriptures will be in agreement. We refer to this as “the coherence 

principle.” In understanding that the Scriptures cohere, the reader will not be looking for 
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contradictions of the central message focused on Jesus Christ and his work.

At the same time, however, each individual book and passage should be read and 

interpreted in its own context. Thus not only should the reading and interpreting of all of the 

Scriptures cohere, each book or passage also should be read and interpreted on the basis of what 

it is actually saying. No book or passage should ever have an alien meaning forced upon it. We 

refer to this as “the integrity principle.” To show how this principle would affect the reading of a 

passage, consider the identification of “the righteous person” whom the rich “have murdered and 

killed” in James 5:6. Given that this is one of several sins charged against the rich in the 

immediate context of James 5:1-6—the other sins mentioned are the mistreatment of workers 

and self-indulgence—then it is reasonable to interpret this verse in a more generic sense: Among 

the various sins of the rich oppressors there is included the unjust condemnation and murder of 

innocent people. The interpretation that these words refer directly to Jesus Christ, however, does 

not necessarily follow from the immediate context of this passage. Such an interpretation may 

well be forcing upon this passage a meaning that violates its integrity while the more generic 

understanding of “the righteous person” does not.

These three principles can form a reader who will approach the task of reading the 

Scriptures with a proper perspective: The reader will understand that the overall message of both 

the OT and the NT is focused on Jesus Christ and his saving work. The reader will understand 

that the various writings and passages will agree overall in presenting this central message. The 

reader will understand also that this will not compromise the meaning of any individual passage 

as it is being interpreted within its own context.

To illustrate this one may take up the motif of the “sign of Jonah” in the Synoptic 

Gospels: In the sign is Jonah in the belly of the whale for three days and three nights and it points 

Page 17 of 60



to the resurrection of Jesus as the ultimate evidence of his authority to perform his redemptive 

ministry in Israel. In Luke the sign is the repentance of the Ninevites and it illustrates the just 

condemnation that will come upon unbelieving Israel for its unwillingness to repent. In Mark the 

sign is notably absent. The reader must see that each Gospel uses (or does not use) this sign in a 

unique way (the integrity principle) but that this does not make these Gospels contradict one 

another (the coherence principle) in their presentation of Jesus Christ and his ministry (the 

Christological principle). Then when in interpreting the passages in James and Hebrews that 

troubled Luther, the reader should take into account not only the three principles discussed here, 

but also the historical distinction between the homologoumena and the antilegomena. In these 

cases the coherence principle leads the reader to interpret these two epistles in light of the more 

foundational epistles of the Apostle Paul, and not the other way around.

2. The Problem of Objectivity

Our discussion allows us to evaluate and respond to a common assumption regarding the 

task of reading that some may have, that is, that the task of reading is a completely objective 

task. The assumption is that what is being read has a certain clear, objective meaning waiting 

there for each and every reader to find. Everyone who picks up this writing should come away 

with the same understanding of what it says. Thus also whenever people read the Bible, each and 

every reader should come away with the same understanding each and every time. These 

examples given above, however, indicate that this assumption about the task of reading is not 

true—at least not in reference to how the OT Scriptures were read and interpreted by those who 

did not recognize their Christocentric nature.

This then allows us to consider one important but often ignored principle that relates to 
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the task of reading in and of itself: Every reader is active in the task of reading, including readers 

of the Bible. How he reads will then affect how he determines the writing’s meaning. This is 

shown most basically in that it is through the mechanical use of his own senses that he sees 

words on a page or hears them read. More importantly, however, beliefs, knowledge, attitudes, 

ideas, and personal experiences shape how a person finds meaning while reading. This may be 

illustrated in several ways. In John 5 the religious leaders are said to be “searching the 

Scripture,” but they do not see the main point because they do not believe in Jesus Christ. What 

they believe and know both shapes how they read and leads them to a false understanding. In this 

it is significant to note that different people may give a proper understanding to the vocabulary, 

grammar, and syntax of a biblical passage, but still come away with a different understanding of 

it. In the same way both Jews and Christians read the same vocabulary, grammar, and syntax in 

the servant songs of Isaiah, yet only Christians come away with the understanding that this 

servant is not just Israel or the prophet, but finally and more fully Jesus himself. Christians 

approach those texts with a different set of beliefs than do Jews, and so the interpretation of the 

same words is radically different as well.

Unique life experiences can also affect the reading of the Scriptures. For example, 

consider how one reacts to the word “Father,” particularly in the Lord’s Prayer (Matthew 6:9). A 

woman who had a poor relationship with her earthly father due to his neglect or abuse brings life 

experiences to this word, and so also a set of beliefs, knowledge, attitudes, and ideas, that could 

initially result in an ambivalent reaction to this title for the First Person of the Trinity. Others 

who did not share her life experience, however, may not react this way. Note in this example that 

all read the same word, “Father,” but there are different understandings based in what each 

reader brings to this text.
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How one is shaped by his community of faith shapes how he reads and interprets as well. 

For instance, members of the Eastern Orthodox and Roman Catholic traditions will interpret the 

words “brothers of Jesus” in Mark 3:31 to mean Jesus’ cousins or sons of Joseph by a previous 

marriage. This interpretation flows from their confession that Mary was a perpetual virgin. A 

Lutheran reader may acknowledge the possibility that “brothers” means “cousins,” but at the 

same time may consider the more obvious possibility that these were Mary’s children by her 

husband Joseph. Both readers read the same words, but interpret them differently. The different 

interpretations flow from what each reader brings to the text—the beliefs, knowledge, and ideas 

he has as the result of being shaped by his community of faith.

The point here is that it is impossible to read the Bible from a completely neutral, 

objective point of view. Therefore, we cannot assume that everyone will get the same meaning 

out of individual passages as they read. We cannot even assume that everyone who reads 

differently than we do is necessarily misreading the vocabulary, grammar, and syntax of the 

passages. Finally, we cannot assume that any reading of the Bible—including our own individual 

and community reading—will be unaffected by the readers’ own beliefs, knowledge, attitudes, 

ideas, and experiences. In fact, we should be aware of this and self-reflective enough to see what 

the reading of the Scriptures actually involves. This is one reason why some readings and 

interpretations of the Bible, when left unguided by how the wider church and community of faith 

has read and confessed, can often prove to be erroneous and even spiritually dangerous. Such 

false and even harmful readings can be avoided when the reader understands that the meaning of 

the Scriptures is centered in Jesus Christ and his saving work (the Christological principle), that 

they work together to bring out an integrated meaning (the coherence principle), but then that 

each individual book or passage must be interpreted in its own context (the integrity principle). 

Page 20 of 60



This is the proper understanding of the well known axiom “let Scripture interpret Scripture.”

B. The Reader and God’s Plan and Work of Salvation

The Scriptures can only be read properly by those who have been called to faith in Jesus Christ 

by the power of the Spirit. Such faithful readers are shaped and formed by the community in 

which the Spirit is at work: the community of the faithful—the Christian church. In connection 

with the community, a person normally first encounters the Word of God in spoken form, 

through the witness of a Christian, through the preaching in a Christian worship service, and 

through the Word of God connected with the water of baptism. Through all these spoken forms 

God establishes a relationship with Jesus Christ, the incarnate, anointed, and living Word of God. 

The Word of God spoken in the congregation is intended to elicit faith. Within this community 

whose purpose is for the birth and enlivening of faith in people, the Scriptures, the written Word 

of God, are read. It is not intended that one reads the Scriptures outside of this community and 

the apart from the purpose of its life together as expressed by St. John: “that you may believe 

that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” 

(John 20:31).  In this community, the Father’s will in Christ is proclaimed through the Spirit-

filled Word. In this way God creates and forms the reader who reads the Scriptures according to 

their purpose. Becoming a reader of the Scriptures through the life and ministry of the 

community is part of God’s plan and work of salvation.

C. The Kind of Reader God Wants: A Faithful Reader

What kind of reader does God want to create? He wants to create a reader who reads the 

Scriptures in a way that is faithful to their fundamental purposes and content. This means 

creating a reader who reads the Scriptures according to their primary story: God’s revelation and 
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giving of himself through the life, death, resurrection, ascension, and enthronement at the end 

time of Jesus Christ. Paul’s argument in Galatians 2-3 regarding the relationship between 

justification by the law versus justification by faith demonstrates this faithful way of reading the 

Scriptures. In Deuteronomy 30:15-16, obedience to God’s commandments enables life. Yet, in 

Galatians 3-4, Paul reads and interprets the Old Testament and the function of the law in light of 

God’s justifying gift of new life in Christ. In this reading of the Old Testament, Paul views life 

by the “works of the law” as contrary to life in the crucified and resurrected Christ (Galatians 

2:16, 21). The story of God’s relationship with his people through the law has to be read through 

the lens of God’s relationship with his people and the whole creation in Jesus Christ. God the 

Father wants a reader who lives by faith in what God has done in Christ and whose life of faith is 

an extension of the story proclaimed in the Scriptures. 

D. Forming a Faithful Reader in the Community of the Faithful

Becoming a faithful reader of the Scriptures is part of God’s plan and work of salvation 

(John 5:24). God’s salvation moves a person out of the isolation of sinful independence and self-

trust into relationship with God and his people. One is not left to one’s own ideas and desires as a 

way of charting out life in relationship with God and one’s fellow creatures. Instead, God creates 

new life in a community that will support, teach, and pray for the new member. It is a 

community that God has called to live by faith in the hope of Christ’s resurrection.

It is in this community that God’s saving Word is proclaimed. This spoken and 

proclaimed Word shapes the community so that it becomes the mirror image of the Word that is 

proclaimed (John 20:19-23). It is a community that lives in the hope of the resurrection and that 

speaks the Word of peace and reconciliation which the resurrected Christ spoke. The goal of the 
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Word of God is not simply tacit knowledge of God, but new life with God in Christ—the 

restoration of human existence as God intended and of human community under God’s rule (1 

Corinthians 5:16-21). This goal can only be achieved within the community where the Spirit of 

God is at work redeeming and recreating people for God the Father in and through Christ. 

How does God create and form a faithful reader through the community of the faithful? 

He does so through the authoritative reading and proclamation of the Scriptures—especially of 

the Good News of God’s salvation in Christ—within the community. The reading of the 

Scriptures functions authoritatively when the Scriptures determine the shape of the life of the 

community and of all its members. The Scriptures were authoritative in this way for the Bereans 

in Acts 17:11 as “they received the word with all eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to 

see if these things [the death and resurrection of Christ] were so.” The Scriptures are 

authoritative when faith in the Gospel of Jesus Christ forms the congregation’s relationship with 

God, with one another, and with the world. The authority of the Scriptures is put to use in the 

regular study of the Bible together. It is put to use in the ordering of the family around the Word 

of God in personal study and in family devotions. Most importantly, it is put to use in the 

community’s life together in liturgy and worship. 

The story of God’s saving work in Christ by the Spirit—read and preached in the home, 

in communal study of the Scriptures, and most vitally in the liturgy and worship of the church—

shapes the faith and life of the believer. The faithful reader of the Scriptures will read and 

interpret them in the same way that they are read and proclaimed in the community of the 

faithful. For example, such a reader does not understand them primarily as a collection of 

teachings or truths or as a handbook for life. While they certainly contain these elements, 

approaching them primarily in either of these ways is not reading and interpreting them as 
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intended. The reading and proclaiming of the Scriptures in Christian liturgy and worship leads 

into one’s participation in the life, death, resurrection, ascension, and enthronement of Jesus 

Christ. Thus the proper reading of the Word of God leads the reader into being a son or daughter 

of God, one who lives through the Spirit within the community of the faithful. All reading of the 

Scriptures within the community should enliven the faith of the individual while strengthening 

the household of God (Ephesians 2:19-22). 
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E. The Role of Creeds and Confessions

God shapes a faithful reader through the community of the faithful. God has continued to work 

by speaking, just as he did before through the prophets and apostles. He has continuously spoken 

through the Word which the church speaks and proclaims. The Holy Spirit has led the 

community to remember all that Christ Jesus said and did (John 14:25-26). Therefore, from the 

beginning, the church gave witness to God’s activity in formal ways. This took place in the 

apostolic scriptures. This witness is also found in confessional statements such as the “Rule of 

Faith” and the Apostles’ Creed. These ancient creeds are congruent with the witness of the 

scriptures themselves. Later statements of faith, such as the Augsburg Confession, the 

Catechisms, and the Formula of Concord, etc., are based on the scriptures and the ancient creeds 

and are themselves congruent with them. Therefore, we read the Scriptures in the light of what 

the church has confessed to guard against false readings. Such a reading is important because, as 

we have seen, we do not read the Scriptures from a neutral perspective. 
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Different metaphors can be used to describe the role the Creeds and Confessions play in a proper 

reading of the scriptures. The Creeds and Confessions give us lenses to sharpen our focus so that 

we read the Scriptures in ways that are faithful to the purposes and themes of the Scriptures 

themselves. They show us that Christ is the focus of the scriptures rather than, for example, 

prescriptions for daily life. They may also be described as maps in that they point out the 

highlights, and help us to see all the parts of the biblical terrain in relationship to the whole 

biblical geography. They point out the centrality of the death and resurrection of Christ rather 

than, for example, the destiny of the Jews as the people of God. The Creeds and Confessions also 

function like the box cover picture of a jigsaw puzzle which helps us to know how to put the 

various pieces of the Scriptures together and to connect them to one another. They show, for 

example that the emphasis on “justification by faith” in the book of Romans is the touchstone for 

understanding our relationship to God, not the discussion of “faith and works” in the book of 

James.

An ordered priority exists among the Creeds and Confessions. The “rules of faith” and 

the creeds of the early church are apostolic witnesses. They represent the process of handing on 

the faith orally from the apostles. As a summary of the church’s apostolic speech they are in 

conformity with the Scriptures as the written record of apostolic speech. They provide a faithful 

overview and summary of the Scriptures. The Lutheran Confessions of the 16th century, on the 

other hand, are drawn from the Scriptures and early creeds and represent a summary of the 

Scriptures themselves. Using the map metaphor, the Lutheran Confessions are a more “detailed” 

version than that found in the ancient creeds. 

The ongoing speech and confession of the church does not end with the ancient creeds 

and the Lutheran Confessions. Lutherans have consistently recognized the Spirit at work 
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speaking through the church in the voices of his servants, through people such as the theologians 

of the early church, through Martin Luther and C. F. W. Walther, and through the collective 

voice of the church. The community of the faithful also listens to these living voices, echoing 

from the past into the present, to read the Scriptures faithfully. These voices function much like 

travel guides in relationship to a map. One uses the map to make the journey and arrive at the 

destination. The travel guide can help you arrive at the destination too. Yet, its main function is 

to make the journey and the arrival at the destination a richer experience. Just as the Creeds and 

Confessions serve as maps to the Scriptures, these voices from the community’s historic life 

enrich the journey through the Scriptures by means of the Creedal and Confessional maps. These 

voices never take the place of the maps. They are not always accurate and each travel guide has 

its own particular emphasis and perspective. The same is true of the living voices of the 

community of the faithful. The emphases of Luther differ from those of Walther. Yet, they may 

help us to see clearly, fully, and abundantly the central message and rich meanings of the 

Scriptures. 

III. PRACTICAL ASPECTS OF INTERPRETATION

A. Introduction

So far, we have recognized that God speaks his word through humans and that he creates 

faithful readers of his word within the church. Nevertheless reading and interpreting the Bible is 

still challenging. When we actually confront a chapter or verse of scripture, how do we 

determine its meaning and apply it to our lives? The following sections will seek to answer these 

questions.
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1. The Meaning of “Meaning”

Anyone who has ever read anything or who has ever talked with someone, has had 

questions about the meaning of what they were reading or hearing. What does that mean? I  

wonder what she means by that? They seem like simple questions to answer. But in reality, 

depending on the context, people may be wondering about quite different things. Consider the 

following: 

1) Upon reading the following sentence: “That is a sesquipedalian way of saying 
that the man is a bore.” a reader may ask, “What does sesquipedalian 
mean?” 

2) Suppose a person, while packing for a picnic, hears the distant peal of thunder. 
He asks his wife, “What does that thunder mean?” She says, “It means that  
there will be no picnic.”

3) In a high school hallway, suppose a girl comes up to her friend and says: 
“Rumor is you’re in trouble because the principal saw you in the hallway the 
other day.” Her friend replies: “What do you mean?” 

4) A husband shopping with his wife, is caught off guard by her question, “How 
do you think this dress fits, honey?” He says, “Well, it looks nice and tight around the  
hips.” She responds: “What do you mean by that?” 

In (1), by asking for the meaning of the word in question, the reader wants to know its 

“dictionary definition.” In (2), by asking what the sound of the thunder means, the husband is 

wondering what this event (the peal of thunder) signals in relation to other events and especially 

what bearing it might have on the picnic. In (3), by asking her friend what she means by her 

statement, the high school student is asking what event the speaker has in mind or is referring to 

in her utterance. In (4) the wife is asking her husband about the force of his words: Was he 

insulting her or complimenting her? Was he insinuating that she needed to loose weight? Was he 

registering his approval or disapproval of her? 

In each example, “meaning” means something different. Meaning ranges from the entries 
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in dictionaries to ‘the meaning of life’. Although sorting through the different uses of meaning is 

rarely a problem for us in our daily conversations, it becomes a much more important 

consideration in our interpretation of biblical texts principally because all of the different uses 

often come into play at the same time when reading the Bible. 

What’s going on with all this “messiness” in interpretation? Isn’t there a way to regulate 

our interpretations and discover the truly correct “meanings” of a text? Or might we at least 

develop some rules which we can apply in order to come to the correct “solution” to our 

interpretive “problems”? 

Perhaps, by making clear the distinctions in what we mean by “meaning,” and looking 

more carefully at some of the ingredients that go into our interpretations, we can begin to answer 

these questions. This effort will prove helpful in at least two ways: First, it will help us to 

become more self-aware of what we are doing in our own interpretation of the Bible. Second, in 

our discussions about what texts “mean,” it will be helpful to understand what is involved in the 

process of interpretation and what “kinds of meaning” each person is talking about so that we 

can sort through our agreements and disagreements in more productive ways. 

2. Reading and Interpreting the Biblical Text

When readers are engaged in reading the words of the biblical text, they are reading a 

representation of the thoughts that the author wanted to convey. That is to say, the author has 

certain thoughts (including intentions, attitudes, and goals) in mind about certain states of affairs, 

which he wants to convey to his readers in the best way that he can. He also has his readers, their 

knowledge, abilities, experiences, and contexts in mind, and it is to them that he writes. (This is 

the notion of an implied reader for whom the author writes.) 
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We know this to be true from our own experience in communicating to someone else. For 

example, when writing a letter to a friend, we try to represent our thoughts about certain states of 

affairs in such a way that they will be understood by the reader through what we write. Like the 

example of the letter writing, the biblical author also has in his mind some concepts and also the 

context of the readers for whom he is writing, and he writes accordingly. 

Readers, in their interpretation of the text, will attempt to construct contexts within which 

the text will seem to be relevant to them. In so doing, readers (as the reader of your letter might 

do) are trying to figure out what thoughts, intentions, and goals the author is trying to 

communicate. If readers are successful, they will be entertaining at least some of the thoughts of 

the author. 

Because of the huge gap between modern readers and the authors of the Bible, it is 

obvious that the interpretive process is complicated in a way that it is not in the example of 

writing a letter to a friend. Our contexts are vastly different than the authors of the biblical texts. 

Also, the audiences for whom they originally wrote are very different than we are. [*This is why, 

as was discussed above, the community is so important in biblical interpretation. It is the 

Christian community that shapes individual readers and gives them a proper orientation to the 

text. It helps them to read the Bible from a certain perspective.]

In spite of this, because of our different contexts, modern Christian readers of biblical 

texts may have to accept the fact that we may miss some of what was intended, especially when 

first reading a biblical text or book. And (*as was discussed above) we may find that we are ill-

equipped to tackle certain books because we don’t have sufficient contextual information (e.g., 

the book of Revelation). 
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3. Translators and Translations

If you have ever compared different translations of the Bible (or tried to translate the text 

on your own), you soon realized that the gap between modern readers and the biblical texts 

makes the process of translating the Bible anything but straightforward. In part, translations 

differ because the translators may interpret specific texts differently and disagree about how 

those texts should be translated into English. Consider the following translations of John 1:5:

1) The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it (ESV)

2) The light shines in the darkness, but the darkness has not understood it (NIV)

Depending on the context, the meaning of the Greek word at issue in this verse can be 

represented either by the English word overcome or by the English word understood. Both 

translations are possible, and it is also possible that John had both concepts in mind when writing 

his Gospel. Translators of the Hebrew (Old Testament) and Greek (New Testament) have to 

make innumerable decisions about how they are going to translate the words they read in order to 

convey the thoughts and intentions of the author as they have interpreted the text. By the number 

of English translations, one can see that there is a multitude of possibilities all of which influence 

the way the text will be read and interpreted. It is a big challenge for translators to ascertain the 

meaning represented by individual words as they are used in particular contexts, and then to 

convey that meaning in English. 

In addition to determining the meaning of individual words in their contexts, translators 

also have to determine how the meanings of the larger units of the text (clauses, sentences, 

paragraphs) are related to each other. In the early Hebrew and Greek manuscripts, there were no 

periods or commas to guide the reading. In fact, often there were not even spaces between the 

words! Therefore, translators must make interpretive decisions not only with regard to the 
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meanings of individual words, but also with regard to the relationship between the meanings of 

clauses and larger structural units. For example, Genesis 1:1-2:

1) 1In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. 2The earth was 
without form and void, and darkness was over the face of the deep. And the 
Spirit of God was hovering over the face of the waters. 3And God said, “Let  
there be light,” and there was light (ESV cf. NIV and NASB).

2) 1In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, 2the earth was 
a formless void and darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept 
over the face of the waters. 3Then God said, “Let there be light”; and there was light  
(NRSV cf. NEB and LB).

At issue is the relationship between the meaning of verse one and verses two and three. In 

(1), the first verse is an independent sentence while in (2), verse one appears to be subordinate to 

the main clause in verse two. Complex lexical/grammatical arguments and historical arguments 

are used by translators to support their translations. And the difference in meaning is substantial. 

(1) supports the traditional understanding that God first created matter out of nothing and then 

arranged it. Gen 1:1 describes the first act of creation and Gen 1:3 the second act. (2) implies that 

matter in chaotic form was pre-existing the creation of the world. According to this translation, 

the first act of creation is not described until Gen 1:3.

Again, it can be seen that in all aspects of translation, translators are involved in making 

decisions about the meaning that the text in its original languages represents and how to convey 

that in English. For help, they carefully examine other scriptural contexts to see how words are 

used. They make use of their own knowledge and skill in the original languages and the research 

of others. And they take into account extra-biblical sources and the conclusions of other scholars 

about all this “evidence.” But one can see from this example that the way that translators classify 

and evaluate their evidence, and the “weight” that they give it in determining their translation, 

depends also on their own assumptions and beliefs. 
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English readers must realize that when they read the Bible, they are already reading, in a 

fairly extensive way, the interpretation of someone else—the “best account” of someone else. In 

other words, someone else (the translator) is suggesting to the reader how the text is to be 

understood, and there is no way to avoid this. 

This may be at least part of the reason why, in any Bible class in which more than one 

translation is being used, various people may understand the text to “mean” different things. The 

different translations may encourage the thoughts of people, whose own contexts differ, to go in 

different directions. This is also the reason why it is important that different translations ARE 

available in a Bible class. It is helpful to see how others have understood the original text.

Finally, it is evident that even after the biblical text has been translated into English, 

readers themselves engage in further interpretation of it. Obviously, the translator does not 

remove every ambiguity, clarify every referent, and fill in every possible gap for the reader. 

Translations are not “full explanations.” Therefore, readers remain actively involved in 

attempting to figure out the thoughts that the author was trying to convey and the message about 

some state of affairs in the world that the author wants the reader to understand. It will be helpful 

to describe something of the process in which all careful readers engage as they read and 

interpret the Scriptures.

B. The Basics of Interpretation

1. Determining the Meaning of Words 

One task that readers perform when they read a text is to determine, like translators of the 

original languages, the meaning of the words in the contexts in which they occur. Most often this 

procedure seems simple and seems to be done almost “unconsciously” by any native speaker of 
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English. However, it is still necessary that readers pay careful attention to the meaning of the 

words in any given text. This is because context can influence the meaning in important ways 

and, since words can have more than one dictionary meaning, possible ambiguities need to be 

sorted out by careful reading. Consider the following:

1) After me comes a man who ranks before me, because he was before me (John 1:30). 

2) Judge not, that you be not judged. For with the judgment you pronounce you 
will be judged, and with the measure you use it will be measured to you 
(Matthew 7:1-2)

In (1), John uses the same word before to represent two different but related meanings. 

The reader must figure out which meaning is being represented in each case. By careful 

inference from the context, the reader interprets the first before to represent the concept of 

“superiority in status,” while the second before represents the concept of “priority in time.” 

In (2), it is tempting to interpret verse one to mean something like “Do not condemn 

anyone’s behavior lest you yourself be so condemned (by God).” In other words, the word judge 

is understood to represent the meaning “to criticize or condemn the behavior of someone else.” 

And indeed, this is a dictionary meaning associated with this word. However, from the 

immediate context of this passage (Matthew 7:3-5), as well as their general knowledge about sin 

and how it is to be dealt with, Christian readers will instead conclude that the word judge 

represents the related meaning “do not condemn someone in hypocritical fashion” or “do not 

condemn someone while overlooking that you are guilty of the same thing.” 

This example illustrates that decontextualized words, rather than representing clear-cut, 

unchanging meanings, often represent concepts which are ambiguous and which overlap with 

other concepts. In context, words act more as pointers to the concepts involved in the author’s 

meaning. Outside of any context, they have only “potential meanings,” and that is why the 
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context in which a word is used can subtly change the “dictionary meaning.” 

All of this suggests that when passages are taken out of context, the possibility of 

misunderstanding the author’s intent and misusing the text increases. Many use this passage from 

Matthew 7, for example, as proof that Christians have no right to condemn sinful behavior such 

as abortion or homosexuality. However, a careful reading of the passage in context leads to the 

conclusion that this verse does not offer support for such a view..

2. Determining the Referent 

As part of the process of interpretation and determining meaning, readers also have to 

figure out to what or whom the author of a text is referring. That is, readers have to determine the 

“thing” in the world which the author of the biblical text is “labeling” with the words he is using. 

In John 30 given above, for example, it is a fairly simple matter for the reader to figure out to 

whom the author is referring by the pronouns “me,” “me,” “he,” and “me.” Careful attention to 

the context helps with this task. 

However, sometimes the referent is not easy to determine, and many interpretive 

problems are the result of this difficulty. Considering the following:

1) I baptize you with water for repentance, but he who is coming after me is  
mightier than I, whose sandals I am not worthy to carry. He will baptize you 
with the Holy Spirit and with fire (Matthew 3:11).

2) For anyone who eats and drinks without discerning the body eats and drinks 
judgment on himself (1 Corinthians 11:29).

In (1), what does the “baptism with the Holy Spirit and fire” refer to? Not everyone 

agrees that it refers to the events at the first Pentecost (Acts 2:2-3). Some think that if the verse is 

looked at in its own context it does not refer to a specific rite or experience but in a more general 

sense to the purifying effect of the Messiah’s work. Others, of course, believe it refers to a 
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dramatic, post-conversion event that should be experienced by all Christians. 

In connection with (2), English readers know that the word body has at least two 

“dictionary” meanings which it conventionally represents: a. the material part or nature of man, 

and b. a group of individuals organized for some purpose. In his use of the word body, is Paul 

here referring to the group of people conventionally labeled as “the church,” or is he referring to 

the physical body of Christ, or to both? There are arguments that can be mounted on both sides 

of the debate, and the meaning of the word and the interpretation of the verse changes depending 

on the referent that is assigned. In both these cases, it can be seen that the contexts of the 

individual readers, their own knowledge and beliefs, play a large part in determining the 

interpretation.

3. Filling in the Gaps

From what has been said so far, one may have already concluded that there is almost 

always a “gap” between the thoughts of the author and the words that he uses to represent those 

thoughts. This is true not just of the biblical writers but in almost all cases of human 

communication. Language is a kind of “shorthand” we use to approximate or provide some of 

the evidence for our thoughts. An author will adjust his language to the needs of his reader with 

the expectation that the reader will be able to supply the needed contexts to fill in the gaps and 

work out an interpretation resembling that which the author intended.  

We do this quite commonly and unconsciously in our own daily lives. For example, if a 

plumber working on some leaking pipes says “Wrench!” to his helper, the helper will probably 

interpret his utterance as expressing the thought: “my boss wants me to hand him a wrench.” 

Through a number of contextual factors, the plumber’s helper will be able to make this inference 
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on the basis of his boss’ utterance and fill in the gap left by his shorthand expression. Good 

friends often talk “shorthand” with each other, because of their shared knowledge and contexts, 

and so they are able to communicate to each other in ways that strangers could not. 

It is the same way with the biblical authors. They shape the text with a view to the way it 

will affect their implied reader. Actual readers try to place themselves in that role in order to 

interpret the text. (*Again note the importance of the community for forming this kind of reader.) 

But since modern readers do not have the same contexts as the immediate audience to whom the 

biblical authors were writing, they may have a harder time “filling out the shorthand,” that they 

are reading. In addition to the above, consider the following:

1) I am astonished that you are so quickly deserting him who called you in the 
grace of Christ and are turning to a different gospel—not that there is  
another one, but there are some who trouble you and want to distort the 
gospel of Christ (Galatians 1:6-7).

2) For it has been reported to me by Chloe’s people that there is quarreling among you,  
my brothers. What I mean is that each one of you says, “I follow Paul,” or “I follow 
Apollos,” or “I follow Cephas,” or “I follow Christ” (1 Corinthians 1:11-12).

What is Paul referring to with the term different gospel? As the remainder of the Epistle 

shows, Paul uses the term to refer to quite a complex state of affairs in his world, and Paul 

undoubtedly has a number of ideas (and people) in mind, which he represents with the term 

different gospel. Undoubtedly, the Christians in Galatia to whom he wrote were familiar with 

what Paul was referring to, and so Paul didn’t need to spell out the nature of the “different 

gospel” in any exhaustive detail. Their context gave them easy access to Paul’s meaning. Modern 

readers, lacking those contexts, must try to reconstruct them from Paul’s letter, other letters he 

wrote, and extra-biblical information of various kinds. 

In (2), Paul uses shorthand in writing to people who are well aware of the theological and 

sociopolitical situation to which he is referring. He does not elaborate on the exact nature of the 
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quarrel because it is well known, but he expects his readers to be able to fill out the shorthand by 

making inferences based on their mutually shared knowledge and contexts. Since the modern 

reader does not share that context, it is harder to fill in the gap and discern the exact nature of the 

issues. Indeed, lacking more precise knowledge behind Paul’s words, commentators even 

disagree about how the phrases that begin “I follow” should be translated.

Here are some other examples of the “shorthand” use of language:

1) 3and all ate the same spiritual food, 4and all drank the same spiritual drink.  (1  
Corinthians 10:3-4a).”

2) yet we know that a person is not justified by works of the law but through faith in 
Jesus Christ, so we also have believed in Christ Jesus, in order to be justified by 
faith in Christ and not by works of the law (Galatians 2:16 ESV)

knowing that a man is not justified by the works of the law, but by the faith of  
Jesus Christ, even we have believed in Jesus Christ, that we might be justified 
by the faith of Christ, and not by the works of the law (Galatians 2:16 KJV)

In (1) Paul uses spiritual food to refer to the manna. Readers can infer that here spiritual  

food does not mean “immaterial food,” but “food provided by the Spirit of God.” Paul uses 

“shorthand” to represent this thought about manna and expects that on the basis of the text plus 

their own background knowledge, his readers are going to be able to fill in the gap. That is, the 

readers will be able to figure out what meaning spiritual represents in this context and how 

spiritual and food are related.

In (2) the issue is the nature of the relationship between faith and Jesus Christ. In the 

original Greek text, the shorthand construction can be understood to mean either that a person is 

justified by believing in Jesus (the understanding of ESV) or a person is justified by the 

faith(fulness) that Jesus exhibited (the KJV leads one to interpret the verse this way). The 

meaning of the verse is radically altered depending on how the “shorthand” is filled out. Many 

constructions linking two words with the word of (genitive constructions) such as the above are 
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incomplete representations of thoughts and need to be “filled out” by the reader.

4. Attitudes and Emotions

From all that has been said so far it may be clear to careful readers that when interpreting 

a text, they must pay attention to the fact that more is communicated than is said. This is 

especially true when it is realized that the biblical writers do not only communicate propositions

—statements of fact or belief--but also attitudes and emotions as well. 

When speaking face to face, we have the advantage of seeing body language—facial 

expressions, hand gestures and so on. We also listen to the tone and pace of the speaking, and the 

way speakers emphasize their words. These signals communicate emotions (anger, annoyance, 

happiness etc) and also attitudes. Thus, speakers can be ironic, they can be sarcastic or 

incredulous or confident. All of this is an important aspect of the meaning of any given utterance. 

If these signals are overlooked or misread, the utterance will be misinterpreted as well. This is 

why quotes taken out of context are so easily misconstrued.

Although written texts do not have the advantage of being accompanied by “non-

verbals,” authors still convey attitudes and emotions through their writing, and this is an 

important aspect of written texts as well. When one writes a love letter, the desired 

communication of emotions is foremost in ones’ mind. Perhaps everyone has had the experience 

of receiving a reply to a letter or note with these or similar words: “From the tone of your letter, I 

take it that you are unhappy with me.” Here, “meaning” is seen chiefly in terms of the emotion 

that was interpreted. Without a doubt, more is being communicated than is said.

This is why readers find irony, satire, parody, sarcasm and other techniques in the 

scriptures. Authors are often communicating their attitude towards what they are saying. For 

Page 39 of 60



example, in Micah 6:6-7, when the worshipper asks what the Lord might require to “make things 

right” with Him, it is observed by some that the speaker communicates a disapproving or 

exasperated attitude towards what he thinks God expects of him. Contextual implications lead to 

the conclusion that the speaker is not necessarily distressed and repentant over his sin but still 

has a hard heart, and therefore his questions are not really serious requests for information but 

expressions of indignation over God’s demands.

Especially in Old Testament prophetic discourse one can observe the use of irony, 

sarcasm and the like. The prophets make use of these techniques because they are trying to do 

something to their readers. They use different strategies to affect their readers in certain ways, 

and modern interpreters will miss important aspects of the prophets’ message if they do not 

account for this.

In connection with this, the communication of emotion is a prominent element in some 

biblical texts, especially in the poetic and prophetic texts of the Bible. Authors can make use of 

repetition, metaphor, hyperbole and other poetic or figurative language to convey various 

emotions or emotional tones. Consider the following examples:

1) O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would I had died instead of you,  
O Absalom, my son, my son! (2 Samuel 18:33)

2) Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and he who has no money,  
come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price (Isaiah 
55:1).

In example (1), a number of people have noted that David’s words upon hearing of 

Absalom’s death express a depth of emotion that most readers find striking. In this context, 

David’s use of repetition is a big part of the way that he expresses his feelings of grief. And 

readers, because of their own experiences as well as their knowledge of David’s relationship 

with Absalom, are able discern this dimension of the saying.
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In example (2), Isaiah uses metaphorical language to encourage his readers to listen to 

God’s word. Isaiah urges his hearers to listen to God by comparing “listening” to “eating and 

drinking abundantly,” and by doing so, readers can discern the sense of joy and excitement that 

Isaiah is communicating. And so Isaiah’s speech is interpreted as good news, Gospel, not a 

threatening demand of the Law.

In connection with the above, it is sometimes asked why the Bible even contains the 

language of poetry and prophecy with all its complexity and challenges to interpretation and 

responsibility that it puts on the reader. Why not simply have a book that lists all the propositions 

which we are supposed to believe and by which we are supposed to live? Some authors answer 

by suggesting that the more “artistic” forms of literature exist to make us “feel things.” They 

extend our ability to feel and think and to empathize with what others feel and think. C.S. Lewis 

answers that question by reminding us that poetic language is necessary because it engages the 

heart, and some ideas and events cannot be conveyed without engaging the heart. The emotion 

such language evokes informs us about the object or event that evoked the emotion (i.e., God, his 

grace, our sin). In writing about the Psalms, he says: “The most valuable thing the Psalms do for 

me is to express the same delight in God which made David dance.” According to Lewis, the 

Bible, in all its diverse language, demands a response from the whole person. 

5. Language Does Things

Therefore, it is clear that all of us, including the biblical authors, use language not only to 

convey “bare” facts or information, but also to accomplish other things with our words. For 

example, when we give others an order, we are trying to get them to do something; when we 

make a promise, we are obligating ourselves to a certain course of action. In various ways we 
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may try to influence the thoughts and actions of others, or we may create new states of affairs. 

For example, when a pastor pronounces a man “husband and wife” the marriage, which up to 

that point did not exist, is “created” by those words. 

Thus, when biblical characters speak within certain contexts, their acts of speech, their 

utterances, communicate a certain force which the hearers need to understand if they are going to 

correctly interpret the utterance. So, for example, in 1 Corinthians 1:13 Paul writes: “Is Christ 

divided? Was Paul crucified for you? Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?” Paul asks 

questions, but it is clear that Paul is not asking his readers for information. His questions are 

rhetorical, and he is using them to rebuke the people and to order them to stop their quarreling.

In Matthew 23:3ff, when Jesus says about the Scribes and Pharisees: “For they preach, 

but do not practice. . .” he appears to be insulting them and accusing them for their actions. 

When he tells them the parable of the wicked vinedressers (Matthew 21:33-46) he appears to 

rebuke the chief priests and elders indirectly. The leaders knew the “meaning” of the parable (v. 

45-6). That is, they interpreted it as Jesus intended. They understood that Jesus was referring to 

them, and they knew the force of what he was saying. He was accusing or rebuking them, not 

praising them. And to the repentant thief hanging on the cross, Jesus made a memorable promise: 

“Truly I say to you, today you will be with me in Paradise” (Luke 23:43). Here Jesus was 

obligating himself to a certain course of action which he accomplished, ironically, by dying.

At times, it is not easy for the reader to interpret the force of an utterance, and this has 

implications for interpretation. Consider, for example, the prophet Jonah who was commanded 

by God to preach to Nineveh: “Yet forty days, and Nineveh shall be overthrown!” (Jonah 3:4) 

What is the force of this statement? What does it “count as?” If this utterance counts as a 

prediction, then a theological difficulty arises because the prediction did not come true. If it is a 
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warning, then it has a different function (maybe to frighten the people?) and does not make a 

plain statement about the future. A warning is something that will happen only if the hearer fails 

to act appropriately in a given situation. G.B. Caird makes the interesting observation that Jonah 

himself hoped that the prophecy was a prediction, and was bitterly disappointed when it turned 

out to be only a warning (Jonah 4:1-2).

In these and many other examples, biblical speakers warn, promise, threaten, assert, 

predict and so on because they want to accomplish something in the hearers. We can see from 

the repentance of Nineveh what Jonah’s utterance finally accomplished in these people. 

Likewise, the rest of Old Testament prophets accused, rebuked, predicted, promised, and so on 

because they wanted to persuade their hearers in certain ways. Their words were intended to 

produce a response. 

Readers of the biblical text must also realize that the texts and books we read have these 

aspects to them and were written to accomplish something. But the same message may 

accomplish different things in different people depending on their own contexts. So, for example, 

Paul’s instruction about the physical resurrection (1 Corinthians 15) may comfort Christians and 

frighten others. Our Confessions also speak this way: “Nonetheless, as long as all of this (that is, 

Christ’s suffering and death) proclaims God’s wrath and terrifies people, it is still not, strictly 

speaking, the preaching of the gospel, but the preaching of Moses and the law and is thus an 

alien work of Christ, through which he comes to his proper function, which is the preaching of 

grace, comforting, and making alive” (Formula of Concord, Epitome, V,8). When interpreting a 

text for preaching, pastors need to be aware of what the author is doing. Is the author making a 

promise? Is he warning? And so on. The sermon should reflect this aspect of the text’s meaning 

if it is to be “textual.” 
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This section pertains to the traditional Lutheran distinction between Law and Gospel. We 

distinguish between three “uses” of the Law usually described as “curb,” “mirror,” and “rule,” 

which summarize what the Law accomplishes in different situations in those who hear it. That 

word might frighten or accuse or instruct depending on the hearer and situation. On the other 

hand we also use the Gospel—the preaching of grace—in order to comfort and make alive those 

who have been crushed by their sin and the Law. This means that when Lutherans talk about the 

proper distinction between Law and Gospel, crucial is not only the proper distinction of content, 

but also the proper distinction as to the use of Law and Gospel. That is to say, in specific 

situations Christians must seek to determine not only what a particular passage means, but also 

whether it functions as Law or as Gospel.

6. Interpreting the Actions and Situations in the Text

In our daily interactions with people, we communicate with them in many ways without 

language. We even have a saying, “Actions speak louder than words.” Actions, facial 

expressions, body language and other “extra-linguistic” signs can be used in many different 

contexts to communicate meaning. For example, suppose you walk past your boss and greet him 

with a friendly “hello.” But instead of replying, he looks right at you and then turns his head and 

walks past without saying a word. You will think, “I wonder what that means?” In other words, 

you will wonder how his action should be interpreted, and you will try to interpret it. Maybe he 

is angry with me. Maybe he is going to fire me. Maybe he is just really busy and didn’t feel like 

talking. 

How did you come up with these possible interpretations of his action? In each case, you 

tried to relate his action to similar situations that you have had or to other relevant knowledge to 
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which you have access. Maybe this has happened before with another boss; maybe you have 

heard of others having similar experiences with this boss or others; maybe you have seen a T.V. 

show or read a book that relates in some way; maybe others have told you what an action like 

this means. We also have a cultural context which clues us in as to the meaning of signs like this. 

In any case, you are not interpreting the action in a vacuum. Rather, you are interpreting it in 

relation to other actions and their meanings. 

In the Scriptures we read about people, situations, events, deeds and so on. These are 

depicted by the words of the authors, and these depictions communicate “meaning” to readers 

just as words do. So, in addition to interpreting the words of the biblical text as has been 

discussed above, many of the “things” depicted by the words are to be read and interpreted as 

well. For example:

And in the fourth watch of the night he [Jesus] came to them [the disciples]  
walking on the sea (Matthew 14:25).

What is the meaning of the fact that Jesus walked on the sea? Readers may relate this 

event to other events depicted in the OT Scriptures in which God controls the forces of nature 

(Exodus 14), or to another passage such as Psalm 77:19 in which the psalmist cries: “Your way 

was through the sea, your path through the great waters; yet your footprints were unseen (cf. Job 

9:8).” And on this basis they may interpret the event as a signal that Jesus is divine or even that 

Jesus is himself Yahweh.

The disciples, however, interpreted the event quite differently. In Matthew 14:26 we 

read: “But when the disciples saw him walking on the sea, they were terrified, and said, ‘It is a 

ghost!’ and they cried out in fear.” How did they reach this interpretation? It is probable that the 

disciples did not relate this event to the events or statements listed above. Instead, they may have 

related what they saw to other stories they had heard or to their own experiences and beliefs, and 
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as a result they believed the event to signify something quite different. And so Jesus had to 

comfort them in their fear (v. 27).

Here is a second example from the Gospel of Luke:

And the dead man sat up and began to speak, and Jesus gave him to his mother.  
Fear seized them all, and they glorified God, saying, “A great prophet has arisen 
among us!” and “God has visited his people” (Luke 7:15-16)!

In the context of this passage, Jesus has raised a widow’s son from the dead. The 

witnesses to this miracle seem to arrive at slightly different conclusions about the meaning of 

this event. Some, perhaps relating Jesus’ miracle to the similar miracles of Elijah (1 Kings 17:17-

24) and Elisha (2 Kings 4:18-37), think that Jesus is another “great prophet.” Others, thinking 

that only God truly has the power to raise the dead, suggest that the miracle “means” that God 

himself has visited his people! In both cases, the “meaning” that the miracle has for the people 

depends on the way they relate other events or beliefs to this one. 

Consider a third example from the Gospel of John:

When the master of the feast tasted the water now become wine, and did not know 
where it came from (though the servants who had drawn the water knew), the 
master of the feast called the bridegroom and said to him. . . This, the first of his  
signs, Jesus did at Cana in Galilee, and manifested his glory. And his disciples 
believed in him (2:9-11).

In this story, Jesus changes water into wine, but the text does not give any clues as to 

what this particular miracle might signal. Readers must make inferences based on their own 

knowledge and beliefs. One interesting possibility is to understand this miracle in the light of the 

descriptions of the Messianic age in Amos 9:13, Joel 3:13, 18, or Isaiah 25:6-9, which is 

characterized as “mountains dripping sweet wine,” and “a feast of well-aged wine” and conclude 

that by this miracle Jesus has begun to usher in the new age. Other interpretations of the meaning 

of the miracle are possible and may be consistent with Christian teaching. Again, readers will 
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judge the persuasiveness of any explanations on the basis of their own understandings and the 

congruence of those interpretations with the beliefs of the community of faith. 

7. Interpreting the OT in the Light of the NT

This last example raises further questions about the Christian church’s interpretation of 

God’s words and actions with Israel depicted in the OT. It has been pointed out above that the 

focus of all the writings, including the OT, is in Jesus Christ and his saving work. He is the 

fulfillment of the “Law and the Prophets,” and so the Scriptures will not be read or interpreted 

properly by those who fail to acknowledge their Christological focus. 

This “Christological principle” suggests that God’s actions towards Israel in the OT take 

on new meaning when they are interpreted in the light of Christ and his work. That is to say, 

Christian readers interpret the events, people, situations, and truths of the OT in relation to the 

life and activity of Christ, who is the fulfillment of these things, and in relation to the meaning 

of his life and activity as explained by the NT authors. In order to properly interpret the OT, it 

must be read in the light of the NT, primarily the Gospels and Pauline epistles, and not visa 

versa. Also, the words and deeds depicted in the OT must not be interpreted outside of or 

independently from the NT or they will be misinterpreted.

When reading about Israel’s exodus from Egypt, for example, Christians discern in God’s 

actions of judgment and salvation of Israel an underlying reality which connects this event to the 

death and resurrection of Christ. Interpreted in the light of Christ, Israel’s exodus from Egypt is 

understood as a so-called type of Christ’s resurrection from the dead. Israel’s redemption from 

Egypt anticipates or foreshadows Christ’s redemption from the grave. Likewise, the presence of 

God’s Glory in the tabernacle (Exodus 40:34-38), understood from the perspective of the NT, 

Page 47 of 60



anticipates the incarnation of Christ and the presence of God’s glory among us (John 1:14). In 

God’s dealings with OT Israel, Christian readers see a pattern that relates these OT events to the 

Christ event and gives them meaning within this overarching pattern.

In fact, St. Paul suggests that all the history of Israel should be understood from this 

perspective (1 Corinthians 10:11, 2 Corinthians 1:20). These things didn’t happen to Israel 

randomly but for the sake of what was going to happen in the future. The Christian church has 

traditionally called this approach to understanding the Scriptures “typology.” God’s acts of 

judgment/salvation of his elect people Israel culminate in the act of judgment/salvation of Israel, 

God’s Son, at Calvary and at the empty tomb. It is for this reason that the Church has 

traditionally made the claim that Christ is “Israel condensed into one.” Much in our traditional 

liturgy and hymnody reflects this understanding. Note, for example, these verses from At the 

Lamb’s High Feast We Sing (Lutheran Worship  #126), in which the Passover lamb is interpreted 

as a type of Christ, and the Christian church’s understanding of Holy Communion is bound up 

with OT Israel and her participation in the Passover meal and the miracle of manna:

Where the paschal blood is poured,
Death’s dread angel sheathes the sword;

Israel’s hosts triumphant go
Through the wave that drowns the foe. Alleluia!

Praise we Christ, whose blood was shed,
Paschal victim, paschal bread;

With sincerity and love
Eat we manna from above. Alleluia!

The words of the prophets must also be understood within this perspective. In their 

writings, the prophets often speak about “the Day of the Lord,” when God himself would visit 

his people. At times, when speaking of this “day,” they are referring to a historical day of  

judgment on Israel’s enemies such as Assyria or Babylon (Isaiah 13, 14:24-27) and on Israel 
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herself because of her sin (Amos 2:4-16). This was fulfilled when foreign powers destroyed 

these nations, e.g., when Babylon led Israel into captivity. At other times they promise a 

historical day of salvation for God’s people when they will be rescued from their enemies (Jer 

30:1-3). This was fulfilled when the Israelites returned from Babylon after seventy years in 

captivity (Ezra 1).

However, at other times the prophets are not referring to “a day” close to their own, but 

they are looking forward to the “day” at the end of time (an eschatological day) when God’s 

judgment/salvation would be universal and all encompassing in scope. This Last Day will be a 

day when all wickedness everywhere will be judged (Isaiah 24; 34; Joel 2:1-11). It will also be a 

day when God’s people everywhere will receive salvation (Isaiah 25:6-9; 35; Amos 9:13-15). 

Though the “historical day” and the “eschatological day” are distinct, they are also 

closely related. Sometimes the prophets will speak of both of them together (Isaiah 2, Joel 2) and 

sometimes it is hard to determine to which day the prophet is referring because he will talk about 

the historical day in terms usually used of the eschatological day (Micah 1:1-6). The prophet 

does this because of the unity he sees between the two days. In both, the same God is working 

for the same purposes. Similar to the meaning of OT events and situations as types 

foreshadowing Christ, the prophets see the historical day of judgment/salvation of Israel as a 

type of the eschatological day of judgment/salvation for which God’s people wait.

The important point for Christian readers is that from the NT perspective, the 

eschatological day of the judgment/salvation of Israel came ahead of time in Christ. And it came 

in two ways. First, in Christ God visited his people and brought the “end times” day of salvation 

to them. In other words, he was the “author” or bringer of salvation—the conquering Savior. 

Second, the Scriptures teach that in the crucifixion and resurrection of Christ, God judged all sin 
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and saved all his people. From this perspective, he was also the object of God’s saving work—

the beloved Israel to whom God kept his promises. This two-fold understanding is again 

reflected in the line from the hymn At the Lamb’s High Feast We Sing quoted earlier: “Gives his 

body for the feast—Christ the victim, Christ the priest. Alleluia! (italics added).” Therefore, 

when it is seen in relation to the promises concerning his Kingdom, in both the OT and the NT, 

Christ’s death and resurrection is itself an anticipation of that final day (1 Corinthians 15:20). As 

Christians we are waiting for the final manifestation of God’s Kingdom when he comes again at 

the end of time.  

This is why Paul says the OT events were written down for our instruction “on whom the 

end of the ages has come” (1 Corinthians 10:11). Again, when Christians read the OT prophetic  

word in the light of the NT’s witness to Christ, the truths expressed there take on meaning in 

relation to what Christ accomplished. As we read them, we understand that the promised day has 

come to us, and all that the prophets describe has been fulfilled in Christ. And, with this 

understanding of the centrality of Christ, we wait for the final consummation of that day 

manifested in a preliminary way in His person and work.

Therefore, the Christian church does not look for the fulfillment of this last day outside of 

Christ. For this reason, it does not relate the OT prophecies to modern events, people or 

institutions and interpret them in the light of these events. God’s dealings with Israel 

foreshadowed his dealings with Christ, not his dealings with modern nations and people in 

general. This means that the prophetic words are not still awaiting fulfillment in a modern 

historical context. Interpreted apart from the NT’s witness to Christ, many people understand OT 

prophecy to be referring to a coming rapture and millennial kingdom in which the temple will be 

rebuilt and where Christ will reign for 1000 years before the final battle between him and Satan. 
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But this is not the message of the NT, or even of the book of Revelation when it is interpreted 

correctly. That battle has already been fought and won by Christ. 

This common misunderstanding of biblical prophecy is an example of how 

misinterpretation can occur when the “Christological principle” is overlooked or denied. This 

principle directs Christian interpretation of the Scriptures by guiding how we do and do not 

relate events and their meanings to each other. 

At this point, Christian readers should be able to realize that the interpretation of the 

deeds and situations of biblical texts is fundamental to our interpretation of Scripture and not 

simply an optional practice. This is so primarily because the foundational documents are the 

Pentateuch and the Gospels, and these documents are essentially narrative. In the narratives of 

these documents, the authors bear witness to God’s most significant dealings with his people. As 

we have seen, their witness is to be understood as centered in the reign and rule of God, which 

Christ has ushered in. The deeds and situations depicted in the text have meaning with reference 

to Christ and his work. Thus, for the Church’s proclamation of Christ, the interpretation of the 

meaning of the deeds depicted in the text (both OT and NT) is of fundamental importance for the 

Church’s witness today and cannot be neglected or deemed unimportant.

8. Meaning and Meaningfulness

In the above discussion of the basics of interpretation, it can be observed that at times the 

discussion has moved back and forth between “meaning” and what might be more properly 

called “meaningfulness.”  

 Generally speaking we may say that a text will be meaningful to the degree that it is able 

to interpret for readers some dimension of their lives. If readers are enabled to understand their 
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human condition generally or their own circumstances particularly, and if they are able to “make 

connections” which had otherwise eluded them, or “make sense” of otherwise discordant 

elements of their experience, to that degree the text or book will be meaningful to them. Readers 

of the biblical text want to be able to apply what they read to their own lives. They want the 

sacred texts to “speak to” their lives and illuminate them in some way. If the text fails to do this, 

most people will find it irrelevant and not worth the effort of reading, indeed, the purpose of the 

Scriptures will be frustrated.

So, what should Christian readers keep in mind as they consider how or why the 

Scriptures are meaningful to them and how they should read them so that they become more 

meaningful? How can they learn to apply them appropriately to their lives? One important 

consideration is that readers need to be aware of the kind of text being read. The Scriptures 

contains a variety of genres and literary forms, and they do not all apply to readers in the same 

way. What follows are some things that need to be considered when Christian readers are 

seeking to find the relevance or applicability of a given kind of text.

a. Narrative 

When we discussed the interpretation of the deeds, situation, events, and so on in biblical 

narrative we showed that all of these “things” convey their meaning in relation to other “things” 

and ideas. We also noted that God’s dealings with Israel in both the OT and the NT--culminating 

in Christ--form a pattern discernable to Christian readers. The narrative texts of both the OT and 

NT become most meaningful to Christian readers when they see that they themselves participate 

in this same reality as it is manifested in the “meaning” of the deeds and situations in the 

particular texts they are reading. Therefore, the biblical story is relevant because it continues to 
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tell Christian readers something about their own relationship with God and his dealings with 

them and their destiny. Consider the following examples:

1) The story of Daniel in the lion’s den (Dan 6)

2) And they put forward two, Joseph called Barsabbas, who was also called 
Justus, and Matthewhias. (Acts 1:23)

 
In (1), Daniel was thrown into a den of lions because he refused to pray to any god but 

Yahweh. When the king went to the lion’s den the next morning, Daniel was unharmed and 

proclaimed to the king that Yahweh’s angel had come and shut the mouths of the lions. What is 

the meaning of this miraculous event? Among other possibilities, we may relate this event to 

Yahweh’s words promising a new heavens and a new earth where, “The wolf and the lamb shall 

graze together; the lion shall eat straw like the ox, and dust shall be the serpent’s food. They will 

neither hurt or destroy in all my holy mountain, says the Lord” (Isaiah 65:25, cf Isaiah 11:6-9). 

And we may then conclude that Daniel had received this end-times salvation in his own time! 

God had given him a taste of the future in anticipation of what is to come. 

Understood this way, the story becomes meaningful to modern Christians when we 

understand it in relation to what God has done for us in our own lives by bringing us to new life 

in Christ! The promise of the new age is ours as well, and we eagerly wait for it. Whether God 

chooses to save us in a miraculous way now as he did for Daniel or not, we can be sure that on 

the Last Day, like Daniel, we will live in the restored Creation without any fear. The story may 

also teach us that even though opposition to God’s kingdom may be fierce, as it was for Daniel, 

the night of darkness will give way to the dawn of salvation for us, too. By reading this story, 

then, Christians can see their future more fully and find hope and comfort for their own lives in 

this age.

In (2), the disciples put forward two men as possible replacements of Judas as apostle. 
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We may relate this event both to the fact that Luke uses the Greek word meaning “adult human 

male” in Acts 1:22 and to the fact that other women may have qualified on other grounds (Luke 

8:2-3). If we do this, one conclusion about the meaning of this event would be that only males 

were permitted to hold the apostolic office. Though the twelve apostles have passed from the 

scene, this text might be relevant for modern Christians as churches continually seek to faithfully 

witness to God’s Kingdom today. In connection with other apostolic teaching (1 Corinthians 

14:34-35, 1 Timothy 2:8-14), this text might speak then to issues surrounding the pastoral office 

and the universal priesthood of all believers. 

But in trying to find the relevance of the biblical narratives for their lives, Christians can 

also fall into a risky habit. In their application of narratives, Christians may begin to put 

themselves immediately into the stories and look to biblical characters and their actions primarily 

as examples for the Christian life. In so doing, the historical specificity of the narrative and its 

details is forgotten and the details become “symbols” representing something else entirely. In the 

story of Daniel and the lion’s den, for example, Daniel might be made into a symbol of the 

“super- Christian.” Daniel’s enemies can be made into symbols of evil people or spiritual forces 

opposed to Christians, and the lions can become symbols of the insidious means used by God’s 

enemies to tempt his people. This procedure is usually called making the story into an 

“allegory,” or “allegorizing” the story.

Once the story is “allegorized,” an incorrect moral lesson usually follows. In the allegory 

of Daniel described above, Daniel might be used as an example of what God will do for people 

who have strong faith. The lesson will be that all of us need to strive to become this kind of 

“super-Christian.” The story might even be used to teach that if Christians have enough faith, 

nothing—not even lions—will be able to hurt them. This is dangerous. On the one hand, it makes 
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what is essentially a descriptive text into a prescriptive one. The narrative of Daniel was never 

intended to give directions on how Christians are supposed to act or to give Christians a promise 

that God would act a certain way if they have enough faith. On the other hand, it misses the 

significance of the deeds in the story as we have described them above. It is a misapplication of 

the genre of narrative to make it function as it was not meant to. Christian readers can avoid this 

danger by being self-aware of what they are doing when they are interpreting a text.

b. Old Testament Legal Material

The legal material in the OT, for example the regulations about sacrifices or the purity 

laws in the Pentateuch, may be the part of the Scriptures with which Christians are least familiar 

and about which they feel the most uncomfortable. The contents seem incomprehensible and 

almost totally irrelevant to our modern situation. And indeed, in one sense they are, because, as 

we discussed above, the NT makes the claim that Christ is the fulfillment of the events and 

situations depicted in the OT. This includes the Mosaic Laws. As Paul writes: “For Christ is the 

end of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes” (Romans 10:4). Christ is the faithful 

Israel who has received all the blessings promised by his Father (2 Corinthians 1:20). This means 

that Christians are no longer bound by the Mosaic Law like OT Israel was. In fact, Paul says that 

Christians are dead to it (Romans 7:4, 8:2, Galatians 2:19, 5:18, Colossians 2:14). 

But again this part of the Scriptures can become more meaningful to us when it is 

understood in the light of Christ. Paul writes: “Therefore let no one pass judgment on you in 

questions of food and drink, or with regard to a festival or a new moon or a Sabbath. These are a 

shadow of the things to come, but the substance belongs to Christ” (Colossians 2:16-17). This 

verse suggests that the Mosaic Law can be treated much like events and situations in biblical 
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narrative. If the Mosaic Law foreshadows Christ, then it becomes meaningful to Christians when 

we understand that the laws were given by the same God for the same purposes. 

One example might be the laws for the treatment of people with leprosy and other skin 

diseases in Leviticus 13-14. When we relate the priest’s declaration of “unclean” to the cultural 

and theological situation of that time, we may conclude that such a declaration meant “death” to 

the Israelite who heard it. As long as he had the disease he had to live alone, outside the camp 

and excluded from the tabernacle and from Israelite society in general (Leviticus 13:45-46). On 

the other hand, the declaration of “clean” was in a sense “life-giving.” The individual washed his 

clothes, bathed, shaved and after atonement for his sins was allowed to rejoin the community and 

join in its worship (Lev 14). The announcement that he was “clean” meant deliverance for the 

Israelite. He knew once again that he was part of the people of God. 

For us, God works in the same way and for the same purposes whenever we hear the 

pastor announce the Absolution to us or when we take the Eucharist and hear that this is Christ’s 

body and blood shed for the forgiveness of our sins. In this word we receive deliverance from sin 

and death and welcome into the community of God’s chosen ones. Therefore, by becoming 

familiar with this OT ritual law and its “meaning,” and relating this meaning to our 

understanding of the Word and Sacraments, we gain insight into the dramatic deliverance we 

actually receive when we hear that verdict of “justified” by the pastor. We also understand that 

the forgiveness we receive now will one day manifest itself in full healing of every bodily defect 

and illness. That day was anticipated not only in this OT ritual law, but already in history when 

Christ healed lepers and sent them back into their community (Matthew 8:2-4, Mk 1:40-44, Luke 

17:12-19). Forgiveness “means” freedom from sin and its consequences. In this way, the OT law 

has helped us to interpret our own experience in a new way and so has become “meaningful” to 
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that extent.

But what about the so-called “moral law,” especially as it is expressed in the Ten 

Commandments? We have seen that the law is no longer binding because Christ kept it all for us. 

Again, he is the “end” of the law for righteousness to everyone who believes (Romans 10:4). So, 

why do we bother with the Ten Commandments any more than we bother with the purity laws? 

Why do we teach them in confirmation class and insist on their relevance for modern Christians? 

The answer lies in our recognition that every human being has been created with a 

universal moral law written in their hearts (often labeled “natural law”). It is part of what it 

means to be a human created by God. The Scriptures bear witness to the existence of this natural 

law in humanity. For example, in Romans 1:18-2:16, Paul comments quite extensively on the 

implications of it for humankind’s relationship to God. Furthermore, many people have 

recognized that certain moral truths are held in common by all people. It is part of our make-up: 

Don’t kill. Don’t deliberately hurt someone else. Don’t lie. There is a God who created the 

world, and so on.

Of course, sin has corrupted our nature so that we ignore and deny this natural knowledge 

and even lie to ourselves about what we know—deep down—to be true. Sin blinds us to the truth 

about God and his will written in our very hearts.

But the Scriptures testify that those who are “in Christ” are “a new creation” (2 

Corinthians 5:17, Galatians 6:15). Paul writes: “For we are his workmanship, created in Christ 

Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand, that we should walk in them” (Ephesians 

2:10 italics added). In other words, Christians have been given new “eyesight” to see what is 

evident and a new will to be what we were originally created to be. 

Therefore, the Ten Commandments are meaningful because they summarize the natural 
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law in our hearts and guide Christians in how we are to live as God’s people. When we are 

instructed in them, our renewed minds draw out some of their presuppositions and implications. 

For example, the sixth commandment forbids adultery. It becomes clear that the commandment 

presupposes marriage as sacred and implies that marriage is the proper place for sexual 

relationships. A further implication is that homosexual relationships are a violation of God’s 

will. These are implications that Paul himself draws out in his letter to Romans and elsewhere. In 

fact, apostolic teaching and the exhortation which we read in the Epistles is relevant to us in 

large measure because it too is an elaboration of the natural law summarized in the Ten 

Commandments. Paul and the other apostles draw out the implications of what it means to live as 

God’s “recreated people” in this world, and Christians read and learn from these words.

Another dimension to the “meaningfulness” of the Ten Commandments is the way that it 

functions in its hearers. As discussed above, the Scriptures are written to accomplish something 

in the hearts and minds of those who hear them. The way that they do that contributes to the 

meaningfulness of what is read or heard. For example, the Ten Commandments not only show 

Christians how they are to live, they also show how often they fail. This knowledge may terrify 

the person who finally sees himself as he really is, and that fear can only come to an end when he 

knows that he is forgiven. When the Ten Commandments function this way, they become 

terrifyingly relevant and meaningful to the person who reads them.

In similar fashion, psalms and other kinds of “poetic” literature are often meaningful to 

people because of the emotions they can evoke. Psalm 23, for example, is traditionally spoken at 

Christian funerals because its message brings special comfort to those who are grieving. Many 

Christians have memorized specific verses of Scripture because they are meaningful to them for 

this reason.
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IV. CONCLUSION

In this discussion of the nature of the Holy Scriptures, their usage, and the principles for 

interpreting them, we have framed the discussion in perhaps unfamiliar ways. The attentive 

reader will notice, however, that traditional Lutheran principles and distinctions such as “sola 

scriptura,” “scripture interprets scripture,” “What promotes Christ,” and “Distinguishing Law 

and Gospel” have been fully affirmed but placed in broader and more comprehensive contexts. 

Scripture is our source and norm, but its content is not at odds with the Creeds and Confessions 

of the church. Furthermore, scripture does interpret scripture--all passages of Scripture must 

cohere as we interpret--but such interpretation never occurs in a vacuum. All interpretation is 

done contextually, and having the right extra-textual context—the community of the Faith—is 

crucial to the process. Likewise, the principle of what promotes Christ has been brought into 

clear relief in the discussion of the Christological principle in interpretation—seeing Christ and 

his work as the focal point of and key for all true understanding of the sacred books, without 

which all interpretation must be defective, if not completely wrong. In addition, the distinction 

between Law and Gospel has been vigorously affirmed. This distinction has been shown to relate 

principally, not to the meaning of texts but to their impact—their effect upon readers as either 

accusation or promise, condemnation or comfort—an effect which often does not depend upon 

their form or upon what they depict or say.

Finally, the sacred Scriptures must be seen as, and interpreted as, the heart of the address 

of God to us his people, and through us, to the world at large. This address occurs principally 

within the context of, and is best interpreted within the fellowship of, the community of faith, 

created by the Father, for fellowship with the Son, through the working of the Holy Spirit. 
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Within this context and fellowship, the sacred Scriptures bring life and may be read “for all they 

are worth.”
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