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Biblical Interpretation Old Testament Narratives

Interpreting Old Testament Narratives—Course Syllabus

Preface

For many Christians, and even pastors, the Old Testament (OT) has become an obscure book filled
with strange stories which seem totally detached and unrelated to the great salvation we have in Jesus
Christ. I once asked a group of African pastors, “Out of ten sermons that you preach, how many are
taken from the Old Testament?” Their answer? “One.” Much of the OT contains normative teaching
from the Law. Other large portions are poetry, including the wisdom literature of Ecclesiastes,
Proverbs, and Job. Then we have the psalms and other large sections of poetry found in the OT prophets
who challenge God’s people through exhortation and preaching.

Yet, a much larger portion of the OT consists of narratives which appeal not only to the mind but to
our senses and attempt to lead the reader indirectly to repentance and faith. The narrators have an “axe
to grind”; that is, they have an agenda or purpose for writing the stories as they did. In fact, the books
of Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, and 1 and 2 Kings are often referred to as the “Former Prophets”
because the writers were not merely historians, but true prophets. They did not receive visions like
Isaiah and Ezekiel, and even their identities are unknown to us. Yet, these former prophets, as well as
the writers of every OT narrative book (e.g., 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ruth), are given divine insight into
private conversations, feelings and thoughts. Writing for the exiled Israelites almost 1000 years after
David’s death, the writer of Kings gives the reader a scene by scene account of the conversations
between Bathsheba, Nathan the prophet, and King David taking place inside the palace walls and within
David’s bedroom. Oral tradition cannot account for such intimate knowledge. As Waltke says,

They know what God in heaven is thinking and what a couple says in the privacy of their bedroom [the
conspiracy of King Ahab and Jezebel concerning Naboth being another notable example]; they know the
thoughts, intentions, and feelings of their characters, including God; and they evaluate events from God'’s
perspective. In essence, they are as omniscient as God; they speak for God, the classic definition of a
prophet. If we deny their prophet status, then we have to conclude that their work is fiction; there is no
middle ground. These authors could not have written trustworthy historical annals about events beyond
human epistemology without divine inspiration.*

Unless we appreciate the OT narratives, we will miss much of what God wishes for us to know. The
New Testament makes little sense without the Old, and many professing Christians today have no

understanding of who God is or the ultimate goal for His redeemed people. For this reason, the stories
of the OT are essential for a well-rounded understanding of redemption and the Christian world-view.

Introduction
1. Purpose of the course

a. For the student to acquire methods, techniques, and strategy enabling him to determine—as far as
possible—the original meaning of an OT narrative for the original audience.

! Bruce K. Waltke, An Old Testament Theology, p. 60
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b. For the student to acquire the skills necessary for proper application of an OT text for the twenty-
first century congregation, one that is faithful to the author’s original meaning and purpose for the
original audience.

2. Summary of Course Content
The course is divided into eight lessons, each covering various sections of the book.

3. Course Materials

In addition to this textbook, the student must read an additional 300 pages (Bachelors) and 600 pages
(Masters). Any book listed in the Bibliography or any commentary on a book of the Bible with OT
narratives will be acceptable for additional reading. Furthermore, the student...

e May access our website: christcommunitystudycenter.org for additional reading. There are
other courses there on interpretation. Save the document from the website to a flash drive and
then print the document off the flash drive, or read it off your flash drive, or load it to your hard
drive.

e May read books loaded onto their Kindles, as long as the book is related to the course topic.
My book on Interpreting NT Epistles and NT poetry would be relevant to the interpretation of
OT narratives; however, the books with graphics could not be put in Kindle format. Check the
table of contents on your Kindles for books on interpretation or OT theology.

e Borrow books from the Study Center Library

4. Course Objectives

(1) To study OT narratives in community with other students (classroom).

(2) To provide students with a strategy or method for interpreting OT narratives.

(3) To convince students that much of God’s message for His church is found in the OT.

(4) To enable students to discern the broad metanarrative (the big story) of the OT and how this
metanarrative is traced through the NT.

(5) To encourage students to read, study, and preach from the OT with regularity and confidence.

5. Course Structure

The course will follow the outline in the Table of Contents. At least fifteen hours of class attendance
are required, plus outside reading and completion of questions.

6. Course Requirements

(1) Participate in fifteen hours of lectures and class discussions.

(2) Complete the questions at the end of each of the eight lessons. Because of the extensive
requirements of this exercise, | am only requiring one other paper.

(3) Read the textbook and the 300 or 600 extra pages of reading described in “Course Materials”. Write
a three page evaluation (Bachelors) or five page evaluation (Masters) based upon the required reading.
(4) Write one sermon (or Bible study) of seven pages double-spaced (Bachelors); two consecutive
sermons (or Bible studies), 10 pages double-spaced (Masters). The consecutive sermons deal with a
larger passage—i.e. two sermons on the same longer passage which cannot be covered in one sermon.
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(5) Final exam based on objective questions at the end of each lesson.

7. Course Evaluation

(1) Class participation (10%)

(2) Questions at the end of each of eight sections (75%)

(3) Reading (3 or 5 page evaluations of additional reading of 300 or 600 pages)—(5%)
(4) Sermon(s) (10%)

8. Course Benefits

The benefit of this course will be increased confidence in understanding OT narratives and their
usefulness in doctrine, reproof, and edification.
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Lesson One—Getting Off to the Right Start

Introduction

The interpretation of the Old Testament, as well as the interpretation of the New, requires both rigorous
study and dependence upon the Holy Spirit. Both are essential. This is true because the books of the
Bible have both a divine and a human author. The human authors were ordinary men who were affected
by their own innate abilities as authors, their historical and cultural situation, their personal
circumstances, etc. The grammatical-historical-cultural factors in each book must be investigated
thoroughly to discover the writer’s intended meaning to the original audience. On the other hand, the
Bible also has a divine author, the Holy Spirit, who will not yield his truth to the arrogant reader who
will not yield himself to the Spirit’s illuminating influence, regardless of intellectual acumen and
educational achievement. Only with rigorous study of the text and dependence on the Spirit can the
interpreter interpret and apply the Scriptures in ways that are appropriate to the original application of
the text to the original audience.

I. The Process of Interpreting OT Narratives

In He Gave Us Stories, Richard Pratt offers three major principles in the interpretation of OT
narratives.?

A. Preparation: Recognition of the Need for Rigorous Study and Total
Dependence upon the lHlumination of the Holy Spirit

The first of these principles is preparation which includes the acquisition of tools and power. Without
the proper tools, we cannot do the job of constructing a building, but without the electrical power, many
of our tools are useless. In the interpretation of Scripture—whether the Old or New Testaments—the
tools of interpretation are the grammatical-historical methods we employ to go about making sense of
the texts. The Bible has both a divine author and a human author. The human authors were affected
and influenced by their ancient culture, political and economic circumstances, their education,
personality, audiences, background, and so forth—all the influences which make up what is called the
organic inspiration of Scripture as opposed to the erroneous mechanical view of inspiration in which
the Holy Spirit dictates the text to the human author who is passive in the process. All of these factors
must be considered in order for us to understand what they wrote and why they wrote it. Therefore,
interpretation has a scientific element—an intellectual element—which cannot be by-passed. To be
effective interpreters, we must think clearly and logically about how the Bible came to us progressively
through history, doing the proper research to determine the meaning. Pratt recalls a conversation with
a friend who was convinced that Jacob’s ladder (Gen. 28) represented the Christian’s ascent to God by
way of personal effort. No amount of exegetical persuasion could move him from his heretical
interpretation of this passage since ““The Holy Spirit told me this is what it means, and that’s good
enough for me!”"”3

On the other hand, the Bible also has a divine author, the Holy Spirit, without whose help correct
Biblical interpretation is impossible regardless of our interpretive skills. Often the Holy Spirit brings

2 Richard L. Pratt, He Gave Us Stories—The Bible Student’s Guide to Interpreting Old Testament Narratives, pp. 1-17
3 Pratt, p. 4
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us beyond our personal skills by revealing truth to us which is not derived from diligent study.* A burst
of insight into the text comes to us suddenly like a ray of sunshine through the trees far more profound
than anything we have learned from personal examination of the text or from our examination of
commentaries. This is the work of the Spirit who will not limit Himself or His ministry to scholars or
trained preachers. This is why those of us who have enjoyed the benefit and blessing of extra training
must not be condescending to other believers who share their insights with us. Often their
interpretations will be consistent with the original intention and purpose of the human author. This
demonstrates that their insights are the work of the Holy Spirit in their lives, and for us to dismiss them
as ignorant and uninitiated in the disciplines of hermeneutics is the same as denying the work of the
Holy Spirit.

But further, the Spirit often works against our study of the text which is clouded by preconceptions
(unproven assumptions) that we have brought to the text because of our upbringing and culture.® God
loves us so much that often He will bless us with the truth in spite of all our effort. This does not imply
that we must avoid study in our quest for truth, but that we must not arrogantly believe that our study
is infallible or that God is obligated to bless our labors under all circumstances.

Too often one or the other of these elements—tools or power—is ignored or marginalized (set aside as
unimportant). © When the intellectual tools of interpretation are over-emphasized, the interpreter falls
into the error of arrogance, thinking that he does not need to depend upon the illumination of the Holy
Spirit to help him understand the text. With enough expertise in Greek, Hebrew, historical studies, etc.
he thinks he will be quite capable of understanding what the text meant to the original audience without
prayerful and humble dependence. When this happens, he grieves the Holy Spirit, thus hindering the
exegetical process. “For who among men knows the thoughts of a man except the spirit of the man
which is in him? Even so the thoughts of God no one knows except the Spirit of God” (1 Cor. 2:11
NASB). Thousands of brilliant Biblical scholars fail to discern the intended meaning and application
of Scripture by their unwillingness to submit their minds, hearts, and labors to the sovereign guidance
of the Holy Spirit. No matter how brilliant or educated men may be, God will not reveal Himself to
the pride of men (Prov. 8: 13).7

Walter Brueggemann is one such example, renowned as one of the foremost scholars of the OT.
Brueggemann maintains that Yahweh’s self-regard for His own glory and righteousness

“may emerge something like wild capriciousness [fickleness] and sovereignty without principled loyalty. It
is this propensity [inclination] in Yahweh...that precludes [makes impossible] any final equation of

4 Pratt, p. 6

5 Pratt, p. 7

6 Pratt, pp. 3-7

" Waltke, p. 81, contributes this fallacious idea to the Enlightenment and Scottish realism which nurtured the belief that all
truth could be discerned through unaided human reasoning—the “scientific approach” to truth. While not abandoning the
scientific approach to matters which are discoverable through this method, we must understand the limitations of the
scientific approach (philosophical positivism) to ultimate questions—Iike the origin and meaning of life. Science has no
verifiable answers to such questions, only suppositions. Moreover, we must also understand that the scientific method is
fallible. Modern science has corrected much of what we once believed. Only a hundred years ago or so, doctors did not
wash their hands between patients, claiming that this was a waste of time. Likewise, what we now “think” we know
scientifically will one day be discredited by further scientific investigation. Just as God must reveal the truth of Scripture,
He must also reveal scientific knowledge. Yet, even as scientists must labor diligently to discover truth about the nature of
life, Christians must labor diligently to discover what God has actually said in the Bible.

2
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sovereignty with covenantal love or with pathos....Yahweh in effect has no interest in Israel, but Israel is a
convenient, ready-at-hand vehicle for the assertion and enactment of Yahweh'’s self-regard.”®

In stark contrast is the opinion of David C. Steinmetz, who says,

Scripture is not in our power. It is not at the disposal of our intellect and is not obliged to render up its
secrets to those who have theological training, merely because they are learned....Because the initiative in
the interpretation of Scripture remains in the hands of God, we must humble ourselves in His presence
and pray that He will give understanding and wisdom to us as we meditate on the sacred text....the truth
of God can never coexist with human pride. Humility is the hermeneutical precondition for authentic
exegesis.’

The opposite error is no less prideful. For some well-meaning Christians, laborious study of the
Scriptures is unnecessary; one must simply wait upon the Holy Spirit to reveal the meaning of the text.
“God told me what this text means” is a common refrain among Christians who have spent very little
if any time researching the grammar, context, structure, and analogy of Scripture pertaining to the text
in question. The implicit assumption is that the Holy Spirit will simply reveal His truth directly to the
individual reader without careful study of the text through a burst of infallible insight. The presumption
of immediate revelation from the Spirit apart from laborious study ignores several facts. First, the Holy
Spirit has already revealed His truth to the human author of the text through inspiration.

But know this first of all, that no prophecy of Scripture is a matter of one's own interpretation, for no
prophecy was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God. (2
Peter 1:20-21 NASB)

Therefore, we need not presume God will give us the meaning apart from the text which has been
previously revealed. If indeed, the Holy Spirit wished to communicate with each of us directly or
immediately, He would not have inspired the writing of the Bible in the first place. He is quite capable
of speaking to each of us directly. This does not contradict what has been said above about the Spirit
working beyond our study. The Holy Spirit may choose to grant us insight into the text apart from
diligent study, but He is not obligated to do so, and we should not presume that this is His usual method
of teaching us.

Secondly, the infallible inspiration of the Bible has been completed in redemptive history. It is not
continuously in operation through the gifts of the Spirit to the church. But if a person says that God
“told” him the definitive (final) interpretation of a text of Scripture, he is claiming infallibility.X® If
God has revealed the infallible interpretation of a text, then the whole church is obligated to listen to
this interpretation and live by it. But inspiration is not the same thing as illumination. Through
illumination, the Holy Spirit enables believers to understand the Bible—a ministry of the Holy Spirit
which is continuous in the life of the church. The Holy Spirit illumines each Christian, giving him or
her ability to discern the meaning of the text and its application for daily life.

8 Cited by Bruce K. Waltke with Charles Yu, An Old Testament Theology, p. 71, words in brackets mine

° David C. Steinmetz, p. 71, quoted by Waltke, p. 81

10 The same can be said of those who claim to be NT prophets on the same order as the OT prophets such as Isaiah and
Jeremiah. The problem of extra-biblical revelation is always present for those who believe that God is still speaking directly
to some believers. If He is, then all other believers must yield themselves to this extra-biblical revelation, lest we be in
rebellion against God.

3
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Nevertheless, the gift of illumination to every believer can be misunderstood. While the inspiration of
the Spirit to the original human author is complete, illumination is incomplete. In other words, we may
partially discern the meaning of the text without understanding it fully, and often our interpretation is
a mixture of truth and error—truth arising from the illumination of the Spirit, error from or own
mistaken interpretation. Further, the degree to which the Spirit illumines the text for the individual will
usually be proportionate to the individual’s effort in studying the text—“Be diligent to present yourself
approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of
truth” (2 Timothy 2:15 NASB). Implicit in Paul’s words to Timothy is the idea that Timothy could
possibly “mishandle” Scripture and one day appear before God ashamed because he had misinterpreted
Scripture to others. Correct interpretation was not automatic, but the result of hard labor as the Lord’s
“workman”. Further, Paul does not guarantee Timothy—his personal disciple—infallible insight into
the texts of Scripture. There was always the possibility that Timothy could be mistaken, otherwise
why Paul’s admonition to handle it correctly? And if this was true of Timothy, Paul’s personal disciple,
it is most certainly true of us.

Since illumination is not complete for every believer, interpretation is not simply an individual
endeavor (task), but the collective endeavor of the whole body of Christ. No one, however spiritual or
brilliant, knows all the truth about Scripture; thus, we need one another as well as the corporate witness
of the church throughout the ages to properly understand the Bible. For a person to dogmatically assert,
“God told me that this is what it means,” is a prideful assertion which ignores the work of the Holy
Spirit in the church throughout centuries of interpretation. Such a person is claiming infallible
illumination—even exclusive illumination—from the Spirit granted to no one else past or present—not
even to Timothy, Paul’s disciple. He alone presumes to have the infallible meaning of the text! This is
not wisdom, but arrogance. On the other hand, it is not arrogance to diligently research the historical
and grammatical context of a passage as well as the interpretations of others and say, “To the best of
my understanding, this is the intended meaning of the text.”

In summary, we need both diligent study of the text as well as enablement from the Holy Spirit. Neither
is a substitute for the other.

B. Investigation

The next principle of interpreting a text is investigation, including the study of the grammar of the text
and the historical setting in which and for which it was written.!! This is called the grammatico-
historical study of the Biblical text. It includes grammar because God intended to communicate with
His people in the same way they communicated with each other—through words and language which
actually mean something.!? It is historical in the sense that words and language convey (impart)
meaning in the historical context in which they were written. The Bible was not dropped out of the
sky, but resulted from particular historical circumstances affecting the human author and his audience.
He wrote to address particular problems confronting the people of God. For example, Genesis was
written to the people of Israel coming out of Egyptian bondage and idolatry. God had promised them
the land of Canaan according to the covenant made with their father Abraham. Samuel—originally
one book—was written after the division of the kingdom to address the need for a descendant of David

1 Pratt, p. 7
12 As opposed to the postmodern theory claiming that language is trapped in a cultural prison and is virtually meaningless.
But you don’t have to worry yourself over this theory, since by their own standards, postmodern writings are also
meaningless.

4
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to be king over Israel. We cannot understand the meaning or the purpose of these books apart from the
historical circumstances in which they arose.

To illustrate, if the average American picked up a New Vision newspaper published in Kampala and
read a story about Joseph Kony’s raid on a village in eastern Congo, would the raid make any sense to
him? Not likely, because he would have no idea that this man is a psychological “nut-case” who
believes that God is commanding him to murder people.

C. Application

How do the OT narratives apply to the life of a twenty-first century believer? This is where much
modern scholarship—even some evangelical scholarship—has gone astray. Many modern
commentaries on the OT deal almost exclusively with technical questions with little regard for God’s
plan to redeem a people for Himself who are zealous for good works. Such commentaries are generally
boring and difficult to read for anyone but scholars and seminary students. Happily, many evangelical
scholars are correcting this error through careful application of OT narratives for today’s church—
application consistent with the intent of the original author.

Another approach to OT narratives is the—dare | say it—overemphasis in “preaching Christ” from
every narrative. Discerning types of Christ in the OT is very important, and | have included a section
on typology in this course. After all, the OT is the story of redemption made possible by the coming
of God in the flesh to redeem us from the fall and from the sin which results from the fall. Of course,
we will see Christ all over the OT. But we must be careful not to reduce the OT to a book of typology.
The authors, inspired by the Holy Spirit, had other purposes for their original audiences who did not
comprehend the future Messiah with the clarity of the NT believer. What benefits did the original
writers have for them? Consider the story of Job. Job was a righteous man who suffered severe
providence to demonstrate the prerogative of God in using His servants in any manner He chooses to
accomplish His purposes in history—many of which are incomprehensible to us. Doubtlessly, Job is a
picture of Christ—THE righteous man—who suffers at God’s hand to save His elect people. And just
as Job is vindicated before men at the end of the story, so is Christ when God raises Him from the dead.
Yet, we lose much of the benefit of the book if we fail to see that our personal destiny as believers is
also ordained by a sovereign God for His glory and the ultimate good of the believer (Rom. 8: 28). The
story of Job is written with the suffering OT believer in mind, giving him hope that his suffering, though
often incomprehensible, has meaning and purpose, and that God has not forsaken him in his suffering.

Commenting on 1 Kings 17: 17-24, Dale Ralph Davis remarks,

Were | preaching this passage | would want to lead from Yahweh’s defeat of death in verses 23-24 to
Christ’s triumph over it in, say, Mark 5: 21-43, Luke 7: 11-17, and John 11, and then fully in his resurrection
(2 Tim. 1: 10!). But what about verses 17-18? Doesn't it strike us that here is a woman in desperate need
(vv. 10-12), who embraces a divine response (vv. 13-14) and enjoys a steady provision (vv. 15-16)—only to
be crushed with death and sorrow (vv. 17-18)? The God who promises to sustain life now takes life away.
Isn’t there some of Gilead’s balm seeping from this text for some of the Lord’s contemporary people?
Aren’t there believers...in our assemblies who know exactly what this widow faced? They enjoy the Lord’s
smile upon their tent and then he seems to plunge them into the pit. It is simply a part of believing
experience, and when we see it set out clearly in an Old Testament narrative, the text cries out for us to
set it before God’s people. Simply to see this sequence from enjoyment to despair, from God’s provision
to his severity, amazingly comforts saints. They sense that God’s word (and therefore God) understands

5
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them and strangely they have fresh hope. But there is nothing overtly Christological about this point; this
does not directly ‘preach Christ.” So am | to assume that this point should not be pressed upon my hearers,
that the God of all comfort will have to find another vehicle for his consoling work?....I am convinced that
| do not honor Christ by forcing him into texts where he is not.:

Not only are there OT stories given for consolation, but for warning. The Apostle Paul said that the
judgments upon the OT people were recorded for us so that we would not follow their wicked example.

Now these things happened as examples for us, so that we would not crave evil things as they also craved.
(1 Corinthians 10:6 NASB)

I1. Checks and Balances on Our Interpretation of OT Narratives

Pratt mentions three things which shape our understanding of Scripture and which provide checks and
balances upon any proposed interpretation of Scripture.!*

A. Our theological heritage

In one sense, this is another name for systematic theology, and it basically consists of how the Holy
Spirit has taught believers in the past. Some of this heritage will be correct; some will be incorrect.
That which is true to the Scriptures reflects the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit. Spiritual
illumination of the Scriptures did not begin in the twenty-first century, but reaches back to the very
beginning of the written Word and even during the oral history of revelation before Moses put anything
in writing. All the great ecumenical councils of the church, the works of the church’s most gifted
theologians, its creeds and confessions, etc. fit into this category. To ignore these confessions and
theological works is the same thing as ignoring the progressive work of the Holy Spirit in teaching His
church. Although none of these works are infallibly inspired by the Spirit, they represent the gradual
illumination by the Holy Spirit systematically and historically. Just as God did not produce the
Scriptures in one day, but directed their writing over a period of about 1500 years, so He did not grant
full understanding of the Scriptures in one day, but gradually through history. For this reason, no one
can ever say, “I have the exhaustive meaning of this text of Scripture”, although he may be interpreting
it correctly.

However, there is a danger of over-emphasizing our theological heritage.

On occasion evangelicals subject themselves to the tyranny of heritage. These well-meaning believers look
at the church today, see its many weaknesses, and are tempted to idealize some historical period [the
Puritan era, for example?]. We isolate a particular creed or group of people and insist that all interpretation
must fully conform to their viewpoints. The outcome of these tendencies is not difficult to see. When
heritage tyrannizes hermeneutics, we lose touch with our contemporary world. Our interpretations
become irrelevant, unable to deal with today’s questions [e.g. wife abuse and polygamy, which older
theological works ignore].

The issues of our day force the church beyond the findings of heritage. Today we must interpret Old
Testament narratives in the light of nuclear war, world hunger, human rights, euthanasia [the killing of the
old, the sick, or mentally and physically handicapped], genetic engineering, abortion, and a host of

13 Dale Ralph Davis, The Word Became Fresh—How to Preach from Old Testament Narrative Texts, pp. 137-138. See pp.
134-138 for full explanation.
14 Pratt, pp. 70-77
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relatively modern issues. Our heritage can help only indirectly. Total dependence on heritage turns our
eyes away from contemporary needs.™

B. Our present community

The Spirit will continue teaching His church the meaning of Scripture at least as long as this present
world exists—and, | suspect—throughout eternity. The “present community” includes the interpretive
work within the church today as the Holy Spirit continues to illumine the meaning of Scripture. Just
as we cannot ignore His illuminative work in the past, we also cannot ignore the teaching ministry of
the Spirit presently going on in the church today. The danger of ignoring our theological heritage has
been noted, but it is equally harmful to idealize (idolize?) certain theologians, creeds, and confessions
of the past as if they were the last word on any subject of faith and practice. Pratt, a Presbyterian
theologian who appreciates historical theology, calls attention to this danger.

The hermeneutical activity of the present community includes the “constitutional documents, position
papers, advisory letters, and disciplinary cases” of various denominations which are continually
responding to the present problems and needs of the church. It also includes the theological writings
and research of theological societies, Bible colleges, and seminaries. Present community also includes
the week to week teaching ministry of pastors/elders and other non-ordained teachers who labor in the
word for the benefit of the local church. God does not limit Himself to a seminary degree or official
ordination; He will work through whomever He wishes and in any denomination He wishes. If we
limit our research of scholarly material to a single denomination or to a small group of scholars and
teachers, we will miss much of what the Spirit has to offer His people.t®

Just as our theological heritage can “tyrannize” our interpretation, the same thing can happen if we
allow the present community of interpretative work to dominate our investigation. Just as some people
idealize the theological works of ancient scholars, other Bible students will spend too much time
keeping up with the latest theological theories and speculations.

Many of us tend to follow every theological trend that comes our way. As the church explores an issue,
we jump on the bandwagon and find nearly every story in the Old Testament speaking to it. Yet we can
press attention to current concerns too far. Without the restraint of heritage, our pursuit of relevance can
actually distract us from authentic Christianity. As Paul warned, we are not to be “blown here and there
by every wind of teaching” (Ephesians 4: 14). We must not allow the present community to dominate
interpretation.’

As one example, I believe one of the “trends” that has dominated reformed campuses for the last ten
years has been that of “federal theology” which appears to objectify the relationship of infant children
to God on the basis of their water baptism. If they are baptized, they are “in” until they opt “out”. But
we may dispel any overconfidence in this “objective” relationship with God in the New Covenant by
researching the relationship of Israel with Yahweh in the Old Covenant. Most of these “objective”
covenant members died in unbelief during their wilderness wanderings, the period of the judges, the
monarchies, and even during Jesus’ ministry, having failed to appropriate the blessings of the covenant
through “subjective” faith, that is, the individual faith of each person (Heb. 4: 2). If the prophets gave

15 Pratt, p. 75 (comments in brackets mine)
16 Pratt, pp. 72-73
17 Pratt, pp. 75-76
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them no confidence in their relationship to God on the basis of circumcision, we have no basis for
giving parents confidence in their children’s faith on the basis of baptism.

C. Private Judgment

This consists of what we learn from the Bible through private, independent study. With all the
theological helps and commentaries, private judgment in the West is sorely neglected as a means of
attaining knowledge from the Bible, but God expects every individual believer to do his best at
interpreting the Bible for himself. Private judgment can gravitate to extreme arrogance as if the Holy
Spirit gives the exhaustive meaning of a text to only one person or small group of people. This is how
heretical cults are generated. The opposite extreme is a slavish dependence upon commentaries and
other theological works—slavery too easily accepted by theological students and pastors—to the point
that the private reader never discovers anything first-hand from a text of scripture. Although it would
be a rare occurrence for anyone to “discover” something from the Bible that no one else has ever seen
before, it should not be a rare occurrence for non-scholars to discern the true meaning—though not
exhaustive meaning—of a text from their own private study apart from any reliance on scholarly works.
This is half the joy of studying the Bible—to allow the Spirit to speak to us through the word, not only
revealing the application, but the meaning of a text.

Private judgment has prevented the church from falling into permanent apostasy. John Hus, Martin
Luther, John Calvin, John Knox, and thousands more stood against their theological heritage from the
Roman Catholic Church and its doctrine of salvation by works to espouse the biblical doctrine of
salvation by grace alone through faith alone in Christ alone. Had they merely parroted®® the viewpoints
of the Roman Catholic authorities, the apostolic faith would have been lost. At the same time, unless
the private interpretations of scholarly and influential theologians are checked by the theological
heritage of the church (historical theology) and the present community of other theologians, teachers,
and the membership of the church, their individual interpretations can become esoteric (strange) and
far-removed from the simple message of the Bible.X® Even godly interpreters and pastors like John
Stott—who many years ago accepted the doctrine of annihilationism?—can allow themselves to go
astray by not checking their opinions against the weight of present and past scholarship. Pratt offers
the diagram below visualizing the relationship among these three interpretive elements. Commenting
on this diagram, he says,

At times the various elements confirm each other; we often find that our own convictions agree with those
of the contemporary church and our heritage. When we find this harmony, we have confidence and a high
level of cognitive rest. Of course, harmony does not ensure that we have proper understanding, but
convictions grow stronger as we hear confirmation from all sides.

At other times, however, discord within our hermeneutical team [heritage, present community,
private judgment] sounds a warning. We should be cautious when the church moves away from its
heritage. If individuals come to conclusions at odds with the rest of the church, we should hesitate. The
less concurrence we discover, the less confidence we should have.

18 A talking parrot is a bird that mimics the sounds of a person. It sounds as if it is talking.

9 Pratt, p. 76

20 Annihilationism is the false doctrine that sinners do not suffer eternally in hell but are simply annihilated or destroyed
in an absolute sense at the final judgment.
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Each member of our hermeneutical team has a role to play. Heritage keeps us in touch with the work
of God’s Spirit in believers of the past. Present community holds us accountable to the work of the Spirit
in believers of our own day. Private judgment keeps us looking for personal illumination from the Spirit.
In light of the complexities of interpreting Old Testament stories, we need each of these elements to watch
over the others....

Heritage

Interaction in
community

Present Private
Representation < > Judgment

I11. Literary Analysis

Any casual reading of the OT will reveal that the OT was not given to us in the form of a textbook on
systematic theology. Much of it was given to us in the form of poetry—e.g. Psalms, Proverbs,
Ecclesiastes, Job, and most of the prophetic literature. The remaining portion, about 40%, was written
as narrative. Yet, all evangelicals agree that much of our systematic theology comes from the OT. We
learn a great deal about the nature of God, the person of Christ, and the salvation of God’s people from
the OT; but such truth does not come to us primarily in the form of propositions—statements of fact.
Furthermore, the OT is not a textbook on ethics. Some of the OT is given in didactic (teaching) form
similar to the didactic expositions/exhortations of NT epistles. The Ten Commandments in Exodus 20
as well as the case laws scattered throughout the Pentateuch are examples of ethical teaching. However,
in comparison to narratives and poetry, direct ethical teaching, in the form of commandments,
comprises very little of the OT. The OT is primarily poetry and narrative (stories). Therefore, we must
learn to interpret the OT with an emphasis on literary analysis, not with an emphasis on theological or
moral categories. Theological and moral principles will become evident as we carefully examine the
literary units of the OT, but if we approach the text primarily with systematic theology or ethics as our
first and exclusive goals, we will miss much of the purpose for which the text was written.?2

For example, what was Moses’ purpose in including the story of Abram (not yet Abraham) and Sarai
(not yet Sarah) in Egypt in Genesis 12: 10-20? If we are pre-occupied with systematic theology, we
may come away from the story with only the concept of God’s sovereignty in judgment and salvation.
Because Pharaoh has Abram’s wife, God inflicts his house with severe diseases. God is thus shown to
be sovereign over the world of nature and men. And since God blesses Abram in spite of his sinfulness,
we see that Abram is blessed not because he deserves it, but because God is gracious to him in spite of
his sinful behavior. As important as these theological concepts are, is this the primary purpose of the
author?

2L Pratt, pp. 76-77
22 Pratt, p. 98. But see also “The Role of Biblical Theology and Systematic Theology” below.
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On the other hand if we approach the text with a preoccupation with morality or ethics, we may
concentrate on Abram’s lie or his lack of faith. While Sarai was indeed his half-sister (Gen. 20: 12),
she was also his wife—an inconvenient truth Abram chose to hide. Rather than trusting God implicitly
(without doubt or reserve), Abram resorts to the human solution of twisting the truth to accomplish his
goal of saving himself—something he does later by taking Hagar as his concubine. Again, an important
consideration, but not the primary import of the text. We could also be side-tracked with the ethics of
Abram marrying his half-sister (Gen. 20: 12). Was this incest? Quite obviously, God did not consider
it incestuous at the time, for He promised a son to Abram and Sarai who would become the heir of the
covenant promise. But if God’s sovereignty, Abram’s lie, or questions about incest are not the main
point of the passage, what is?

In order to receive the full benefit of the text, and in order to apply the text appropriately to our lives
in the twenty-first century, we must first ask: What did Moses wish to teach the original readers of the
text; i.e. the nation of Israel coming out of Egyptian bondage and idolatry? By doing a literary analysis
of the text, we will discover much more than God’s sovereignty and an illustration of the ninth
commandment—as important as these truths are. Pratt has diagrammed the structure of the text in the
following way:?3

— Problem: Genesis 12: 10

Abram sojourns to Egypt because of famine. Reversal
Rising Action: Genesis 12: 11-16a of
Abram and Sarai held by Egyptians Abram’s
Turning Point: Genesis 12: 16b-17 circum-
Abram blessed and Pharaoh cursed. stances,
Falling Action: Genesis 12: 18-19 hence:
Abram and Sarai freed by Pharaoh. tl,;)ror;:]r:g

\__ Resolution: Genesis 12: 20
Abram leaves Egypt with riches.

In a few verses, Moses, presents three contrasts:2*

(1) the poverty of famine in v. 10 with Abram’s riches in v. 20 [Note: the riches are only implied in v.
10 but expressly stated in 13: 1-2. Notice the repetition of the phrase in 12: 20 and 13: 1, “and all that
belonged to him”.]

(2) the virtual captivity they experienced in Egypt in vv. 11-16a with their release in vv. 18-19

(3) the blessing of Abram and the cursing of Pharaoh

Before you read the next sentence in this analysis, ask yourself this question: Does this story remind
me of any other story in the OT? By examining the structure, you might see resemblances between the
story of Abram and Sarai in Egypt and the story of their descendants in the land of Egypt. Examine
the points of comparison below.?®

23 Pratt, p. 99 (diagram is slightly modified)
24 Pratt, pp. 99-100
% Pratt, p. 101
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e Famine drives Abram and Sarai into e Famine drives Jacob and his sons into
Egypt. Egypt

e Abram’s deception e The deception of Joseph’s brothers
Abram prospers in Egypt through o Israel prospers in Egypt through much
material gain child-bearing

e The posterity of Abram is threatened by e Israel’s prosperity is threatened by the
Pharaoh taking Sarai to be his wife slaughter of male children

o God distinguishes between Abram and e God distinguishes between the Israelites,
Pharaoh—His people and those who are His people, and the Egyptians who are not
not His people His people

e God intervenes to prevent the extinction e God intervenes to protect the nation of
of the covenant line Israel from extinction

e Pharaoh’s house is plagued with disease o All of Egypt, including Pharaoh’s house, is

e Freedom from Egypt comes through plagued
confrontation with Pharaoh e Freedom from Egypt comes through

e Abram sent away with riches confrontation with Pharaoh

o Israel sent away with riches
Two other points of comparison could be added to the ones above.

e Abram’s faithlessness followed by God’s o Israel’s 7f?ith|e53ne35 followed by
faithfulness God’s faithfulness

While we cannot deny the importance of telling the truth, faith, etc. we see from the comparisons that
Moses uses the story to demonstrate the continuity of the promises of God—God’s faithfulness—from
the patriarch Abraham down to the present experience of the Israelites in the wilderness. God was
determined to accomplish His covenant promises made to Abram in Genesis 12 and 15. Abraham’s
deliverance from Egypt foreshadowed their deliverance, and God’s faithfulness to Abraham
foreshadowed His faithfulness to the nation. However, does this historical-redemptive purpose disallow
the use of this text in teaching the importance of truth-telling, faith, moral integrity, or the sovereignty
of God? The answer is no. All of these subjects can and should be mentioned in the preaching of this
text. The “full value” of the text includes all these things.

One can also see from this example that it is important to discern, to the best of our ability, the date of
the text. Moses wrote this story for the Hebrews coming out of Egyptian bondage. This helps the reader
determine Moses’ purpose. (See X. Identifying the Writer and His Audience, below.)

Application: How would you preach this text? Christians living in Africa are facing many challenges
to their faith. There are many promises to Christians contained in the Bible which seem far-fetched
(unbelievable) and remote. Yet, remember that God’s promise to Abraham also seemed far-fetched and
remote and that Abraham never lived to see the fulfillment of these promises personally (Hebrews 11).
Like Abraham, we must believe God, and our faith will be reckoned to us as righteousness. One day
we will enjoy the full complement of all God’s promises to His people.

11
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IVV. The Meaning—or Meanings (?)—of OT Narratives

A. Polyvalence: Multiple Meanings for Each Text (?)

Polyvalence is another word for multiple meanings. Before the Protestant Reformation, most Biblical
scholars assumed that OT narratives had more than one meaning. This was especially true of Philo and
the Alexandrian tradition of Clement, Origen, and Ambrose. The medieval church by the time of
Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) had adopted the four-fold sense of Scripture which went beyond the
literal sense of the text. This four-fold sense (the Quadriga) included the following:?®

(1) the literal meaning or what the text actually says

(2) the allegorical meaning of the text that taught what the church should believe
(3) the tropological meaning which gave ethical instruction to individuals

(4) the analogical meaning which directed attention to the future

The last three meanings go beyond the literal sense. Thus, to know the full meaning of a text, one must
read “between the lines and under the lines”—figuratively speaking—to determine what God really
intended. Walter Kaiser cites Origen’s allegorical “exegesis” of Exodus 1: 22—2: 10. Pharaoh
represents the devil. The male and female children of the Hebrews represent, respectively, the rational
and animal faculties of mankind. Pharaoh wanted to destroy the males—the rational faculties through
which the soul seeks spiritual things—but he preserved the females—man’s animal-like instincts and
carnal (fleshly) nature. 2* (How would women feel about this interpretation?)

One example I heard several years back was a sermon on David’s three mighty men whom the preacher
identified as the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit; but the text gives no such indication of this.
Another example of the allegorical method is the notion that Herod’s massacre of the two-year-old
infants of Bethlehem is a warning that only those who hold to the Trinitarian faith will be saved and
that Binitarians (who believe in two persons of the Godhead) and Unitarians (those who hold to one
person in the Godhead) will perish in hell. The passage teaches nothing of the kind.

What is the meaning of the following passage?

Then he [Elisha] went up from there to Bethel; and as he was going up by the way, young lads came out
from the city and mocked him and said to him, "Go up, you baldhead; go up, you baldhead!" When he
looked behind him and saw them, he cursed them in the name of the LORD. Then two female bears came
out of the woods and tore up forty-two lads of their number. (2 Ki. 2:23-24 NASB)

The real meaning is this: Elisha represents the church. The young lads represent the heretics and false
prophets who threaten the church. The two female bears represent the early councils of the church
which condemned the ancient heretics. If you have never heard this interpretation of the passage, it’s
because I just made it up. Impressive exegesis, don’t you think? I have gone beyond the literal sense
of the text to expose the real meaning. Well, not really. My interpretation has nothing to do with the
text which I have conveniently and maliciously allegorized. Origen would have been proud of me, but
not the Apostle Paul or John Calvin.

% pratt, p. 110
27 Cited in Bennie Wolvaardt, How to Interpret the Bible—A Do-It-Yourself-Manual, p. 61
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If indeed one must go beyond the literal sense of the text to determine the intended meaning, the
average Christian reader will not be able to understand Scripture.?® This fact alone makes the
allegorical method untenable, since God intended for all of His people to read and understand the Bible.
The Quadriga, or four-fold meaning of every text of Scripture, supported the arguments of the
established Roman Catholic hierarchy maintaining that only trained priests authorized by the Church
should be allowed to interpret Scripture. No one else was capable of doing so. The Bible was therefore
declared out of bounds for the “lay person”.?® The natural and predictable outcome of this theology
was an ignorant “laity” in the church which also led to an equally ignorant “clergy”.*® If indeed only
“gifted” experts could understand the Bible, the logical conclusion was that only those experts further
up the Roman Catholic hierarchy could adequately understand the Bible. During most of the medieval
era, even parish priests had little knowledge of the Scriptures. The interpretation of the Bible; therefore,
became a top-down affair from the pope to the cardinals and so on, everyone being told what he must
believe and having little incentive to study the Bible for himself.3!

The Reformation was at its very roots a protest (as in “protestant’) against the hierarchical domination
of the church—particularly in the area of hermeneutics—which had led to multiple theological heresies.
Whenever the membership of the church as a whole cannot understand the Bible, the road is paved
with tarmac for an ecclesiastical hierarchy to interpret the Bible however they wish without any
resistance from the grass roots membership of the church. Indeed, the hierarchy of the Roman church
actually used obscure hermeneutical methods to their advantage to hold the membership in bondage to
their authority. Regretfully, it still does. In response to this abuse, the Reformers maintained the literal
sense of the Scripture—the Scriptures should be understood in their literal meaning unless the context
compels us to believe otherwise (for example, in apocalyptic or poetic literature).®?

The hierarchical monopoly over the Bible continues to plague the church even today. Apart from the
Roman Catholic error of an infallible pope, many non-Catholic pastors—particularly Pentecostals—
hold their congregations in bondage and ignorance to their self-proclaimed extra-biblical revelation.
They make claims of God speaking directly to them through the Holy Spirit apart from the Scriptures,
or they fabricate fanciful allegorical interpretations of the Bible which suit their selfish interests.
Church members have even lost their lives and material assets to false prophets who claimed to speak
in the name of God. The only preventative to the tyranny of false prophets and deviant pastors is
comprehensive education of believers in proper hermeneutical methods.

B. Univalence—a Single Meaning Intended by the Original Author

Every passage of Scripture has but one meaning intended by the original author.3* This statement must

28 After listening to your preaching, the average listener should be able to say to himself, “Yes! I can see this meaning and
application clearly from the Bible.” He should not say, “Wow! I would never have seen this.”

29 The term “laity” is itself unbiblical. The church is the fulfilment of God’s calling for Israel which was to be a kingdom
of priests (Ex. 19: 6; compare 1 Peter 2: 9).

30 Also not a biblical term. If there is no laity, there can be no clergy. Such terminology separates God’s people into different
classes.

31 Pratt, p. 112

%2 Pratt, p. 113

33 They do this apart from biblical support since many Pentecostal pastors are ignorant of what the Bible teaches.

34 Pratt, p. 112
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be qualified, but it is accurate as it stands.® If a text has multiple meanings, then for all practical
purposes it has no meaning at all.

There is only one meaning for every place in Scripture. Otherwise the meaning of Scripture would not
only be unclear and uncertain, but there would be no meaning at all—for anything which does not mean
one thing surely means nothing.%®

In the interpretation of Elisha and the young men above, someone else could devise an equally fanciful
allegorical meaning. The only limit to any number of multiple meanings would be the interpreter’s
imagination. Imagination, not interpretive skills and diligent labor would be the key to good
preaching—the very kind of preaching that renders the church ignorant of the Bible while attracting
thousands of ignorant followers.

C. Full Value of a Text

Having said that “scripture has one meaning”, we must qualify the statement by saying what this
statement means and what it does not mean. To say that Scripture has one meaning does not imply
that it has only one application. A single text may be applied in numerous ways and in different
contexts; otherwise, the Scriptures would have little use for us in the twenty-first century far removed
in time, place and culture from the original readers. Second, one single meaning does not imply that
anyone, not even the most imminent scholar, can exhaust the meaning of the text. As Pratt notes,
“univalence is not the same as simplicity”.3” Thus, we may formulate many summaries of the original
meaning which are faithful to the text. These are only summaries since no single summary can fully
exhaust the text. We may find many good summaries of any text simply by consulting numerous
commentaries. Further, one meaning does not imply that even the original author understood the full
significance or value of the text he was writing. Old Testament prophets wrote many things about the
coming Messiah they did not fully understand, but we now see clearly long after the events have taken
place (e.g. Isa. 53; compare 1 Pet. 1: 10-11).

0As to this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace that would come to you made
careful searches and inquiries, ! seeking to know what person or time the Spirit of Christ within
them was indicating as He predicted the sufferings of Christ and the glories to follow. (1 Pet. 1:10-
11 NASB)

The following categories help us distinguish between the single meaning of a text and its “full value”.®
According to Pratt, the full value of the text consists of three elements.

1. Original Meaning

Original meaning is the sense of a text in the setting of its original writer and audience. Why did the writer
compose this passage? What was his purpose for this story? Since this setting is the frame of reference in

% See 2. Biblical elaborations, below. Also, see McNeill, Hermeneutics, 111. Special Literary Methods, C. Allegories, for a
qualification of this statement in which | interact with John Frame (Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, pp. 198-199) and
Milton S. Terry (Hermeneutics, pp. 322-323).

36 William Ames, 1576-1631; quoted in Pratt, p. 113

37 Pratt, p. 125

3 Pratt, pp. 114-115
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which the Spirit first inspired and accommodated Scripture, the original meaning is normative for all other
interpretative work.

By “normative”, Pratt means that the original intention of the author sets the standard or boundaries
for how the text must be handled by interpreters (2 Tim. 2: 15). The interpreter does not have complete
freedom in dealing with the text, but is limited by the grammatical-historical context of the original
author.

Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who does not need to be ashamed,
accurately handling the word of truth. (2 Tim. 2:15 NASB)

2. Biblical Elaborations (Typology)

Elaborations include all that Scripture says about an Old Testament story. How does the Bible expound on
this narrative? Elaborations may focus on an entire story or part of it; they may speak directly or indirectly
of the passage...They never contradict the original meaning, because God is the ultimate Author of both.
But elaborations often go beyond the original meaning, bringing out implicit dimensions of a text that
remained hidden in the writer’s day. (Pratt)

One example of an elaboration would be Paul’s exposition of the story of Sarah and Hagar in Galatians
4: 21-31 in which he uses these two women as symbols for two covenants, a covenant of promise and
covenant of works.

Tell me, you who want to be under law, do you not listen to the law? #2For it is written that Abraham had
two sons, one by the bondwoman and one by the free woman. 2 But the son by the bondwoman was born
according to the flesh, and the son by the free woman through the promise. ?*This is allegorically speaking,
for these women are two covenants: one proceeding from Mount Sinai bearing children who are to be
slaves; she is Hagar. > Now this Hagar is Mount Sinai in Arabia and corresponds to the present Jerusalem,
for sheis in slavery with her children. 26 But the Jerusalem above is free; she is our mother.?” For it is written,
"REJOICE, BARREN WOMAN WHO DOES NOT BEAR; BREAK FORTH AND SHOUT, YOU WHO ARE NOT IN
LABOR; FOR MORE NUMEROUS ARE THE CHILDREN OF THE DESOLATE THAN OF THE ONE WHO HAS A
HUSBAND." 2 And you brethren, like Isaac, are children of promise. ? But as at that time he who was born
according to the flesh persecuted him who was born according to the Spirit, so it is now also. 3° But what
does the Scripture say? "CAST OUT THE BONDWOMAN AND HER SON, FOR THE SON OF THE BONDWOMAN
SHALL NOT BE AN HEIR WITH THE SON OF THE FREE WOMAN."3!So then, brethren, we are not children of
a bondwoman, but of the free woman. (Gal. 4:21-31 NASB)

Moses, the original author, did not include—mnor could he have intended—this elaboration in the
original meaning of the text in Genesis. Yet, the Holy Spirit intended it, and He inspired the Apostle
Paul to utilize the text in this fashion to highlight the differences between salvation by grace through
faith and salvation by works through the law. Notice that Paul does not technically allegorize the text
in Genesis. He specifically says, “This is allegorically speaking, for these women are two
covenants....” Paul recognizes the actual history of the events surrounding Abraham, Sarah, and Hagar,
but the allegorical method would consider these historical events to be unimportant to the “deeper”
meaning of the text. Furthermore, Paul alerts the reader to the fact that he is about to present Sarah and
Hagar as an allegory; but with the allegorical method, every text should be interpreted as an allegory.
By notifying the reader in advance, Paul indicates that he is not giving a grammatical/historical
exposition (explanation) of the text as it is to be understood from Genesis.

15



Biblical Interpretation Old Testament Narratives

The question which comes up is this: Are non-inspired interpreters of Scripture justified in interpreting
other OT historical texts as allegories even if they are not identified as such in NT texts? It is one thing
for the Apostle Paul to treat an OT text as an allegory, but is this legitimate practice for today’s
interpreter?

Waltke answers this question in the affirmative and cites the conclusion of Daniel L. Baker who says
that there are many allusions to the OT by NT writers who do not refer to specific texts in the OT.

There may be validity to interpreters applying the method of typology and of seeing correspondences
between an Old Testament event, person, or institution and Jesus Christ and his church where there is no
explicit indication of that correspondence, such as in the case of Joseph and Jesus.*®

Note the similarities between Joseph and Jesus Christ below.*°

Joseph

Loved by his father

Hated by his jealous brothers

Sent by his father for the welfare of
his brothers

Betrayed, yet innocent

Sold for twenty pieces of silver
Becomes lord and savior of his
brothers

The savior of strangers (Egyptians)
and the world because of a plot to
Kill him

Joseph in prison between two
criminals

Joseph foretells freedom to one
prisoner

Joseph asks prisoner who will be
freed to remember him

Vindicated and exalted. Given
authority over all Egypt

Tested the resolve of his
brothers

Suffered persecution without
seeking revenge

Jesus

Loved by His Father

Hated by jealous religious leaders
Sent by His Father for the welfare of
His brethren, the Jew first and then
the Gentiles

Betrayed, yet innocent

Sold for thirty pieces of silver
Becomes Lord and Savior of His
brothers

The Savior of the Gentiles and the
world because of a plot to kill Him

Jesus between two criminals on the
Cross
Jesus foretells salvation to one thief

Saved thief asks Jesus to remember
him

Vindicated and exalted.
Given authority over the
whole world

Tests the resolve of His
disciples

Suffered persecution without
seeking revenge

39 Waltke, p. 142. Also, refer to Pascal’s quotation cited by Waltke, note 71, p. 142.
40 Modified from Pascal, Pensées, 11.768, cited in Waltke, note 71, p. 142
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The value of this elaboration is that it helps us more fully understand what Christ experienced and what
he did for us. Moreover, it gives us an illustration of the kinds of suffering that God’s people will
experience as they seek to follow Christ and “fill up what is lacking in his afflictions” (Col. 1: 24).
Somewhere in this hostile world, Christians will be hated, slandered, betrayed, abandoned, imprisoned,
and even killed; yet, God will use their experiences for the furtherance of His kingdom, and this should
be sufficient encouragement for all believers to endure whatever sorrows and disappointments come
our way. The chief end of man is not personal happiness in this life, but to enjoy and glorify God; and
we can do that only as we offer Him our unconditional obedience. Joseph and Paul did so.

The correspondences between Joseph and Christ are obvious, yet nowhere in the NT do we have Joseph
cited as a type of Christ. The same can be said for the correspondences we see in the story of
Mephibosheth (2 Sam. 9).

Mephibosheth and David Believers and Christ

e Lame in both feet; incapable of e Spiritually crippled, incapable of
meriting David’s favor (v. 3, 13) meriting Christ’s favor (Eph. 2: 1-3, 8)

Sought and retrieved by David for the e Sought by Christ for the purpose of

purpose of receiving kindness (vv. 4-5)
Prostrates himself before David for
mercy (v. 6a)

Identifies himself as David’s servant
(v. 6b)

Fearful of David’s wrath (v. 7a)
Shown kindness for the sake of his
covenant with David through Jonathan
(v. 7b)

Restored from poverty to the riches of
his inheritance (v. 7¢)

Will eat at David’s table regularly all
the days of his life in fellowship with
him (v. 7d, 10-11, 13)

Claims no self-merit for David’s
kindness (v. 8)

Given Saul’s possessions and servants
(vv. 9-12)

receiving salvation (Lk. 19: 10)
Prostrate themselves before Christ for
mercy

Identify themselves as Christ’s servants

Fearful of God’s wrath
Shown kindness for the sake of their
covenant relationship with Christ

Restored from spiritual poverty to
spiritual riches and to an eternal
inheritance in the new earth

Will eat at the Lord’s table regularly
and eternally in fellowship with Him
Claim no self-righteousness for
Christ’s kindness

“And the wealth of the sinner is stored
up for the righteous.” (Prov. 13: 22b)
“Blessed are the gentle, for they shall
inherit the earth” (Matt. 5: 5).

Qualification is necessary. While the reader is obligated to accept the Apostle Paul’s elaboration of
Sarah and Hagar in Genesis 21, he is not obligated to accept my elaboration of 2 Samuel 9 or Pascal’s
claboration of Joseph’s story. Interpretations do not have canonical status. Waltke’s caveat is
appropriate.
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But [interpreters] should realize and acknowledge that though their interpretations may be spiritually
evoked, they should not invest their interpretation with the authority of a canonical text or demean those
who question the correspondence.*

There will be possible types in the OT whose antitypes in the NT may not be so obvious as that between
Joseph and Jesus and Mephibosheth and the believer. There is room for friendly disagreement among
interpreters.

However, John Frame also answers the previous question in the affirmative: “Can uninspired readers
interpret OT texts allegorically?” Reflecting on 1 Cor. 9: 9 (cf. Deut. 25: 4) and Gal. 4, Frame says,

Thus we find Scripture itself sometimes uses Scripture in surprising ways...We would be perplexed by these
uses of the Old Testament if we followed the principle of asking, What did the text mean to the original
(human) author or audience? That question is important and useful, but it doesn’t always tell us what we
need to know. Most likely, Paul’s use of Deuteronomy 25: 4 did not (consciously) occur to Moses, nor did
Paul’s use of Genesis 21. At least we could not use any hermeneutical method of which | am aware to
determine that such ideas occurred to Moses. Thus, unless we wish to accuse Paul of misusing the Old
Testament at those points, we must find some other principle at work.

The relevant principle, | think, is simply this. The Old Testament texts that Paul used are capable of being
used in the ways he used them. Whether or not Moses conceived of Genesis 21 as an allegory, it happens
that the text is suited to being used that way. Since it is suited to such a use, we know that this usage was
in the mind of the divine author, even if it was not consciously intended by the human author. God knows
and predetermines all the uses that are proper for His inspired Word. And surely the unique double-
authorship of Scripture must influence our interpretation of it. The principle, then, is that we may use
Scripture in any way that it is suited to be used. And the meaning of any text, then, is the set of uses to
which it is suited.

This sort of approach opens the doors of our creativity! It encourages us to make allegories out of other
passages too! That is well and good; there is nothing wrong with that. But our governing principle must
be to present the gospel clearly and cogently. If an allegorical illustration helps to that end, then no one
may forbid it. But obviously we are not warranted to turn theology into an allegorical flight of fancy as did
Origen. (Origen’s mistake was not that he allegorized Scripture but that he misused his allegorical
interpretations to try to prove substantive theological propositions. That is not what Paul is doing in
Galatians 4, where he uses his allegory only as an illustration of, not as the basis for, his theological point.
Paul’s basis for his argument, he makes clear, was his own private revelation from God—Gal. 1: 1, lIf.)*

Note the words, “to prove substantive theological propositions”. In our comparison of Joseph and Jesus
and Mephibosheth and the believer, no new historical additions or theological formulations have been
made which cannot be supported from narrative or didactic portions of Scripture either clearly recorded
in the story of Jesus or explained in the established doctrine of the total inability of sinners and God’s
grace toward them. All these elaborations do is simply illustrate established truth from other Scriptures.

The reader will notice that Frame mentions Deut. 25: 4.

"You shall not muzzle the ox while he is threshing. (Deut. 25:4 NASB)

4l Waltke, p. 142
42 Frame, Doctrine of the Knowledge of God, pp. 198-199), emphasis his
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This text is not a narrative portion of Scripture and does not serve as a type. Rather, it is one of the case laws of
the OT serving to illustrate the wisdom of compassion even to one’s animals. It was common in Moses’ day for
farmers to put a muzzle over the ox’s mouth while pulling a large threshing sled to prevent it from consuming
the fruit of its labor. From God’s vantage point—who gives food to the animal world in due season (Ps. 104:
27)—this constituted cruelty to animals. He wanted His people to imitate His kindness, not the cruelty of the
Gentile nations.

A righteous man has regard for the life of his animal, Verset A
But even the compassion of the wicked is cruel. (Prov. 12:10 NASB) Verset B

This is antithetical proverb in which verset B is presented in sharp contrast with Verset A. A righteous man is
compassionate to others, even showing kindness to brute beasts which are not made in God’s image. On the
other hand, even what the wicked man considers compassion is cruel in comparison to the high standards of
moral excellence exhibited by the righteous man.

Paul appeals to this case law as normative (i.e., as the standard) for the regular remuneration of pastors in the
Christian church in two separate epistles.

IAm I not free? Am | not an apostle? Have | not seen Jesus our Lord? Are you not my work in the Lord? ?If
to others | am not an apostle, at least | am to you; for you are the seal of my apostleship in the Lord. > My
defense to those who examine me is this: * Do we not have a right to eat and drink? > Do we not have a
right to take along a believing wife, even as the rest of the apostles and the brothers of the Lord and
Cephas?®Or do only Barnabas and I not have a right to refrain from working? ” Who at any time serves as
a soldier at his own expense? Who plants a vineyard and does not eat the fruit of it? Or who tends a flock
and does not use the milk of the flock? 81 am not speaking these things according to human judgment, am
I? Or does not the Law also say these things? ° For it is written in the Law of Moses, "YOU SHALL NOT
MUZZLE THE OX WHILE HE IS THRESHING." God is not concerned about oxen, is He? 1° Or is He speaking
altogether for our sake? Yes, for our sake it was written, because the plowman ought to plow in hope, and
the thresher to thresh in hope of sharing the crops. ! If we sowed spiritual things in you, is it too much if
we reap material things from you? (1 Cor. 9:1-11 NASB)

The elders who rule well are to be considered worthy of double honor [timad], especially those who work
hard at preaching and teaching. * For the Scripture says, "YOU SHALL NOT MUZZLE THE OX WHILE HE IS
THRESHING," and "The laborer is worthy of his wages." (1 Tim. 5:17-18 NASB)

In the first text, Paul does not mean that God is absolutely not concerned about oxen. Obviously, He gave
Moses this law initially for the express purpose of teaching the Israelites kindness for their animals (see Prov.
12: 10 above). However, making a “biblical elaboration” from this OT text, Paul goes deeper with its application
than Moses could have envisioned (see Frame’s comment above). Arguing from the lesser to the greater, Paul
says that God’s concern for animals is minimal compared to His concern for people, particularly people who are
teaching His divine words from the Scriptures.

Asking the previous question again in a different way, “Can non-inspired interpreters like us make biblical
elaborations of moral case laws which are not made in the NT?” Again, we are getting away from OT narratives,
but this question is significantly important. For example, does a battered wife have grounds for divorce? Do we
have any explicit instructions concerning divorce in the NT sanctioning the practice on the grounds of physical
abuse? The answer is no. However, we do have certain OT case laws which shed some light on this issue.

"If a man strikes the eye of his male or female slave, and destroys it, he shall let him go free on account
of his eye. ¥’ "And if he knocks out a tooth of his male or female slave, he shall let him go free on account
of his tooth. (Exod. 21:26-27 NASB)
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“Okay,” one may argue, “What does this have to do with divorce?” To use the “a fortiori” (Latin)
argument, from the lesser to the greater, if even an abused slave has legal recourse to his freedom—
presumably without payment of his purchase price—then much more does a free wife have recourse to
her freedom from an abusive marriage. How much abuse should be considered as grounds for divorce
is a second question, but at least the first question opens up the narrative—a narrative which should be
common among elders but isn’t. A third question could consider the legitimacy of divorce for verbal
abuse.

3. Legitimate Applications

Applications are those proper understandings which uninspired interpreters—past, present, and future—
derive from the original meaning and Biblical elaborations. How has this story been applied? How should
it be applied today? How may it be applied in the future?*

The legitimate applications of a text are almost endless, but they must proceed from the way the original
author intended the text to be applied to the original audience and from the way the Holy Spirit intended
the text to be applied to future audiences. The human and divine authorship of Scripture must govern
not only our interpretation of it but also our application of the text. Consider the story of Mephibosheth
and David. How would the original audience have applied the text? They must have seen the connection
between David’s kindness to Mephibosheth and his covenant agreement with Jonathan. David was a
man who kept his covenant obligations—well, most of the time. When he made a promise, he kept it.
Likewise, Yahweh will keep his promises to Israel—all the time—and Israel will sit at Yahweh’s table,
not because Israel deserves it or earns it but because God is gracious to His covenant people. OT
believers must also have seen in Mephibosheth a picture of their own unworthiness before God. God
did not choose Israel because it was great in number or mightier than the other nations (Dt. 7: 7-8).
Like Mephibosheth, Israel was “lame in both feet”—smaller and less sophisticated than other nations
which God passed over. Therefore, the present application of the text in our current day is enlightened
by the elaboration of the text, the typology.

All three categories—original meaning, biblical elaborations, and legitimate applications—make
up the full value of a text. Neither the biblical elaborations nor the applications of a text may contradict
the original meaning of the text, although they may go beyond the original meaning.

Summary and Conclusion

The meaning of an OT narrative is consistent with the intended meaning of the original author for his
intended audience. If a passage has multiple meanings, then for all practical purposes, it has no meaning
at all. However, the meaning of the text would also include the elaborations or expanded meaning of
the text which go beyond the writer’s original meaning. These elaborations do not distort or confuse
the original meaning (e.g. David’s covenantal kindness to Mephibosheth because of Jonathan), but they
bring out hidden dimensions of the text which the writer could not have known or intended (e.g. God’s
covenantal kindness to us because of Christ). It is not essential that these hidden expansions of the text
appear in the NT Scriptures to be legitimate elaborations as long as they clearly illustrate the author’s
intended meaning (e.g. Joseph as a type of Christ, rejected by his brothers but served as the savior of
the twelve tribes). Finally, the full value of the text includes the original meaning, legitimate
elaborations, and legitimate applications of the text. Since the extended audience of the text includes

43 Pratt, p. 115
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all the people of God throughout the history of God’s people—the OT and the NT church—the
applications of the text can be virtually inexhaustible.

Lesson One Questions

1. Discuss the need for both intellectual effort and the illumination of the Holy Spirit in the
interpretation of Scripture.

2. What is the difference between illumination and inspiration?

3. Name three checks and balances to our interpretation of Scripture. That is, what three things should
be considered to keep us from making mistakes in our interpretation? Explain what they mean?

4. What is included in investigation? Why is it important?

5. How should we go about preaching OT stories? Should we apply them to the lives of modern
believers, or should we simply “preach Christ” from these stories? Explain your answer.

6. Why is the literary analysis of the OT necessary for interpretation? lllustrate your answer from
Genesis 12: 10-20.

7. What are the dangers of polyvalence?

8. What three things make up the full value of a text? Explain what they are.

9. May we treat an OT text as a type without the express mention of this type in the NT? Explain.

10. Give an example of the misapplication of Genesis 20. What should be the application?
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Lesson Two—Asking the Right Questions

Introduction

One of the most important principles of interpreting the Bible is asking the right questions from the
text. Once we begin to do this, the implicit meaning of these OT stories will become more evident. As
Waltke says, the OT narrators are “masters of indirection”. They will not shout the meaning of a text
to us or spell it out for us. They will simply give us hints through their masterful artwork. What the
author says (denotation) and what he does not say but implies (connotation) are both important to
determining the meaning of an OT narrative. Further, the manner in which the author arranges his story
structurally is important to determining the meaning. Often, writers use a chiastic structure (reverse
symmetry) with the emphasis of the story in the very center. At other times, he uses a forward symmetry
which has no limitation in the number of parallel units in the story (see the story of Samson below).
This should become clearer as the reader proceeds with Lessons Two and Three. The author’s purpose
in writing the story is sometimes suggested in his structural arrangement, as the story of David and
Mephibosheth illustrates (2 Samuel 9 “sandwiched” between David’s military victories).

V. Important Questions to Ask in Determining the Meaning of a Text

A. What did the author choose to say, and what did he choose not to say?

The author of the Biblical text—Ilike any other author—makes selections in words and content to
accomplish his particular purpose. Therefore, what the author says and what he chooses not to say are
important indicators to his meaning.**

1. Denotation and connotation

Denotation is the use of a certain word or phrase in order to give an explicit, direct meaning. The word
“mother” denotes “female parent”, but the word also suggests or connotes “love, care, and
tenderness.”* Connotation is not a specific meaning, but a suggested meaning. If | say that someone
is a “shady” character, I have not specifically said that he is a crook, but I have at least suggested (in
the English language, at least) that he is a crook. If someone says that a certain woman is a “woman
of the night”, they have suggested that she is a prostitute or an immoral woman without specifically
saying so. The word “prostitute” would be a denotation, a specific word.

To use a biblical example, consider the story of the tower of Babel (Gen. 11). In vwv. 4, 5 and 7, we
read,

“They said, “Come, let us build for ourselves a city, and a tower whose top will reach into heaven, and let
us make for ourselves a name, otherwise we will be scattered abroad over the face of the whole earth”
(Genesis 11:4 NASB).

The LORD came down to see the city and the tower which the sons of men had built. (Gen. 11:5
NASB)

4 Pratt, pp. 118-120
4 Webster’s Dictionary
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"Come, let Us go down and there confuse their language, so that they will not understand one
another's speech." (Gen. 11:7 NASB)

The specific meaning (denotation) of the text is that the inhabitants of Shinar didn’t want to spread out
but to stay together. The author’s suggested meaning (connotation) is that they didn’t wish to obey
God, even after He destroyed the world with a flood. God instructed Adam to multiply and subdue the
whole earth, and this command implied that man must spread out rather than huddle together. This
command was repeated to Noah after the flood waters receded.

And God blessed Noah and his sons and said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth. (Gen. 9:1
NASB)

Moreover, the inhabitants wished to build a tower that will reach into heaven (denotation). But the
author, Moses, suggests that they wished to challenge God’s authority and dethrone God, indicated by
the repetition of for ourselves and by the explicit statement of intent contrary to the instructions given
to Noah.

They said, "Come, let us build for ourselves a city, and a tower whose top will reach into heaven, and let
us make for ourselves a name, otherwise we will be scattered abroad over the face of the whole earth."
(Gen. 11:4 NASB)

As prideful men sought to make a name for themselves by staying together and building a tower upward
into heaven, God came down to thwart their efforts. The words, came down and go down in vv. 5
and 7 are used instead of “went up” or “go up”. The reason for this use of words could be that Moses
was making a satirical (mocking) contrast between what the inhabitants of the earth were doing and
what God was going to do. Although they thought their tower had reached into God’s exalted place to
dethrone God—heaven itself—God must actually “come down” to get a glimpse of it, like a giant
looking at a fly.%

To use another example, notice what God tells the prophet Jonah in the first chapter.

“Arise, go to Nineveh the great city and cry against it, for their wickedness has come up before Me.” (Jonah
1:2 NASB)

It may strike many people in modern cultures as very odd that God would send a Hebrew prophet to a
pagan city. What does the law of God have to do with unbelievers? Shall Israel impose its morality
on a pagan culture? Indeed, God’s law is not limited to Jews, but applies to all mankind.*’ The story
of Belshazzar illustrates the same point.

“TEKEL—you have been weighed on the scales and found deficient” (Daniel 5:27 NASB).
The scales are the standard of God’s moral law which Belshazzar, a Babylonian king, had flagrantly

violated. Thus, the authors of Jonah and Daniel do not specifically say, “The Ninevites (or
Babylonians) are subject to the standard of God’s law.” Rather, they suggest this fact (connotation).

46 Pratt, p. 120
47 See Ralph Davis, The Word Became Fresh, p. 6, from whom this example is taken
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In the story of Absalom in 2 Samuel 14, the author makes a special note about his hair.

Now in all Israel was no one as handsome as Absalom, so highly praised; from the sole of his foot to the
crown of his head there was no defect in him. 2 When he cut the hair of his head (and it was at the end of
every year that he cut it, for it was heavy on him so he cut it), he weighed the hair of his head at 200 shekels
by the king's weight. (2 Samuel 14:25-26 NASB)

Notice what the writer says and what he does not say. First, Absalom is very handsome; no one in
Israel (including David) is more handsome, not only in facial appearance, but physique. Women must
have swooned when he walked by! Already, the writer is giving us a clue that we have another Saul
on our hands, and we all know how that story turned out!

He had a son whose name was Saul, a choice and handsome man, and there was not a more handsome
person than he among the sons of Israel; from his shoulders and up he was taller than any of the people.
(1 Sam. 9:2 NASB)

Second, Absalom had a healthy head of hair—five pounds or 2.3 kg to be exact. It would become so
heavy on his head that he was forced to cut it from time to time. When Absalom did cut his hair, he
would weigh it.

This is what the writer says (denotation). But what does he not say? What does he suggest or imply
about Absalom (connotation)? What kind of person weighs his hair after it is cut? And what kind of
man is this infatuated with his hair? Absalom was the quintessential narcissist, and he believed that he
should reign over Israel in place of his father David even while his father was still alive. The author is
therefore preparing the reader for Absalom’s future rebellion. Ironically, it is Absalom’s pretty head
that gets wedged into the fork of a large oak tree while running from Joab’s troops (2 Sam. 18: 9).48
Unable to free himself, he dangles from the tree long enough for Joab to arrive and put three spears
through his heart. This is what the writer says. What he does not say, but what any average Jewish
reader would know, is that Absalom’s corpse swinging from a tree was the sign of God’s curse for
breaking the covenant.

"Then all the men of his city shall stone him to death; so you shall remove the evil from your midst, and all
Israel will hear of it and fear.2?"If a man has committed a sin worthy of death and he is put to death, and
you hang him on a tree, 2 his corpse shall not hang all night on the tree, but you shall surely bury him on
the same day (for he who is hanged is accursed of God), so that you do not defile your land which the
LORD your God gives you as an inheritance. (Deut. 21:21-23 NASB)

Christ redeemed us from the curse of the Law, having become a curse for us-- for it is written, "CURSED IS
EVERYONE WHO HANGS ON A TREE "—(Gal. 3:13 NASB)

Rather than submitting to his father, God’s chosen anointed (1 Sam. 10: 1), Absalom rebelled against
his father and Yahweh by his treasonous act.

One application among many: The author is rebuking Israel for its infatuation with worldly leaders
who may be good-looking and charismatic but are also godless. The Absalom’s of this world are the

8 The text does not specifically say that his hair got tangled in the branches, but this is the most likely scenario. This may
also be the reason the author makes special note of Absalom’s hair at the beginning of the story. He knew that Absalom’s
vanity would be the end of him.
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darlings of voters who love narcissistic self-promoters—from Bill Clinton (who is not good-looking,
but thinks he is) who had sex with a young intern, Monica Lewinsky, while in office and lied about it
under oath, to Barack Obama (also not good-looking) who made messianic claims for himself upon
winning the Democrat primary in 2008. He said on that occasion, “This was the moment when the rise
of the oceans began to slow, and our planet began to heal”, most likely referring to his future
environmental policies which would heal the earth from global warming—which, by the way, will be
limited to +3.7 degrees C. or +1.5 degrees F. by the year 2100—if the nations of the world are willing
to spend $1 trillion per year for the next 30 years (Bjorn Lomborg, False Alarm, p. 110). Well, anyway,
back to the OT.

At the end of Ruth, the writer includes a genealogy leading from Perez to David.

Now these are the generations of Perez: to Perez was born Hezron, *? and to Hezron was born Ram, and to
Ram, Amminadab, 2°and to Amminadab was born Nahshon, and to Nahshon, Salmon, 2*and to Salmon was
born Boaz, and to Boaz, Obed, ? and to Obed was born Jesse, and to Jesse, David. (Ruth 4:18-22 NASB)

But why this genealogy? Because he wishes His Jewish readers to know that David’s great-
grandmother was a Moabitess. Implicit in the genealogy is the inclusion of Rahab, the wife of Salmon
and mother of Boaz. Through faith, even the gentile Moabites could be included in the blessings of
God’s chosen people, even to the point of being the ancestors of the kingly line of David. God’s former
curse upon the Moabites was being lifted.

"No Ammonite or Moabite shall enter the assembly of the LORD; none of their descendants, even to the
tenth generation, shall ever enter the assembly of the LORD, # because they did not meet you with food
and water on the way when you came out of Egypt, and because they hired against you Balaam the son of
Beor from Pethor of Mesopotamia, to curse you. (Deut. 23:3-4 NASB)

The record of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of David, the son of Abraham...
Salmon was the father of Boaz by Rahab, Boaz was the father of Obed by Ruth, and Obed the father of
Jesse. (Matt. 1:1, 5 NASB)

The author of Ruth does not specifically say, “By the way, even the Gentiles can be included in the
covenant promises, because Ruth is a Moabite!” The OT authors do not usually spell it out for us.

Spiritual discernment is a prerequisite for doing Old Testament theology because, like a parable, it is a
masterpiece of indirection, yielding its wealth only to those with eyes to see and ears to hear.*

Application: The “Rahab factor” should discourage anyone in Israel- and in today’s church—from self-
righteously hindering converted prostitutes and drug dealers from entering the kingdom of God. Jesus came to
seek and to save the lost, including those with tatoos and nose rings.

2. What the author says
In the story of the Battle of Ai in Joshua 7, what the author specifically says (denotation) is the clue for

interpreting why the Israelites failed to defeat a city far inferior to Jericho on the first try. Some
commentators attribute the defeat to Joshua’s over-confidence after the defeat of Jericho.>® Yet, if we

49 Waltke, p. 36
50 A faulty interpretation noted in Davis, Joshua—No Falling Words, p. 59
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take note of the text itself, the author leaves us in no doubt about why they failed. Achan had taken
something under the ban belonging to God.

But the sons of Israel acted unfaithfully in regard to the things under the ban, for Achan, the son of Carmi,
the son of Zabdi, the son of Zerah, from the tribe of Judah, took some of the things under the ban, therefore
the anger of the LORD burned against the sons of Israel. (Jos. 7:1 NASB)

To emphasize this fact, the author structures the story with a reference to the wrath of God. Note the
structure below and the inclusion of v. 1 and v. 26.%!

Inclusion—repetition of
words or phrases at the
end of the story which

Yahweh’s wrath (burning), v. 1 <
Disaster for Israel—defeat, vv. 2-5
Leaders before Yahweh—perplexity (confusion), vv. 6-9) occur at the beginning
Divine revelation of problem, vv. 10-12a

of the story
Mid-point, v. 12b

Divine instruction for solution, vv. 13-15 /

Israel before Yahweh—clarity/exposure, vv. 16-23
Disaster for Achan—execution, vv. 24-26a

d

Yahweh’s wrath (turned away), v. 26b <

Thus, the author frames the whole story in Joshua 7 with the inclusion about the wrath of God—one
key to interpreting the story. Another hint is the midpoint of the story, v. 12b, God’s promise of
abandonment if they fail to destroy the items under the ban.

Application for Israel: No measure of military strength was sufficient to conquer the land of Canaan
if the Lord was not with them. If they disobey His express commands, He will abandon them. The
deception and treachery of Achan and his family threatens the unity of Israel and the forward progress
of conq