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INTRODUCTION 

THE STUDY AHEAD: 
WHAT IT IS AND WHO NEEDS IT

This is the second volume in a three-part 
project under the title Reading Scripture, 

Hearing God.  The first volume, Introduc-

tion to the Bible, aims at sharpening our focus 
on the principal subject matterÐthe Christian 
Scriptures, or Holy Bible: What exactly is the 
Bible, how does it come to us, and how are we 
to think about it so that we receive it on the 
right wavelength?  I am convinced that this is 
less familiar territory for most Christians than 
they and their leaders often assume, for whom 
the response of an eager hand-waving childÕs 
ÒI know, I knowÓ to the question ÒWhat is the 
Bible?Ó too often suffices: ÒThe Bible is GodÕs 
Word.Ó  So it is, but having settled that mat-
ter, many would just as soon dispense with all 
the other Òtheoretical stuffÓ and get on with 
the ÒpracticalÓ business of simply reading 
the Bible and applying it to life.  Those who 
have worked through the earlier volume will  
understand how mistaken that assumption can 
be and how unready they would have found 
themselves in the continuing venture.  Revis-
ing an old adage, what you donÕt know can 
hurt you.

What this means is that ideal readers and 
students of the present volume will  be those 
who are thoroughly familiar with the earlier 
material.  Everyone else will  experience a cer-
tain handicap at many important points along 
the way, the severity of which I have tried to 
ease, but only slightly, for those who have not 
had an opportunity to work through that mate-
rial or who once did but need a refresher.  For 
these users I have included a review of some 
of the high points in chapter 1 below, with all 
the limitations that generally characterize and 
stigmatize surveys and summaries.  From there 
we will  proceed directly to the new project at 

handÐInterpretation of the BibleÐwhere it will  
be our goal to learn to read the Scriptures well, 
with understanding and with outcomes that are 
appropriate to the material.

The course on which we are presently 
embarking, then, builds on foundations previ-
ously laid and carries it further toward inter-
preting the Bible in a manner consistent with 
what it is and how it expects to be read.  A 
projected third volume, Proclamation of the 

Bible, will  pursue the concepts of volumes 1 
and 2 a step further: Given what the Bible is 
and how it expects to be read and understood, 
how shall we engage in that enterprise which 
Ògoes publicÓ with the message, which brings 
the living voice and abiding word of Scripture 
to others?

As noted in the Preface, like volume 1, 
Introduction to the Bible, this book is designed 
to be read and studied as a stand-alone volume 
or used as a curriculum.  In the latter case, the 
course should require about thirteen weeks 
(note: two sessions each for chapters 4, 5, and 
6) to complete, although some teachers and 
students may wish to slow the pace or spend 
more time on certain chapters and sections.

In terms of depth level, I have aimed once 
again for something accessible, somewhere 
between a technical treatment and a user-
friendly popular tool.  (Those who struggle at 
points with where I have pitched the material 
will  be refreshed, or perhaps convicted, to 
know that at least one Sunday school teacher 
of my acquaintance led a class of grade 3 
students through the contents of volume 1, ap-
parently with enthusiastic response.  Bless that 
teacher.)  Unlike volume 1, however, in the 
present study I have placed some of the fuller 
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and more technical discussions in a series of 

appendices or supplementary sections at the 

end.  These are signaled at appropriate places 

by means of a parenthetical alert, as in (See 

Appendix A).  Some readers and users may 

choose simply to pass over these notices and 

to ignore the more advanced interaction.  For 

leaders and teachers, however, this material 

will serve as an important supplement.  At their 

discretion they may wish to refer their students 

to these discussions of points addressed in a 

more cursory manner in the main body.

BASIC CONVICTIONS BEHIND THIS STUDY

The same convictions which inspired the 

entire project and which I expressed in some 

detail in the earlier volume will be on display 

here as well.  Three of these convictions are 

most important to the path ahead.

First, when God speaks, nothing is more 

respectful than that people listen, and, of 

course, nothing is more determinative to their 

own fate.  In listening, more than in any other 

activity, we display the true character of our 

love and worship, and in listening we come 

to understand our very being and the issues 

of destiny in terms defined by the One whose 

voice we encounter in Scripture.

Second, not all approaches count equally 

in the activity we call interpreting, which is 

to say that some ways of going about under-

standing the Bible are more appropriate and 

responsible and ultimately beneficial for all 

parties concerned than other ways.  Most 

desirable are those approaches which allow 

the actual nature of the biblical material itself 

maximal say on how we read it; or to put this 

differently, the basic criterion for what counts 

as reading the Bible well depends more on 

what the Bible is and how it expects to be read 
than on the various uses readers happen to find 

interesting or on the methods readers bring to 

the task.  This is not to suggest that what we 

bring to the interpretive table–our questions, 

convictions, commitments, experiences, our 

very selves–counts for nothing, or worse, is a 

liability or potential threat which we should do 

everything in our power to overcome.  Read-

ing the Bible well does not require our “jump-

ing out of our own skin” or our pretending that 

we can approach the task “objectively.”  But in 

the end, who we are, including the questions 

and convictions and experiences and commit-

ments we bring with us, must yield and bend 

to an agenda not our own, to a scriptural voice 

which seeks to have its way with us, including 

how we go about reading and listening.  The 

extent to which we actually do this will have a 

determinative effect on the outcome.  We will 

say more on these ideas later on.

Third, this engagement with Scripture that 

we are calling reading or interpreting is prop-

erly carried out within the life and worship of 

the Church, and not as an ancillary activity on 

the periphery of churchly concerns but at the 

very center of the Church’s existence.  It is not 

a task to be handed over to the academy for 

endless discussion, debate, and refinement; 

nor is it a practice best left to special-interest 

and “para-church” groups detached from the 

full life of the Church and its accredited lead-

ers; nor is it an activity most at home in the 

private domain of individual readers.  This is 

not to suggest that academics, focus groups, or 

individuals should refrain from its engagement, 

but it is to context the enterprise as properly 

centered in the habits and practices which char-

acterize the Church and which best define the 

“grammar” or norms of the discipline, including 

humility, charity, prayer, repentance, account-

ability, and other competencies and virtues 

which are learned most fully in the life and wor-

ship and ministry and sacraments of the Church 

and which are necessary to keep the activity 

from going wrong.

As we stressed in the earlier volume, there 
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is a great deal at stake in how we go about han-
dling the BibleÐthe gospel, faith, hope, love, 
life, worship, glory, the Church, the ChurchÕs 
mission, family, ethics, GodÕs vision for the 
world, God himself.  Indeed, it is not too much 

to say that how we go about reading Scrip-
tureÐwhether well, poorly, just okay, or not at 
allÐdefines everything about us, including what 
we think of God and whether or not we may 
properly call ourselves the people of God.

OBJECTIVES FOR THIS STUDY: WHAT STUDENTS CAN EXPECT

The objectives which define the study that 
follows are ambitious and hopeful yet modest 
and realistic.  This project is not driven by any 
illusory assumptions about its Òdoing every-
thingÓÐoffering the definitive word on how to 
read the Bible, replacing many other available 
studies on this subject,1 duplicating all the fine 
material found in those works, or producing a 
method that at long last guarantees the correct 

interpretive outcome.  These assumptions are 
excluded on a variety of groundsÐtheological, 
communal, practical, and otherwise.  Not least, 
the quest for finality would betray an orientation 
overconfident in its abilities and untempered by 
the intentions and limitations of Scripture itself, 
even as any attempt to replace the contributions 
of others would violate a central conviction of 
this project relative to the Christian virtues of 
charity and humility.  In the end, I will  be con-
tent if the Lord is pleased to use this material 
as an invitation and a guideÐan apprenticeship 
of sortsÐto the holy task of interpreting the 
sacred Scriptures.

Still,  there are reasons for assembling these 
materials and for offering them in the manner that 
I have.  These are not necessarily unique objec-
tives nor are they ones peculiar to this study, but 
students deserve to have them spelled out just the 
same, goals toward which I press as appropriate 
outcomes.  There are seven.  This course aims to 
help the Church, corporately and individually:

(1)  Adopt an approach to biblical reading and 
study that derives from what the Bible is, that 

1  None of our bookshelves, perhaps not the 
world itself, can contain them.  A select few will  be 
noted in the Bibliography (see Appendix A).

respects the manner in which it goes about 
mediating its message, and that serves the mis-
sion for which it exists, with special attention 
to how the BibleÕs earliest interpreters under-
stood these matters;

(2)  Engage in the practice of Bible reading 
and study as those who stand in some sense 
both in front of the text (bringing who they 
are to the interpretive task) and under the text 
(subjecting who they are to the authoritative 
voice that speaks there), or in other words, 
as those who openly and humbly confess 
their pre-understanding and their limitations 
and who joyfully  and critically submit to the 
BibleÕs own theological claim and to the com-
munity of Scripture readers, past and present, 
who recognize that in these writings they are 
being addressed by the divine word;

(3)  Appreciate and cultivate the various com-
petencies and virtues that become those who 
read and hear the word of the Lord in this way;

(4)  Identify and work to avoid the many kinds of 
reading errors that hinder and stand in the way of 
faithful biblical understanding and performance;

(5)  Construct a hermeneutic for biblical read-
ing and study that attends to the BibleÕs own 
two-Testament witness and that factors seri-
ously the manner in which the Bible engages 
in its own ÒinnerÓ reading and interpretive activity;

(6)  Accept that somewhere between meth-

odological totalism on the one handÐthe 
conviction of a singular right approach to the 
study of Scripture, deployed in the interest of 
stabilizing and standardizing a particular  
theological, political, or personal agenda (my/
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our method and interpretive conclusions are 

the biblical ones), and methodological plural-
ism on the other– an infinite array of sundry 

approaches, ensuring that the Bible’s read-

ers remain forever agnostic and the Bible’s 

say forever indeterminate (any methods and 

interpretive conclusions are as good as any 

others), there is such a thing as methodological 
realism–knowable meaning which the Scrip-

tures mean to say and criteria for securing that 

meaning with confidence, tempered by humil-

ity befitting those who engage in the sacred 

task of hearing and receiving a word not their 

own; and

(7)  Proceed in the enterprise of biblical read-

ing and study as a task that is textual (reflec-

tive on what stands written), theological 
(receptive to the divine say revealed there), 

and transformative (responsive to the mission 

which the written text and its divine message 

exist to accomplish in effecting God’s new 

creation of the world in Christ).

There are a number of areas where I 

expect some users of this volume, depending 

on their prior understanding and orientation, to 

experience a little turbulence.  I do not see this 

as a bad thing, but as part of an important edu-

cational process.  If there were no challenges 

ahead and everything contained here met with 

everyone’s instant agreement, this material 

would not serve any purpose worth its writ-

ing.  It is not possible to anticipate where all 

the pockets of surprise may lie, but I suspect 

the following may be among them.  Of course, 

identifying these points here may discourage 

some readers from continuing on, but I see 

that as a risk worth taking.  So users beware:

•  Reading Scripture well is not something that 

can be taught in a weekend retreat or seminar, 

as if it were a matter of initiating people into 

a few secrets or imparting to them a few keys.  

Further, interpreting well is as much a matter 

of what we bring to the task in terms of our 

disposition and commitments as it is a mat-

ter of which methodological toolbox we carry 

(Green 2007, 27).

•  Related, biblical interpretation does not 

reduce to formulas of neatly ordered steps that 

move from start to finished product, boxed and 

wrapped and labeled DONE, with the assured 

result that everything turns out right–no cher-

ished doctrine challenged, no personal opinion 

threatened, and no repentance demanded.2

•  Certain practices which have become part of 

the stock-in-trade of many popular approaches 

to Bible reading and study among well-in-

tentioned people need to be reconsidered and 

their shortcomings exposed.

•  Interpreting the Bible involves our hearing 

and honoring the Church’s early creeds and 

confessions as they come forward to speak to 

us from the past, guiding the way we read and 

receive the Scriptures in continuity with the 

Church’s sacred heritage–a heritage that long 

predates the Reformation and its denominated 

aftermath (serious biblical study did not begin 

with Luther or Calvin).

•  Interpreters and interpretation are best 

located relative to the Church, visible through 

time.  This position challenges the widespread 

assumptions, especially in Western Protestant-

ism, that we are all entitled and responsible 

to read the Bible “on our own,” that private 

judgment on what God says is the inalienable 

right of every believer, and that submission 

to any arbiter of truth outside oneself or one’s 

own experience is to reinstate the errors of 

Medieval Romanism.

•  Interpretation of the Bible is properly car-

ried out both within and at the center of the 

Church’s life and practice.  It does not reside 

2  Ellen Davis (2003, 16) warns that “When-

ever we pick up the Bible, read it, put it down, and 

say, ‘That’s just what I thought,’ we are probably 

in trouble.”  The only proper kind of reading, 

she avers, is repentant reading, always open to a 

“change of mind” as we confront the living voice 

of Scripture.
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exclusively or even principally in the domain 
of the academy or in the detached context of 
the Òpara-church.Ó

¥  Certitude (a polite term for cocksureness) 
is not necessary for interpretation to proceed. 
Some matters are best left uncertain and some 
decisions undecided.  It is best that we practice 
a hermeneutic of love, including a will ingness 
to admit interpretive possibilities from theo-
logical traditions other than our own, espe-
cially where neither the textual data nor the 
interests of humility are best served in press-
ing overconfidently toward conclusions that 
are exclusive or narrowly Òright.Ó  Sometimes 
the divine say is messier than our systems or 
preferences tolerate, and this messiness exists 
in the interest of a mission not tamed by hu-
man mastery or tethered to human institutions.

¥  Faithful biblical interpretation entails more 
than simply nailing down the meaning of a 
text.  It focuses on something far more trans-
formative and doxological than a search for 
Òobjective truthÓ or Òbiblical absolutes,Ó and 
on something far more profound than ascer-
taining Òthe truth (or facts) of GodÕs wordÓ that 
can be set down in propositional statements of 
authoritative belief or affirmations about the 
BibleÕs trustworthiness.  Interpretation requires 
putting ourselves in a position of submissive 
engagement with the biblical text in such a 

way that its divine say has its way with us, sub-
verting and converting and shaping us into a 
people of God whose attitudes, ambitions, and 
actions are aligned with the purposes for which 
Scripture exists in the first place.

¥  The role of history in the interpretive en-
terprise needs to be rethought and defined 
in ways that challenge two hundred years 
of modern and postmodern criticism, which 
influences have largely shaped the way the 
Church and its leaders, including many in the 
evangelical tradition, knowingly or unknow-
ingly approach the Bible.

¥  It is best that we construct a hermeneutic or 
way of interpreting based mainly on what we can 
learn from the Scriptures themselves and from 
their earliest interpreters, while appreciating the 
advances and contributions of more recent centu-
ries in blessing us with tools that help immensely 
in the application of that hermeneutic.

¥  A culture that Òfirst divorces the practical 
from the theoretical and then elevates the 
practical (ÔHereÕs how . . .Õ) and demonizes 
theory (Ômerely academicÕ)Ó (Green 2007, 
10) presents a false dichotomy that threatens 
responsible interpretation, rather like design-
ing a house that never gets built or building a 
house without a design-plan.

THE PATH AHEAD

The present volume is patterned after the 
earlier one, including items for engagement 
and exploration at the end of each chapter.  A 
major exception, as already noted, is the inclu-
sion of a number of supplements of varying 
lengths and depths, where I expand on certain 
key points.  Also, unlike volume 1, there is no 
ÒFor Further ReadingÓ list at the end of each 
chapter, but Appendix A consists in a bibliog-
raphy of resources and works cited, with an 
asterisk (*)  identifying those items that are 
especially recommended for further study in 

connection with the present course.

Finally, as with the first volume, this one 
too consists in five units, which I have here 
chosen to organize around the construction 
theme, putting to use a familiar metaphor of 
building a home.
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UNIT 1

PLANNING  

THE INTERPRETIVE HOUSE:  

GETTING STARTED

Locating the Project:  

 What Exactly Are We Interpreting?

Defining the Task:  

 What Do We Mean by ‘Interpret’,  

   and Why Do It?

Clearing the Work Site:  

 What Are the Obstacles that  

   Stand in the Way?

Identifying the Workers:  

 Who Should Show Up for  

   This Project?

UNIT 2

QUALIFYING  

THE INTERPRETIVE HOUSE:  

BUILDING BY SPECIFICATION

Obeying the Building Code: 
   Hermeneutic Rules

UNIT 3

ORGANIZING  

THE INTERPRETIVE HOUSE:  

SECURING THE PLAN AND  

READYING THE TOOLS

Securing the Construction Plan: 
    A Model for Interpreting the Bible

Readying the Tools:  
   An Interpreter’s Workbench

UNIT 4

COMPLETING  

THE INTERPRETIVE HOUSE:  

EXECUTING THE PROJECT

Genesis 22:1-19

Psalms 117; Luke 24:13-49;  
   Ephesians 1:3-14

UNIT 5

INHABITING  

THE INTERPRETIVE HOUSE:  

FINISHING TOUCHES

Indwelling the Scriptures and  
   Honoring the Divine Host

The Interpretive Landscape and  
   the Neighbors Next Door


