Principles of Bible Study Methods
Introduction
In order to have a clear and consistent approach to interpreting God’s Word, we must have a foundation upon which to build this approach. There are certain essential principles that form this foundation—principles that guide our Bible study methodology. 

These foundational principles will summarize what is known as hermeneutics. Because the concept of hermeneutics forms the foundation for everything we will build upon throughout this course, we need to make sure we clearly understand what it is.

The word hermeneutics is derived from the Greek word hermeneuo and the Greek noun hermeneia. It has the basic meaning “to explain, translate, or interpret.”

Hermeneutics is essentially both an art and a science, as it provides the principles by which Word should be studied, the science, but also builds a foundation for the actual task of interpreting the meaning and understanding its application, the art.  The principles of it provide an absolute guide by which the interpretation and application of a passage are pursued and measured.

There are two categories of hermeneutics that must be given note and applied appropriately.   *Note: The principles discussed below are those of General Hermeneutics
1. General Hermeneutics – These are the unchanging foundational principles that apply to all scripture, and thus all Bible study or reading.  

2. Special Hermeneutics – These are special principles that are needed and should be applied when studying certain types of Biblical literature (i.e. poetry, parables, prophecy).  One must note that these principles never override the general principles, but rather supplement them where appropriate.  In brief, they should provide more specific guidelines when studying certain types of Biblical material.

There is much to be said about the necessity of proper hermeneutics when studying the Word.  Many would argue that they do fine without them, while many others will realize that God has already given them an inherent understanding of these principles.  Regardless, man exists as a fallen being that is neither inspired nor omniscient, yet we are studying what we believe to be God’s Word, a God that is omniscient and the source of inspiration to understand truth and gain wisdom.
It is of further consideration the place and time in which we read the Word.  Though God’s Word is timeless as we will learn, it was written in a time and place that we are far removed from.  Thus hermeneutics serves to “bridge the gap” between us, the reader, and the inspired author.  With this at heart and in mind we can learn the four principles of our Bible Study Methods.

I. The Principle of Progressive Revelation

The principle of Progressive Revelation is the _________________ of our BSM.

This principle is most easily understood by simply examining the words themselves.  The Bible is a revelation from God of His purposes to man.  It is progressive in that this revelation was a progress beginning in the Old Testament and reaching its completion in the New Testament.  It is supplementary and complimentary, and never contradictory.  A more detailed definition:  

Progressive revelation is the recognition that God’s message to man was not given in one single act but was unfolded in a series of successive acts and through the minds and hands of many men of varying backgrounds. It is, so to speak, a theistic view of revelation rather than a deistic view. The pages of the Bible present “not the exposition of a revelation completed, but the records of a revelation in progress… (Charles Ryrie, Dispensationalism, 36-37).

A. Understanding of Progressive Revelation from the Word

· It is something that is implicitly understood from Scripture, rather than something that is explicitly taught in the Scripture

i. Passages attributing Progressive Revelation

· Genesis 1-3, Matthew 5:17-20, John 1:17, Romans 1:1-7, 2 Corinthians 3:7-11, Galatians, Hebrews 1:1-2; 9:1-10, 1 Peter 1:10, The Book of Revelation 
ii. Means of delivering the revelation
· Dreams and Visions (Gen. 20:3, 6; 31:11-13, 24; 40-41; Isaiah 1:1; 6:1; Ezek. 1:3; Daniel; Joel 2:28; Acts 10)

· Theophanies (Gen. 16:7-14; Ex. 3:2; 2 Sam. 24:16; Zech. 1:12)

· Angels (Dan. 9:20-21; Luke 2:10-11; Rev. 1:1; 19:17)

· The Prophets (OT and NT)

· The Apostles

· Divine Acts

· Divine Speech

· The Lot (Proverbs 16:33; Acts 1:21-26)
· The Incarnation (John 1:17; Heb. 1:1-2; etc)
iii. The Divine Drama – A helpful way of identifying the significant acts of God set about in Scripture.

a. Act One – Creation (Genesis 1-11)

b. Act Two – Israel (Genesis 12-End of the OT)

c. Act Three – Jesus (The Gospels)

d. Act Four – The Church (Acts through Christ’s Return)

e. Act Five – The Eschaton (After Christ’s Return)

iv. The Covenants of Scripture – Covenants that God entered into with different people at different times.  Like the acts of Scripture, they provide a reference point for the progressive revelation, the unfolding, of the God’s purposes.

a. The Abrahamic Covenant (Genesis 12; etc)

b. The Mosaic Covenant (Exodus 20; etc)

c. The Davidic Covenant (2 Samuel 7; etc)

d. The New Covenant (Jeremiah 31; etc)

v. Jesus and the Apostles (Gospels & Acts)
B. The Implications of Progressive Revelation

i. Scripture must be understood both in its unity and its variety
ii. Scripture must be interpreted historically, i.e. from beginning to end, forward looking
· The implications of this point are quite significant in nature – it requires that we do not require the application of revelation that took place later on the historical timeline to apply to the audience earlier in the timeline.  The best way to understand this is that we do not uphold the Old Testament audience and revelation to that which is given in the New Testament.
· This does not mean that newer revelation replaces old revelation.  Rather, new revelation is generally built upon and sometimes an expansion of previous revelation.  New revelation cannot contradict old revelation, rather it compliments

II. The Principle of Divine Illumination
Divine Illumination is the ____________________ of our BSM.
The principle implies a need for illumination, which simply means to bring light to, or bring something into the light.  The Divine aspect is that we are dependant upon a Divine source for this illumination.
A. The Need – we as readers of the Word are dependant upon Diving Illumination for two significant reasons:

1. We are Finite – The implication of this is simply that we as finite beings cannot possibly understand a God who infinite.

· Who has directed the Spirit of the LORD, or as His counselor has informed Him? With whom did He consult and who gave Him understanding? And who taught Him in the path of justice and taught Him knowledge, and informed Him of the way of understanding? (Isaiah 40:13-14)

· Oh, the depth of the riches and of the wisdom and of the knowledge of God! How unsearchable are His judgments and unfathomable His ways! For WHO HAS KNOWN THE MIND OF THE LORD, OR WHO BECAME HIS COUNSELOR? Or WHO HAS FIRST GIVEN TO HIM THAT IT MIGHT BE PAID BACK TO HIM AGAIN? For from Him and through Him and to Him are all things. To Him be the glory forever. Amen (Romans 11:33-36)

2. We are Fallen – As fallen, sinful beings, we cannot accept in our flesh the things of God.

· But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised. (1 Cor. 2:14)
· Romans 3:9-20
B. The Agent of Illumination – The Holy Spirit is the one and only Agent of Illumination and is the only one that can teach us the Word of God.

· 1 Cor. 2:6-15

We need to remember some key truths about the Holy Spirit before we discuss His role in Scripture illumination. If you misunderstand who He is and what He does and how He works you will misunderstand His role:

· He is a Person (John 16:8, 13; Acts 8:39; 16:6-11; Rom. 8:26-27; 1 Cor. 2:10-11, 13; 12:11; Eph. 4:30; etc.) 

· He is God (His names reflect deity; His attributes reflect deity; His actions reflect deity—Luke 1:35; 2 Peter 1:21; Genesis 1:2; etc.; His links with the Father and the Son reflect deity)

· He was involved in creation (Gen. 1:2; etc.); He was involved in the birth and life of Christ (many vv.); He was involved in the revelation and inspiration of Scripture (2 Peter 1:21; 1 Cor. 2:6-16; etc.); etc. etc. etc.
· He indwells (Romans 8:9; 1 Cor. 3:16); He seals (2 Cor. 1:22; Eph. 1:13-14; 4:30); We are baptized “in the Spirit” (Jesus’ baptism; Acts 2; 1 Cor. 12:13); He gifts (1 Cor. 12); He fills (Eph. 5:18); He teaches (John 16:12-15); He guides (Acts 8:29; 10:19-20; 13:2, 4; 16:6-7; 20:22-23; Romans 8:14 (to put sin to death)); He assures (Romans 8:16); He intercedes (Romans 8:26-27).
· Role in the Word of God –  The above scripture and many others give us the understanding that it is Holy Spirit acting as the agent in:
· Divine Revelation –God revealing Himself to man through the Holy Spirit
· General Revelation – The revelation of God in creation

· Romans 1:20 - For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they are without excuse.
· Special Revelation – God revealed in scripture
· Divine Inspiration –The original authors of the Bible being inspired by the Holy Spirit to write the very words of God
· 2 Peter 1:21 - for no prophecy was ever made by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.
· 2 Timothy 3:16 - All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness;
· Diving Illumination – Illumination of the hearts and minds of the reader enabling them to understand the revelation of God in the Word.
· 1 John 2:27 - As for you, the anointing which you received from Him abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him.
C. Clarifications of Divine Illumination

· Illumination extends only to believers

· Illumination extends to the Spirit’s work in the Word of God; the work of the Spirit of God must never be separated from the work of the word of God. The Spirit of God works through the word of God. It is for this reason that Paul refers to the word of God as “the sword of the Spirit” (Ephesians 6:17).
· Illumination does not mean that we do not have to work hard at trying to obtain the meaning of Scripture. (2 Tim. 2:15)
· Illumination is not new revelation—it does not add new information but helps us understand what is already revealed in Scripture.

· Illumination does not mean that everything about God can be known and understood. 
· Illumination does not eliminate the need for human teachers.

· Illumination does not extend beyond God’s Word.
· Illumination does not guarantee doctrinal unity.

III. The Principle of Authorial Intent
Authorial Intent is the ​​​_____________ of our BSM.

· The Author - The one inspired by the Holy Spirit to write the very words of God.  

· The Intent – What was meant by the revelation.  
With this as a guiding principle to our BSM, the meaning of a passage must be traced to the original author.  The implication of this is simple; the meaning of what is written is defined by the original author, not the present day reader, removing any grounds for the question, “what does this mean to you?”  Rather we must ask ourselves, “what did the author mean when they wrote this?”
The Implications of Authorial Intent

· We will seek to understand what the author meant at the time of their original writing.

· We will seek to interpret what the author meant by understanding the historical situation and circumstances at the time of his writing to the greatest extent we can.

· We will seek to interpret what the author meant by studying the language used, which will include the words, grammar, syntax, etc. used in the writing.

IV. The Principle of Single Meaning
Single Meaning is the ____________ of our BSM.
The foundational purpose to our BSM in the first place is to gain an understanding of what the Word means as we study it.  It is crucial to note the use of the word “single” as opposed to just “meaning” in this principle.  The principle of the meaning being single, or “only one”, in nature is established through all three of the previous principles.  With the Holy Spirit acting as the agent of inspiration, revealing God’s Word to the author, who records it as inspired with intent, the only possible conclusion is that passage was written with a single meaning, and that is the one defined by the author when it was written.  
Implications

· Meaning does not change from interpreter to interpreter, culture to culture, generation to generation.  It is fixed at the time and place that it was recorded with the intent it was originally written with.

· It includes everything an author does say as well as does not say

· Hidden meanings or multiple meanings are to be rejected
· It is the responsibility of the reader to arrive at the single meaning

A. Accessibility – authors wrote in such a way that what was intended to be communicated can be understood by the reader.

· Written through ordinary authors for ordinary readers to understand, i.e. not mysterious or only for the educated to understand

· Barrier exists as a result of our separation in time and place from the original author

· God’s Word is timeless, so though a barrier we can still arrive at the single meaning

· No guarantee that a dogmatic understanding of all scripture will be reached.

· Because the interpreter is neither perfect nor omniscient, there always exists room for error to be a part of the interpretation.

· However, there exists assurance that single meaning can be reached for the most important of truths
B. Result

Growing out of the principle of authorial intent and the single-meaning of Scripture is the concept of the literal, plain meaning of Scripture. Since the author meant something when he wrote, then we need to interpret exactly how he meant it when he wrote it.

The literal, plain interpretation of Scripture is defined like this: We should interpret Scripture literally, taking words, phrases, and sentences in their usual, normal, natural, customary sense. There is a saying that is a good guiding thought: “If the plain sense makes good sense seek no other sense.”

There are 2 types of literal interpretation: (1) the plain literal interpretation and (2) the figurative literal interpretation. 

When we interpret Scripture literally, there will be an emphasis upon the meaning of words (lexical) and the arrangement of these words (syntax). 
