5 Issues for Evangelical Biblical Interpretation

The year I moved to the United States, 1997, saw a double twenty-year anniversary in Britain. In 1977 the second National Evangelical Anglican Congress had taken place, and the same year saw the publication of the symposium New Testament Interpretation by members of the Tyndale Fellowship, edited by I. Howard Marshall.
 The former event was significant for introducing the evangelical constituency to the word “hermeneutics”; the second was significant as an indication that evangelical scholarship was in a position to join in debate on a more equal footing with the rest of the scholarly world. At the same time, these events raised the questions “What distinguishes evangelicalism’s involvement with Scripture from that of the rest of the church?” and “What distinguishes evangelical scholarship from the rest of scholarship?” James Barr in his Fundamentalism, also published in 1977,
 could only see an unprincipled inclination to “maximal conservatism”; that was hardly enough. Over succeeding years the answers to those questions has hardly become clearer.

1 Is There a Hermeneutical Gap?

Talk of “hermeneutics” easily frightens people, and it does so with reason. Ironically, people who talk about the interpretation of Scripture are often difficult to understand. This is partly because hermeneutics, as the word is used in academic circles, is an intrinsically complex and subtle aspect of philosophy. Philosophy is entitled to be difficult to follow, involving as it does the attempt to handle in as careful a way as possible some questions that are both very simple and very deep, questions such as “What do we mean by the word ‘God’?” or “How can we talk in human language about God?” Hermeneutics is concerned with a question of that kind, namely “What do we mean by ‘understanding’ and how does it come about?”
Anthony Thiselton’s work on “Understanding God’s Word Today” in the preparatory papers for that 1977 congress accepted that there is indeed a significant “hermeneutical gap” between ourselves and the biblical text. It referred with sympathy to the emphasis in a report of the Church of England’s Doctrine Commission, Christian Believing, on “the pastness of the past” with its questioning whether we can enter into the experiences of first-century Jews who expected an imminent end of the present world order. “The whole difficulty of standing alongside the men and women of the past,” he notes that report urging, is “far more fundamental even than questions about the truth of the biblical writings.”
 That is a worrying thought for people who presuppose that this standing alongside is possible as we read Scripture in the context of and as foundational for our day-by-day relationship with God. I recall a senior evangelical scholar gently asking for “not too much of this ‘gap’ talk.” Yet Mr Thiselton, as he then was (by 1997, of course, many of the authors of those 1977 volumes were doctors, deans, and university professors, and even an archbishop), in effect pointed out that if we deny the issue the Doctrine Commission was raising, we are hiding our heads in the sand, whereas if we acknowledge it, we are in a position to do something about it. We belong to the same humanity as the Bible writers, we are members of the same people of God, we are put right with God on the same basis as they were, and we are indwelt by the same Holy Spirit as the one who inspired them. We have quite enough in common with them for understanding to be possible. If we do not take understanding for granted, it can become actual.

When I was preparing to move from Britain to the United States, from time to time people would say to me, “Oh, you must be feeling this-or-that” (disoriented, in-between, excited, sad, apprehensive about moving after twenty-seven years in Nottingham...). Actually my predominant feeling was none of those; because of my personal circumstances, anxiety about how the move would work out for my disabled wife, Ann, overrode all those other feelings. If people had not assumed that they knew how someone in my position would feel, they could have discovered how I felt. If they had recognized that there might be a gap, they and I could bridge it. If we will recognize that there is a gap between us and first-century Jews (and First Testament Israelites), then the Holy Spirit, the human authors, and we can bridge it.

2 Scripture’s Historicity and Ours

Related to this point is the fact that the single most important insight of the study of hermeneutics over the past century is that both the Bible and we ourselves belong in history. A better way to put it is to say that we belong in separate histories. It has long been a familiar idea that the Scriptures themselves belong in history and have to be understood in light of the historical contexts in which they came into being. A crucial insistence of contemporary study of hermeneutics is that we as interpreters also belong in history and have to go about understanding in light of the historical contexts in which we live. We “have to” do so in the sense that we cannot avoid it. The particular experiences as human beings and as believers that we bring to the text, our perceptions and our questions regarding life and regarding God, shape what we see in the text. 

This fact about understanding (which is not peculiar to Scripture) is both an asset and a drawback. It is an asset, insofar as it is our having some questions and some experiences in common with the text that makes it possible for us to understand it at all. If we did not have these, we would not be able to begin to understand. It is a drawback insofar as we can become satisfied with understanding those aspects of the text that correspond to the questions and experiences we brought to it, instead of using these as our point of entry to understanding wider aspects of the text that do not have close points of contact with our previous experience and questions but may nevertheless be very important (or rather, may consequently be very important). Your questions decide what sort of answers you are going to find; your lenses determine what you see. I read Scripture as a twentieth-century, western, male, middle-class, heterosexual, middle-aged, comfortable, intellectual clergyman; as a person with his own joys, pains, loves, and temptations. All that makes it possible for me to see certain things in Scripture; it also limits my horizon, at least when I fail to keep in mind the fact that it is likely to do this. We all come from experience to Scripture and we had better be aware of this if we are not to be trapped by it. 
Our coming to Scripture out of our experiences and questions affects the way preachers handle texts. We may be drawn to a particular passage because of its relevance to a certain theme. There is a place, no doubt, for the sermon that simply takes up those aspects of the text that relate to the theme we want to preach on. But staying with the text beyond those to other themes with which it associates our theme may well adjust our agenda to God’s and enable us to see our theme in better perspective. We cease to be limited to the questions we brought to the text and begin to have our horizon broadened. The same is true with our devotional use of Scripture. If the passage I read in my devotions does not seem relevant to my life with God at present, this may be because my agenda needs adjusting to God’s. Often it is a matter of moving from our predominant individualism to the Bible’s characteristic concern with the people of God corporately. As preachers and as congregations, we will be wise to refuse to be satisfied with a use of Scripture that is concerned for what seems immediately relevant and stops short of what God thought was relevant when inspiring the text. 

The principle applies to our interpretation of Scripture on a broader front. Christians commonly find themselves most at home in particular parts of Scripture, or with particular scriptural themes. These speak to them especially directly; they correspond to the questions, needs, and experiences they bring to the text. For traditional evangelicalism, it has commonly been Romans 3 – 8 and the theme of justification that have fulfilled this function (followed, perhaps, by aspects of John’s Gospel and the theme of new birth). For charismatics, it may be the accounts of Jesus’ ministry of healing and signs in the synoptic gospels, or parts of Acts or 1 Corinthians or Ephesians. For evangelicals who stress social involvement, it may be Jesus’ proclamation of God’s rule or the Sermon on the Mount. 
Now it is possible to argue that Jesus’ work of atonement, or his signs and wonders, or his teaching, or his proclamation of God’s rule, or the Sermon on the Mount does constitute the heart of the gospel, or at least the aspect of the gospel that speaks most powerfully in certain contexts. If we want to live by Scripture, however, we will not be satisfied with affirming those aspects of Scripture that speak to questions and needs we are aware of and thus provide us with our way in to grasping Scripture and being grasped by it. We will want them to be only a way in, a point of entry that sets us on the road of understanding and appropriating other aspects of Scripture. What can happen in practice is that we get stuck in the part of Scripture from which we start. When we read other parts of Scripture, we reinterpret these in light of our starting point. One can perceive this in liberation theology’s reading of Romans and in evangelicalism’s typologizing of Exodus and its pietistic or purely predictive reading of the prophets. One perceives it also in the difficulty that each group has in recognizing other groups’ use of Scripture, so that traditional evangelicalism is puzzled by the way some other evangelicals talk about the reign of God, while the latter sometimes speak as if God only has good things to say to the poor (if that were true, God would never have appeared to Paul and never have inspired Romans). One can perceive it also in the way the groups read their favorite texts. Evangelicalism reads Romans as if it were concerned to minister to “the introspective conscience of the West”
 and ignores the key significance for Paul of chapters 9 – 11 on the destiny of Israel; while social-activist evangelicalism ignores the fact that Jesus’ central concern is also the destiny of Israel, even when he is talking about the poor, and liberation theology reads Exodus as if it were describing only a humanly-inspired act of political liberation and not a God-given experience of release from political service to the service of God.
 

None of us can interpret Scripture on our own. It is an inherently corporate enterprise. In group Bible study, one is commonly amazed at what other people perceive in Scripture, insights that are really there but that they can see as other could not because they started from where they were. I have sometimes had a group of people helping me prepare a sermon, and that can issue in greater riches from Scripture for those who will hear it than would issue from my reading of Scripture alone. The point also applies on a broader front. The whole church needs the ways into Scripture that its different parts can offer us: the Fathers, the Puritans, liberation theology, academic theology, the suburban as well as the urban church. Reading Scripture through the eyes of others is one safeguard against getting stuck with those aspects of the richness of Scripture that correspond to our immediate needs. 

We will be able to find a starting point within Scripture for a message that speaks to the experiences, needs and context in which we live; the question is whether we are moving from grasping those insights to seeing them in the context of Scripture as a whole. That is involved in interpreting Scripture, in interpreting Scripture by Scripture, and in accepting the authority of Scripture and the inspiration of Scripture. There are new things to be learned from Scripture every day and every decade, as we become aware of new questions to bring to it. It is a wondrous treasury that the church is never going to exhaust. There is no reason for the opening of Scripture in the church ever to be a boring event. I remember a sermon that suggested that if the Scripture Union, the British society formed to encourage Bible reading, should ever redesign its badge, it should be changed into a pair of raised eyebrows (at first I typed that as “a prayer of raised eyebrows,” which is also worth thinking about). God invites us to come to Scripture expectant of our eyebrows being raised. 

3 The Form of Scripture Itself

The human authors’ of Scripture play a part in the overcoming of the hermeneutical gap. It was also in about 1977 that Brevard Childs spent a sabbatical year in Cambridge working at his canonical approach to Scripture, study that would issue in his Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, to be followed by The New Testament as Canon.
 During that year he took part in an informal seminar at Tyndale House. He was not actually so impressed by the evidence that British evangelical scholars were flocking to show themselves experts at the historical-critical enterprise, because he was moving in an almost opposite direction. He resolutely pursued his project of studying Scripture as canon and wrote a series of huge books in this connection, though somehow he did not set the world of scholarship alight with them.  He has himself observed that the effect of his work on biblical theology “has been minimal on the field of biblical exegesis.”
  His work is more respected than seen as the way forward. In his two big books of 1979 and 1984 Childs put forward the thesis that the human authors of the individual books of the Bible as we have them have “shaped” these books to give them a form that will enable them to “function as canon.” The opening and closing paragraphs of Hosea and of Ecclesiastes, for instance, provide guidelines for the reading of these books. One characteristic of this canonical shaping was sometimes to remove historical particularities that could obscure the fact that these writings were designed to speak well beyond their original context. Thus Childs points out how few concrete references to exile in Babylon appear in Isaiah 40 – 55 despite the critical consensus that this setting is the chapters’ origin.
 The historical focus of critical study misses the canonical focus of the books themselves. 
Childs’s point is not that critical readers must personally accept the books’ shaping to function as canon, but that they ought at least to recognize it. A parallel point was made by Rolf Knierim in relation to the implication that there is something unprofessional or undisciplined about the theological exegesis of biblical texts, as if interpreters who discuss theological issues were imposing on the text agenda of their own that is alien to it. “Since the substantive statements of the biblical texts are basically theological, the theology of a text belongs to its exegesis from the outset.... Theological exegesis is not a separate method in addition to the other methods, or an appendix to them. It is not rooted in the theological interest of the exegete, but in the nature of the text.”
 In the same way Childs notes a canonical concern as an interest of the text, not merely an interest of the Jewish or Christian interpreter. If one does personally allow one’s reading of Scripture to be conformed to the shaping that Childs identified (as evangelicals are presumably committed to doing), this contributes to the bridging of the alleged gap noted above. The books themselves are shaped to reach beyond that gap.

Childs’s canonical approach has some similarities with two other significant approaches to interpretation that have aroused much interest over the same period, though their own background lacks the religious dimension of Childs’s canonical criticism. 
One is more general interest in the final form of the biblical text of a work such as Isaiah. In an extraordinary development, the unity of Isaiah has become a focus of study. This is not to imply that scholars who have followed up this interest go back for a moment on the conviction that the book called Isaiah contains material from several authors who lived in several centuries. One basis for this that is not shared by evangelical scholars will be the assumption that it is simply impossible to refer to the events of the sixth century when you live in the eighth. It needs to be noted that the general trend of First Testament study is now if anything more agnostic or atheistic or secular than it was in 1977. (I am perpetually struck by the fact that a number of prominent First Testament and New Testament scholars are people who once believed and now do not. If I stopped believing, I cannot imagine wanting to continue to invest time and interest in these texts once I had decided that they are not the word of God after all. These scholars pursue the study of the Bible as others do the study of Latin or French literature, or study it as an important cultural artifact that cannot be ignored even if – perhaps especially if – its influence on our culture has been a bane as much as a blessing.)
The other approach looks at the biblical narratives as narratives, using the techniques that one might apply to fiction and considering how a narrative uses plot, character, and point of view. Much of this study deliberately ignores questions of historicity, and conservative evangelical scholars have thus been able to work on the same basis as liberal or secular scholars and publish books with similar-sounding titles on “literary approaches to the Bible.”
A significant stimulus to this movement was Hans Frei’s The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative,
 a historical study of the way approaches to biblical narrative have fallen apart since the Reformation. Calvin, for instance, Frei points out, assumed a unity between the biblical narrative and the events that actually happened in the Middle East in scriptural times. He also assumed a unity between that story and the story being played out in his own day, or assumed that there should be such a unity. The normative status of Scripture means we tell our story in light of that story, we fit our story into that story, we evaluate our story in light of that story.

Since Calvin’s day, both unities have collapsed. Perceiving a gap between the biblical events and the biblical story, mainstream (liberal) theology originally chose to attribute authority to actual history rather than to biblical story, though the more recent interest in narrative interpretation jumps in the other direction. It also reversed the authority between biblical history/story and ours. Instead of interpreting and evaluating our thinking and experience by Scripture, it evaluated Scripture by ours. Instead of fitting us into Scripture, it fitted Scripture into us.

These moves require more than mere disavowal by evangelicals. With regard to the first fractured unity, we should recognize that one motivation for the critical study that gave priority to history rather than text was a desire to escape the authority of ecclesiastical dogma. The text was in bondage to the church and its tradition; historical-critical work sought to study Scripture free of that bondage. On the other hand, the general dominance of history in secular thinking meant that history became the locus of revelation for theologians; and evangelicals joined others in working within this framework. William Foxwell Albright, who became a hero for many evangelicals, was overtly pursuing a project that actually has the appearance of being in tension with evangelicals’ own gospel. B. O. Long describes him as “transposing traditional theological claims for the uniqueness and truth of biblical revelation into the idiom of objectivist historical narrative.”

In Britain, Bishop David Jenkins affirmed a belief in the incarnation and the resurrection, but by the way he interpreted scriptural narrative raised questions about his orthodoxy. Incarnation, he affirmed, was not a hyperbole imposed on Jesus; resurrection is not a metaphor for a change that took place within the disciples. In Jesus God truly became a human being, and after his death Jesus actually came back to life. But incarnation did not involve virgin birth, and resurrection did not involve the revival of the same body that Jesus had had before his death. 

I do not believe that Jenkins is right, nor (as far as the resurrection is concerned) that his view is really coherent. My concern at present, however, is with a question about biblical interpretation that his views raise. He doubts the factuality of the virgin birth and the empty tomb not merely on philosophical or theological grounds (perhaps not at all on these grounds, at least overtly), but on critical or exegetical grounds. He does not view the Gospel accounts of these events as historical material. They are midrash, fictions that give imaginative concrete expression to the truth about the incarnation and the resurrection. They are not factual narrative. 

Here, too, I disagree with him, but I acknowledge that there is an issue of interpretation here that requires careful handling. I do not see why God should not have inspired some fiction within Scripture. It would not do if the whole Bible were fiction, because it could not then be a message, a gospel, about some thing God has done for us. But some of the Bible could give imaginative expression to the way God deals with people – not to the way people merely imagine God deals with people, but to the way God really deals with people. Indeed, I believe this is the case: I take it that the Book of Job, for instance, is largely fictional. In form it is close to being a play, it is nearly all in verse, and it parallels other ancient works that seem to be fictional. It is an inspired fictional portrayal of a man’s life that brings out many issues concerning God and God’s ways with us. Its being fiction in no way lessens its capacity to speak the truth about God and humankind. It may even do so more effectively by not being limited to the precise facts of one person’s experience. 

Grounds similar to the ones that lead me to conclude that Job is fictional lead many scholars to take the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ birth and resurrection as partly fictional. If I believe they are wrong, this is because I see the critical situation differently, not because I think the question they ask is an inherently illegitimate one. 

It is inevitable that people will come to different conclusions on these questions, because determining what is fact and what is fiction is one of the most difficult of critical enterprises. I do not mean it is difficult to tell when an author is trying to be factual but makes a historical mistake (though that is also the case). I mean it is difficult to tell whether an author is trying to be factual or not. Indeed, Frank Kermode in a study of Mark’s Gospel asks whether it is ever possible to be sure whether an author is writing fact or fiction.
 Fiction authors are quite likely to try to make their fiction as like fact as possible (not so as to deceive, but so as to make it a life-like story), so that - by definition – we may not be able to tell the difference between the two. 

Scripture contains both fact and fiction. This is not the same as to say that it contains fact and error. I have noted that regarding Scripture as inspired may logically require regarding it as without error. Yet faith in Scripture’s inspiration does not require that Scripture be without fiction. Indeed, the awareness that Scripture contains not both fact and error but both fact and fiction is a liberating one. It invites us into the imaginative approaches to interacting with Scripture that we might use with other literature of the imagination, and to the possibility of avoiding getting bogged down in a study of scriptural narrative that makes it as boring as school history. 

4 The Importance of Historical Interpretation
If taking history too seriously is Scilla, coming to despise history is Charibdis. At present a vocal movement of First Testament scholars urges that the whole First Testament was written in the postexilic or Second Temple period. All the so-called “histories” of the preexilic, First Temple period are actually fictions. There is no clear historical knowledge to be had not only of Abraham or Moses but even of David or Hezekiah, whose supposed building of a famous tunnel to safeguard Jerusalem’s water supply might be redated to the Hellenistic period.
 This development can make common cause with the emphasis on reading Scripture as narrative, which can represent an antihistorical strand within biblical study in two senses. First, in reading a work such as a Gospel as a narrative, with techniques developed in the interpretation of fiction, it prefers to ignore the question of any reference to realities outside the story, such as the figure of Jesus. From an orthodox Christian angle that is inadequate; it is incompatible with the nature of the gospel, which refers to such an objective person. Indeed, its inadequacy may be argued on broader grounds. To judge from passages such as Luke’s opening (Luke 1:1-4) and John’s conclusions (20:30-31; 21.24-25), the Gospels present themselves not as fictions but as narrative works whose point depends on their historicity. If interpreters choose to interpret them as fictions, they must at least acknowledge that they are reading them against the grain, reading them allegorically.

That first anti-historical strand links with the other. I have just presupposed that our interpretation of a text should correspond to its author’s intention. Is this so? Reading in light of an author’s intention raises theoretical and practical difficulties. We have no access to an author’s intention except the text itself, and authors such as Luke and John who explicitly state their intention are the exception rather than the rule (and anyway, suppose such statements as those in Luke and John, just noted, do not represent the actual author’s view or are part of the fact-like presentation of a fiction?). Further, guesswork regarding intention may subvert interpretation. It has been a common view that the intention of the authors of Ruth and Jonah was to oppose the nationalism of the Second Temple period. While openness to other peoples is indeed one theme in these two books, they contain other prominent themes that are obscured when the urging of that openness is privileged by its being identified univocally as the author’s intention. To judge from the evidence of the books, their authors had several intentions, expressed in several themes.

Nevertheless the importance of the traditional emphasis on the author’s intention is to affirm that the text does have a meaning of its own. It is not the case that texts are meaningless until someone reads them and responds to them. E. V. McKnight emphasizes the tag that it is readers who “make sense” of texts,
 but in the process he changes the meaning of the tag. I hope that readers make sense of this book. By that I mean I hope they make my sense, that they understand what I intended to say. If they gain other insights that I did not intend, that is fine, but it does not count as “making sense.” If the book is nonsense but they are nevertheless able to articulate something for themselves as a result of reading it, that is at least something, but it does not count as “making sense.”

As with the historical reference of narratives, one might defend the conviction that texts have meanings of their own on at least two grounds. The specifically Christian ground is the knowledge that the Scriptures are a body of writings that issued from God’s speaking objectively, historically, and intentionally. The more general ground is the fact that they issued from human authors doing the same, as some make explicit. To interpret them in a way that ignores the meaning their writers gave these writings and ignores what they were intending to do in writing is again to offer an allegorical interpretation. Interpreters cannot be forbidden this right, but the nature of the act should be acknowledged. Indeed, it might seem that some ethical obligation attaches to seeking to understand something in light of what its author meant rather than simply using it as a canvas onto which to project insights of our own.

5 An Openness to the Whole of Scripture

Brevard Childs’s first volume on interpretation, Biblical Theology in Crisis,
 had given the phrase “canonical interpretation” a different significance from ones he emphasizes later. There he noted among other things the way different parts of Scripture treat individual themes in different ways. Recognizing Scripture as canon implied taking all Scripture seriously and suggests the need to move from diversity to synthesis in the study of biblical themes. This is a move that still needs implementing in the study of biblical theology. Since the 1960s the stress has been on diversity in Scripture as different parts of Scripture bring a different message to different contexts. Postmodernism encourages that affirmation and is disinclined to ask about how individual emphases might fit into a more comprehensive picture. I would expect one feature of evangelical study to be a concern to make that move.

It is not surprising if Scripture has many complementary ways of understanding the nature of sin (for instance as failure, as transgression, as rebellion, and as unfaithfulness) or salvation (for instance as justification, as healing, as regeneration, and as pardon), and indeed of understanding the nature of God (for instance as father, creator, and redeemer). God, sin, and salvation are deep and mysterious realities that are illumined by a number of understandings. All the images Scripture uses will elucidate some aspect of them. It is easy for these understandings to become dead metaphors, mere theological concepts, and one task of interpretation and preaching is to let them again be the living realities that they are within Scripture itself. That is facilitated by disentangling them and seeking to appreciate one metaphor at a time. We then have a collection of insights comparable to a collection of portraits, all different but not incompatible, like a collection of portraits of some often-painted person.

Such a collection of paintings might contain irreconcilable interpretations. Our knowledge that Scripture is God’s inspired word means we can be sure that its portraits belong together (at another level all reflect the work of one artist) and that all illumine their subject. They are not a collection from which we pick and choose according to our preferences. They are normative as a collection. None may be ignored; none that are peripheral may be made central; none from outside may be admitted to the collection itself (even if portraits outside the collection may indeed express true insights).

In practice evangelical study of Scripture can easily impose unconscious constraints on itself that make us less biblical in substance than in name. An example is the study of a book such as Leviticus and its treatment of sacrifice. A number of New Testament writings, particularly Hebrews, take up this aspect of Leviticus as a key to understanding the significance of the death of Christ, and do so fruitfully. It is difficult to see how the doctrine of the substitutionary atonement of Christ would ever have been formulated without the aid of that strand of the First Testament Scriptures. Hebrews thus illustrates for us the way those God-breathed First Testament Scriptures are able to instruct us concerning salvation and faith in Christ Jesus (2 Tim 3:15-16).

But paradoxically, Hebrews’ success in its interpretive work narrowed down the focus within which the church has subsequently read Leviticus. There is much more to the significance of Leviticus for our understanding of Christian worship than we have noticed, because we have allowed the prism provided by Hebrews to restrict us to one aspect of Leviticus’s significance. In Romans 15:16 Paul himself points to another aspect, for an understanding of evangelism. 
The New Testament provides the explicit witness to Christ that enables us to see the First Testament in focus, as the First Testament provides us with the “many and various” ways of God’s speaking without which we could not understand Christ. Without the New Testament, the First Testament might be an unfocused enigma, but it is possible for us to turn the New into something that narrows our vision. Its witness gives us our normative focus on Jesus as the center of the Christian message and gives us one normative way of reading individual First Testament passages, but not the only way of working out the implications of that focus for individual passages or books. Our belief in the God-breathed nature of Leviticus invites us into a commitment to the book itself in its historical and contextual meaning, including those aspects of it that are not taken up in Hebrews or in other parts of the New Testament. As it happens the study of this book has been remarkably fruitful over recent decades, on the part of Jewish, secular, and Christian writers.

The involvement of conservative scholars in this study of Leviticus
 illustrates how it is possible to be a “conservative” evangelical and not be confined to past insights and ways of thinking. The implications of that word “conservative” deserve consideration. In Britain the phrase “conservative evangelical” came into use in the 1950s to distinguish people who wanted to be seen as neither “fundamentalist” nor “liberal evangelical” and believed that there was a space in between. In the United States, the word “neo-evangelicals” was used in a comparable way (though the word “evangelical” is used more broadly and more pejoritatively than in Britain). Fundamentalists seemed to have closed minds, but liberals seemed to have given too much away. Over subsequent years many of the conservative evangelicals of the 1960s came to designate themselves “open evangelicals” without facing the question of what distinguishes them from the liberal evangelicals of an earlier decade. While many of the specific issues have changed I doubt whether there is any difference in the nature of the stances implied by the terms. The open evangelicals of the 1990s were the liberal evangelicals of the 1950s.

To be conservative implies a commitment to conserving truths and positions rather than surrendering them in light of alleged new insights. To be liberal implies a freedom over against long-accepted positions. In principle these do not seem incompatible positions. I am not unhappy when I am reviewed simultaneously by liberals as too inclined to see Scripture as God’s revelation and by conservatives as making too many concessions to scholarly theories. 
Both positions have downsides. To be liberal often seems to imply an unprincipled willingness to follow the spirit of the age. To be conservative often seems to imply that one can only come to conclusions that have been reached before. Anything new must be wrong and the purpose of scholarship is to vindicate and support what we know already; there is no new insight to be gained. Paradoxically, conservative evangelicals can be the group most bound to the church’s tradition of interpretation of Scripture rather than to Scripture itself.

That classic passage in 2 Timothy on the nature and significance of the First Testament Scriptures (which we may presumably also apply to the New Testament) emphasizes their role in connection with teaching, rebuking, correcting, and training. In Obeying Christ in A Changing World Anthony Thiselton implicitly questioned evangelical preoccupation with what Scripture “teaches,” and in his Fundamentalism
 James Barr directly attacked this preoccupation. 
The clash with 2 Timothy 3:16 may be more apparent than real. There is more to “teaching” than “teaching”; that is, there is a narrow and a broad application of the word. In the narrow sense “teaching” suggests the explicitly didactic, the kind of plain setting forth of the truth to which Paul refers in 2 Corinthians 4:2. There is much of that in Scripture, and it is the characteristic stuff of systematic theology or of statements of faith. Yet when Jesus tells a parable, he is concerned to teach and thus to fulfill the role described in 2 Timothy 3:16, but he does so by avoiding setting forth the truth plainly. Elsewhere Scripture “teaches” by asking questions or offering worship or writing poems or relating dreams. There is nothing wrong with concern for Scripture’s “teaching” if we use the word in a way that can embrace the many approaches to teaching that Scripture embraces. Long before the reminting of that word “hermeneutics,” when our forebears discussed hermeneutics they emphasized that poetry had to be understood as poetry, vision as vision, symbol as symbol.

An openness to the whole of Scripture implies a stance toward the question of how we handle diversity in its teaching. There has always been disagreement over the biblical teaching on topics such as baptism, or the return of Christ, or divorce and remarriage, or the role of women in church life. I do not think that all these disagreements reflect our sinfulness in not being willing to face the unequivocal teaching of Scripture. Sometimes they reflect the fact that Scripture speaks with more than one voice, and our problem lies in doing justice to its variety of voices. 

The issue is handled most explicitly when Jesus considers divorce and remarriage (Mark 10:2-12). Here Jesus points to the tension between the view of marriage and divorce implicit in the creation story and the instructions regarding divorce in Deuteronomy. The former, he says, expresses God’s original intention; the latter makes allowance for Israel’s stubbornness. Marriages break down, even within God’s people, so there is teaching to cover what to do in this situation. 

Jesus is not replacing the teaching of the First Testament with a higher standard of his own. Indeed, it is quite difficult to find topics on which the New Testament’s teaching is consistently “higher” than that of the First Testament (the New Testament can be pretty nasty about sinners and can pray for their punishment as fervently as the First Testament, for instance), and quite possible to point to topics where the First Testament seems more illuminating than the New Testament (as is the case regarding God’s concern with society). Within both Testaments we find more and less absolute views of marriage, divorce, and remarriage, as on other topics. Interpreting Scripture’s view on such matters involves doing justice to all strands of its teaching. It testifies both to an ideal of lifelong monogamous marriage and to the need for a realistic approach to the fact of marriage breakdown. Historically, churches have been better at the first than at the second, though they now need to avoid abandoning their testimony to lifelong monogamous marriage by too easy an appeal to individual “pastoral considerations.” 

The question of the place of women in family, society, and church involves a similar attempt to do justice to a variety of scriptural material. It is quite possible to make an apparently biblical case for women forgoing leadership roles in each of the three contexts, family, society, and church; it is also possible to make an apparently biblical case for women exercising these roles. The situation parallels that with slavery. Scripture provides abundant material both to support and to subvert this institution, too, and it was used both by abolitionists and by their opponents during nineteenth century debates in ways that closely parallel our discussion of the place of women.
 Prople who believe that women should be subordinate at home and in church need to be able to show how the arguments used to support this view would not lead us to accept the institution of slavery; people who incline to the Christian feminist view need to be able to show what authority texts such as 1 Timothy 2:8-15 have for us. (My own view is that Genesis 1 – 2 again portrays God’s ideal for humanity, which does not involve any hierarchy in the relationship between the sexes or any division of areas of responsibility; passages such as 1 Timothy 2 model a way of handling the situation when matters get out of hand in a certain direction, but do not ask to be applied to situations that do not require them). Both sides in debates on women’s ministry are inclined to selectivity in the proof texts they quote to support their case. 

Might it be God’s will that Christians hold different views on topics such as divorce and feminism? I have suspected that this might be the case with baptism, since some important aspects of its significance find clear expression in the baptism of babies born within church families while other aspects of baptism find clear expression when baptism is the moment of someone’s personal profession of faith. In church life, as well as in theory, we need to be able to offer an interpretation of Scripture that does justice to its diversity, a diversity that reflects the complexity of the matters it handles and reflects the tension between ideal and reality that it faces. 

6 How we Handle the First Testament
There is an amusing contrast between the attitude to the First Testament taken by traditional evangelicalism and that taken by the Church of England report on Urban Priority Areas, Faith in the City.
 For Faith in the City the place where real authority lies in Christianity is in the teaching of Jesus, then in other aspects of the New Testament. It finds, though, as people interested in the social implications of the faith often do, that is not the New Testament but the First Testament that has most to say on that subject.
 Now it is quite possible to argue that the New Testament is concerned for the poor as well as for the poor in spirit, but is a bit pathetic to feel obliged (as I perceive some social-activist evangelicals also to be doing) to base your theology of the poor on a minority concern of the New Testament, when the Bible that Jesus himself gave us overtly and indisputably majors on that topic, in a book such as Deuteronomy (as the report notes). It is also amusing (though sad, too) to find the report totally ignoring Scripture when it discusses the gospel and other faiths,
 if this is because the conclusion it wants to come to finds little support from the New Testament. It can, however, be supported from the First Testament. Faith in the City finds (or rather is apparently unaware of) a tension between its formal attitude to the First Testament and its attitude in practice: the First Testament is found to speak with authority, though it lacks the form of authority. 
Evangelicalism has traditionally had the opposite difficulty. It is formally committed to accepting the authority of the First Testament, but in practice does not do so. Its understanding of the church and of Israel is not significantly influenced by the First Testament’s understanding of Israel as the people of God; its praise and prayer is not significantly influenced by the Bible’s own manual of praise and prayer, the Psalms (for that matter, evangelicalism’s approach to Israel, to worship, and to the ministry has not been much influenced by the New Testament); its understanding of redemption is not significantly influenced by that of a book such as Exodus (which invented the idea). It avoids the thrust of these by hermeneutical devices such as typology, which makes the First Testament mean something different from what its authors thought it meant, or by the theory of progressive revelation, which makes it possible for the New Testament to be treated as effectively superseding the First Testament, which has the form of authority but not the reality. 

James Barr’s Fundamentalism contains its misapprehensions about evangelicalism, but also its penetrating insights, and one of the latter is this criticism, that for evangelicalism the Bible often has the form of authority but not the reality.
 Doctrinally we are committed to a theology of the Word, but precisely that commitment can hinder us from actually being a people of the Word, because the fact that we accept that theoretical commitment provides us with a false sense of security, as if it guaranteed a real commitment to Scripture. The result is that it does the opposite. We love to tag texts onto things, as if that made them biblical. One ironic example is our talk of Scripture as “the Word of God”; in Scripture phrases such as “the word of God” or “the word of truth” are not used to refer to Scripture. The scriptural word for Scripture is Scripture.
An evangelical commitment to Scripture involves believing that God spoke and speaks through the whole Bible, and an evangelical hermeneutic involves listening to the whole and seeking to take account of the whole. It looks at the First Testament in light of the New Testament and vice versa, and allows the intrinsic meaning of each part of the First Testament to stand and to contribute to that biblical perspective on the whole of life to which we aspire. It is easy for evangelicalism not to accept the authority of Scripture. People who affirm that authority most strongly as part of their formulary can be among those who sidestep much of Scripture in practice. 

7 Scripture in Culture and Us in Culture

Consideration of subordinationist and feminist hermeneutics leads to a further question. How far are the Scriptures tied to and limited by the particular cultures in which they emerged? Feminist hermeneutics and gay hermeneutics sometimes sidestep texts that might challenge their position by declaring that Paul (somehow it is usually Paul) was “a man of his day,” limited by the state of knowledge and assumptions of his day, and therefore cannot be held to views that he would hardly have maintained when increased knowledge shows those assumptions to be mistaken. 

It was the glory of Paul to be a person of his day. When he invited people to envisage what Christ had done for them as an act of redemption or reconciliation or propitiation or justification or healing, these were not so much the technical terms of a theologian’s world of discourse as shorthand expressions for the experiences of everyday life. Whether you were a slave, or a slave owner, or an ordinary free person, slavery, slave purchase, and manumission were familiar realities of your day. To use these and other such familiar realities to communicate the gospel and its implications to believers and to unbeliever s was to speak as a man or women of your day to other men and women of your day. They were not mere sermon illustrations but powerful life-metaphors and symbols that carried the dynamic reality of what they referred to. In this sense, the prophets and Jesus before Paul indeed spoke as people of their day. They too had taken everyday life experiences and turned them into metaphors and symbols. These were means of preaching from inside people’s worlds, inside the worlds of family life and farming, of birth and marriage and death, of business and politics and religion.
 Prophets such as Amos and Isaiah had developed the nastier technique of entering these worlds and then turning them upside-down with their punch line that revealed that mysteriously God’s world, while one with his people’s, differed radically from it. Jesus had perfected this technique in parables that portrayed a familiar world (Pharisees, priests, Samaritans, employers and employees, brides and grooms) yet one that turned surrealist during the course of the story, so that God ignores the delegates at a prayer breakfast and goes to talk to the members of the Iranian parliament. Amos, Jesus, and Paul are indeed men of their day, as well as being men of God; they could therefore bring God’s world and our world together in their preaching. Our preaching sometimes indicates that we not are very familiar with either world. 

Is the price of being people of your day that you are limited by the perspectives of your day? There is one sense in which this is true. In our world (at least in Britain) the release of slaves and the offering of animal sacrifices are not part of everyday life. The temptation to boil a kid in its mother’s milk is not the most serious one we have to contend with (as might have been the case in First Testament times, to judge from its threefold mention in the Pentateuch). We want to know what to do about the bomb and abortion, about experiments on embryos, and whether to let Muslims take over redundant church buildings. It is a consequence of Scripture’s speaking directly to the concerns of its day that it often does not do so to ours. God paid this price in speaking specifically to people who lived in concrete situations; what God said directly to them may not be immediately intelligible or applicable to people in other contexts. We have to look behind the metaphors for the trans-cultural experience captured by them, and to give new life to that in our day. We have to look behind the warnings and commands for the trans-cultural perspectives on life and death that they embody, and look for equivalent concrete commitments (not merely for the principles on which they are based, for these in themselves will be too abstract) that will embody God’s way of seeing and behaving for our day. 

There are some pointers to how we may do that Faith in the City. The Commission refuses to attempt a “deductive” theology of the city
 and there is little theology in the report, even in the chapter dealing with theological perspectives and priorities. The report insists that theology has to emerge from facing actual questions, and it indicates how such a theology might be expected to emerge. It does this not so much by the way it actually goes about doing theology, but by the way of studying Scripture it commends, an imaginative reflecting on Scripture in the very context of issues and questions that people have to face.
 This can be not just a way into perceiving how Scripture applies today, but a way into an understanding of the historical meaning of Scripture, a way into exegesis, a way of seeing more of what is actually there. It is not something that our objectivist and deductive approach to education in general teaches us, but if we gain a vision for it, we can regain the facility to read Scripture this way. It requires an empathy. 

That word is sometimes used of approaches to hermeneutics that fail to take seriously that Scripture is objectively God’s word. The Bible offers instruction on who God is and how God relates to us, but it is that partly through its affirming the nature of some people’s religious experience, their experience of God. The Psalms, Jeremiah, and Paul are often testimonies to religious experience, so approaches to interpretation that see the task as involving the attempt to enter empathetically into an account of someone’s experience seem quite appropriate. We also need that empathy in entering into the experience of the people in whose company we interpret Scripture, so that we can bring Scripture’s world and their world together. Scripture has the capacity to speak across cultural gaps to the world in which we live. I have found Charles Elliott’s Praying the Kingdom very suggestive as it models a reading of Scripture out of the urgent world contexts in which we have to live.
 (It also models ways whereby we may avoid falling from escapist pietism into an activism that behaves as if we have the task of seeing that the kingdom comes, an issue very important in the context of an evangelicalism that has paid lip-service to grace more often than it has lived by grace.) 

Scripture is thoroughly time-bound, but books such as Charles Elliott’s, or Jacques Ellul’s The Meaning of the City, or Dale Aukerman’s Darkening Valley (on the nuclear threat),
 show how it also transcends its time. Perhaps this is because our culture is not, after all, so utterly different from the cultures of the Bible. Poverty, class, race, other faiths, work, and politics are the Bible’s concerns. The world of TV soap operas is the world of the Bible. It has a wondrous capacity to keep speaking, in cultures quite different from the ones in which it arose. This reflects the fact that it is not merely the result of impressive human insight (though it is that) but also the result of God’s enabling people to reach insights that they would not have achieved without God’s enabling.
It is this that Israel and the church were responding to when they saw to the preserving of some of their writings and when, by a cumbrous process, some of these writings came to have a special status as Scripture. We cannot prove that the church made the right decision in recognizing the books that it did; we are left in the end with the invitation to trust the providence of God over the matter. It is equally impossible to prove that the writings that were chosen were ones free of any error or shortcoming due to the limitations of their writers. Yet if these writings have a depth about them that transcends mere human capacity, so that they are rightly regarded as “inspired,” God-breathed, it would seem more logical to assume that this inspiration protected them from being spoiled by the time-bounded position of their human authors than to assume that if the latter had only lived in a more enlightened age they would have avoided some of their errors. I cannot prove that this is so; it is a logical statement of faith, but it is a statement of faith. So in the presence of a genuine tension between what Scripture says and what modern insight says, I would rather take the risk of trusting the former. 

8 A Practical Commitment to Scripture
With regard to the second aspect of Frei’s “eclipse,” as evangelicals we need to be aware that our dogmatic commitment to Scripture does not in itself guarantee a substantial commitment. I continue to be frightened by James Barr’s critique in Fundamentalism that our commitment to Scripture is merely a badge that we wear; the Bible is our supreme religious symbol.
 That may actually make it more difficult for us to read Scripture accurately, because we know we are committed to agreeing with what we find in it. We are therefore in ongoing danger of having to make it mean what we can accept, because we do not share the luxury enjoyed by people of more “liberal” conviction of being able simply to disagree with it. This is one reason why we will value the study of Scripture by people we know we disagree with, whether liberal or secular or Jewish, because they may be free to see in Scripture things from which we have to hide. To put it another way, we should be worried if there are no aspects of Scripture’s teaching that we wish were not there and/or that we believe simply because they are there rather than because we like them and can make sense of them.

I am not fond of giving orders, of telling people what to do; it suits me better to help people think through in light of Scripture what they should do, help them come to a decision rather than tell them what to do. That no doubt reflects the influence of personality and of the spirit of the age, though neither of those in itself makes it wrong. I am therefore puzzled or sad to find that Scripture portrays God as so fond of telling us what to do. It is not how I would go about being God if I were God, and I could wish it were otherwise. But that is how it is, and I am not God, and my submission to Scripture involves me in accepting that this is how God is, and in seeking to come to terms with it. 
I am also attracted to process theology’s way of understanding God’s sovereignty, as guaranteeing to bring about the fulfillment of God’s purpose but as not determining ahead of time how to do so. It emphasizes the interrelation between human acts and divine acts and it is inclined to see God as responding to human acts and making them part of a pattern, more than to see God forming detailed plans and then sovereignly implementing them. Again, personality factors and aspects of the spirit of the age incline me to this understanding, and again that does not in itself make this understanding wrong. Indeed, it is present in Scripture, and these influences thus enable me to do justice to an aspect of Scripture’s understanding of how God’s sovereignty is at work in the world. But if I want to let Scripture shape and not merely confirm my thinking, I also have to own Scripture’s emphasis on the way God decides beforehand that certain things should happen (e.g. Acts 4:28).

Anyone who thinks that they are quite happy to affirm all of Scripture needs a dose of self-suspicion and needs to find where they are avoiding its thrust. As human beings who fall short of God’s glory, all of us are reluctant conformers to scripture to one degree or another. What distinguishes evangelical involvement with Scripture from that of the rest of the church at this point is that we commit ourselves to conform anyway.
This leads me finally to an attempt to portray two broad approaches to interpretation. They are ideal types in the sense that no one operates by either of them all the time, and features of one may become combined with features of the other. That I take to be a good thing, because both models are valuable, and they need each other. The first is more at home with didactic material in Scripture such as the epistles, with which evangelical interpretation has usually been happier; the second is more at home with the narrative and poetic material in Scripture. The first is more traditional, the second is more trendy. 

The two approaches can be characterized by means of a series of further comparisons. One is analytic: it discovers things by taking texts apart, by analyzing them into parts. The other is holistic: it responds to texts as wholes. One is deductive: it disciplines itself to starting from texts and moving from there to life. The other is experimental: it moves from life to texts. One is concerned with what Scripture says to us individually, the other with what Scripture says to us communally. One views the studying Scripture as naturally something people do on their own. The other views it as something people naturally do together. One is highly cerebral, an exercise that majors on hard and careful thinking. The other is more impressionist. One tends to focus on otherworldly concerns, the other tends to be more interested in this world. One concentrates more on getting our thinking right, the other more on getting our actions right. One is objective in its approach, the other more participatory. One tends to look for timeless truths; the other tends to be highly situational. One is inclined to be abstract, the other concrete. One in its preaching tends to be unapplied, the other to be involved in the application of Scripture to people’s lives. One tends to be confident about ascertaining Scripture’s meaning; the other may be fearful of missing it because of our capacity to avoid the truth. 

We need to exercise both these approaches to interpretation, so that we may get a bit nearer to that eschatological goal of a complete grasp of Scripture and by Scripture, when we will have no more questions and see face to face.
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