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Core Seminar
How To Study the Bible
Class 4: Interpreting the Old and New Testaments
_______________________________________________________
And we have the prophetic word more fully confirmed, to which you will do well to pay attention as to a lamp shining in a dark place, until the day dawns and the morning star rises in your hearts (2 Peter 1:19)

Introduction
Good morning! We are in week ___ of our class and over the last few weeks we’ve considered some of the basics of bible study. In week one we discussed what the Bible is, and how we can know it is reliable. In week two talked about biblical and systematic theology. We said that biblical theology is God’s progressive unfolding of his special revelation throughout history, while systematic theology is the study of a single topic found in Scripture. In week three we covered the importance of approaching God’s word rightly through the use of the inductive study method. This morning we are going to consider some of the unique things you need to know in order to faithfully interpret both the Old and New Testaments. As you might expect, there will be some overlap in the approach and the principles used to study all of God’s Word. But if you keep the truths below in mind as your read the Bible, they will hopefully serve you as “interpretational guardrails” that keep you on the right path. 

I. Interpreting the Old Testament
Interpreting the Old Testament is a bit like being watched while you carve a chicken. It’s fairly easy to start well, but you quickly have to make some tricky decisions (about which everyone has an opinion), and it’s very easy to end up in a sticky mess with lots of bits left over that no one knows what to do with.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  This analogy was modified from Andrew Errington, as quoted in Brian Rosner, Paul and the Law (IVP: 2013), 25.] 

Nevertheless, despite the challenges of interpreting the Old Testament, it remains as God’s Word for us today. In fact, most of our Bible is made up of the Old Testament. So it’s important for us to consider five “interpretive lenses” through which we may humbly examine and rightly interpret Old Testament texts. Again, some of these “lenses” can and should also be applied when interpreting the New Testament. But what follows are particularly useful when interpreting the Old Testament and we would do well to fix them in our minds when we study any Old Testament passage. 
Helpfully, these five interpretive lenses all begin with the letter “C”: 
1. Context 
2. Covenant 
3. Canon 
4. Character of God 
5. Christ

1. Context (Historical and Literary)
Context is the first interpretive lens through which to examine and understand any Old Testament text. An understanding of any biblical text (OT or NT) begins by reading it carefully in context by using the grammatical-historical method of interpretation. This method includes two contexts that are essential for understanding Old Testament texts: historical and literary. 

A. Historical Context:
What did the passage mean to its original audience? The original, historical meaning of a passage provides the only objective point of control against deriving from the text all kinds of subjective and arbitrary messages. Once the plain meaning has been abandoned, control over interpretation is gone and Scripture may mean anything that the interpreter may see in it. Only after we have heard a passage the way Israel heard it can we move on to understand this message in the broader contexts of the whole canon and the whole of redemptive history.

What questions might one ask to get a sense of the historical context of an Old Testament passage? 
· Who is the author? 
· Who were the author’s original audience? 
· When was this text written? Are there any historical markers in the biblical text itself that would indicated this? 
· What need of his hearers did the author seek to address? 
· What was the author’s intended meaning for his original audience?

Consider, for example, the value of historical context when studying the book of Lamentations. These poems of lament were written following the destruction of Jerusalem and the temple in 586 BC by the Babylonians (cf. Jeremiah 52). Knowing this historical context is vital to a correct interpretation and application of the book.

B. Literary Context:
Once a proper historical context has been established, we are now properly situated to begin studying the words and grammar of the passage itself. We must now seek to understand what the passage means in its literary context. We want to try to get a clear sense of what the passage means in both its near and far literary context. What comes right before your text and what comes after it? The near context would be trying to understand what the verse, sentence, paragraph, and chapter mean and how they relate to one another. The far context would be trying to understand what the passage means in light of the entire biblical book. Context is king. A text without a context is a pretext to a proof-text. So always begin by looking at the text through the lens of its Holy Spirit-inspired literary context.
2. Covenant
One of the key textual structures that mark the development of God’s plan in the Bible is the concept of covenant. So after getting a sense of the historical and literary context, you want to view the Old Testament text through the lens of covenant. God’s plan of salvation is revealed progressively throughout Scripture, culminating with Jesus Christ. The way God reveals this plan develops sort of like a seed growing into a tree. And recognizing where the passage you’re studying fits into that development is crucial to its interpretation. Throughout the Bible, beginning in the book of Genesis, God established relationships with specific people at specific times by means of covenants. A covenant is a formal agreement between two or more persons, usually involving requirements, promises, and stipulations that had to be kept if the covenant were to remain firm. The biblical covenants include:
· the Adamic (Gen. 1-2; Hosea 6:7), 
· the Noahic (Gen. 9:8-17), 
· the Abrahamic (Gen. 12:1-3; 15:1-21; 17:1-14), 
· the Mosaic (Ex. 19-25), 
· the Davidic (2 Sam. 7), 
· and the New Covenant (Jer. 31:27-34; Ezek. 36:24-28; Matt. 26:27-30). 
So when we interpret passages in the Old Testament, it’s useful for interpretation to establish what covenant(s) governs God’s people at this point in the biblical story. Stare at your passage through the lens of covenant. For example, how would you interpret and apply the following OT passages: The instructions to Noah about building the ark? The land promises to Abraham? The dietary laws in Leviticus? The promises of divine protection to David? Each of these texts is expressly related to a biblical covenant. Knowing where the passage of Scripture falls in the covenantal storyline of Scripture is crucial to understanding and interpreting rightly. 
Correctly identifying the biblical covenant that’s associated with any OT text will also help you place the passage within the redemptive-historical plotline of the Bible which is: 
Creation  Fall  Redemption  New Creation. 
All the events of Scripture may be plotted on this redemptive-historical map. The covenantal storyline helps you navigate where your text is and where you are in God’s redemptive plan.
Understanding the covenantal context is also particularly useful in the application of the Old Testament. 
For example, how would you understand and apply Leviticus 19:19, “You shall not… wear a garment of cloth made of two kinds of material”? We can’t move directly from the text and apply it to our lives for the simple reason that we don’t live under the Mosaic covenant law concerning apparel. This law was given under the Mosaic covenant and applied to Israel for the purpose of setting them apart as a holy and separate people. This command is part of a group of commands in Leviticus 19 that call Israel to conform to God’s holiness by emulating the divisions in God’s creation and by keeping separate from the pagan practices of the surrounding nations. Christ has come and perfectly fulfilled the Mosaic law and inaugurated the New Covenant through his sacrificial death and resurrection. The church, like Israel, is called to be a holy people even as God is holy. Under the New Covenant, we are marked off as God’s chosen people, indwelt by God’s Spirit, by being pure and blameless in the midst of a crooked and perverse generation. 
So, when you interpret an Old Testament text ask the question: Where is this passage within the covenantal biblical story line? 
3. Canon
The next interpretive lens to keep in mind when interpreting the OT is the lens of canon. If you’ve ever read through the OT from Genesis to Malachi, did you notice that the Old Testament is full of itself? By that, I mean that the later Old Testament writers frequently allude to, echo, or refer readers back to previous passages in the Old Testament canon. The Old Testament is full of itself. So, for example, the Psalms often refer to events recorded in the Pentateuch (ex. Psalm 8, 95). The latter portion of the book of Daniel (Daniel 9-12) is a vision that Daniel received that helps interpret a prophecy given originally to Jeremiah. (Daniel 9:2; Jeremiah 25:1-12) 
So when you are reading any Old Testament text, ask yourself: What, if any, connections are made in the rest of the canon?
One of the keys to making these canonical connections is using a Bible that has a good cross-reference system. So check these cross-references and use them to help get a grasp of what the passage means in the context of the entire canon. 
When you’re interpreting an Old Testament text that is quoted in the New Testament, by all means, follow the New Testament’s lead! Ask yourself, “How does the NT author’s understanding of this passage impact my interpretation?” Check out the handout with all of the NT references to the OT. 
As you make these canonical connections, you’ll begin to see how the Biblical writers themselves are highlighting key continuities, discontinuities, and themes. You’ll begin to see prophecies and promises given in early portions of the canon that are fulfilled in latter portions of Scripture. 
4. The Character of God
The next interpretive lens that is especially helpful when reading the Old Testament is the character of God. The God of the Old Testament is the God of the New Testament. The God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Therefore, take special note when reading OT texts that speak of who God is and what God is like. Ask the question, “What does this text teach me about the character of God?” This lens is incredibly useful when studying the book of Psalms. 
For example, much of Psalm 90 is simply a reflection by Moses on God’s unchanging character. God is eternal and everlasting (vv.2, 4); He is sovereign over life and death as the might creator (vv. 2, 3, 5-6); He is a God of holy wrath (vv. 7-8, 11); and He is a God of mercy, pity, and steadfast love (vv. 13-14) who is gloriously powerful and beautiful (vv. 16-17). 
When interpreting the OT, take note and marvel at the character of God.
5. Christ
The final interpretive lens that we are considering today is the most important. We’ve saved the best, as it were, for last! When we interpret an Old Testament text, we want to ask questions like: 
· What does this passage reveal about Jesus Christ? 
· How does this text point forward to Christ?
· How does the gospel affect my understanding of the text?
· How does my text anticipate or reflect upon the gospel? 
This Christocentric (or Christ-centered) way of reading the Old Testament was taught by Jesus himself. In Luke 24, Jesus tells his disciples on the road to Emmaus that the Old Testament is all about Him.  The Old Testament text is given to us primarily as a context for understanding who Jesus is and what Jesus has done. If Jesus does not come and give his life as a ransom for God’s people, then the Old Testament is nothing but a bunch of stories that have no relevance to our lives and simply don’t matter. If, however, Christ is the promised messiah, then studying the Old Testament is essential for those who claim to follow Jesus because it is in the Old Testament that we see glimpses of Christ in his pre-incarnate state and where we learn how he has worked for the salvation of His people from the beginning. 
To drive this point home, turn with me to Luke 24.25-27. Here we have the resurrected Jesus secretly joining two of his disciples as they walk the road to Emmaus:

25 He said to them, “How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken! 26 Did not the Christ have to suffer these things and then enter his glory?” 27 And beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he explained to them what was said in all the Scriptures concerning himself.

Now skip down to verse 44, where Christ appears to the rest of his disciples:

 44 He said to them, “This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.”

Here Jesus teaches that He is present and central to understanding the Old Testament. In fact, he chastises his followers for not seeing this. So as you read the Old Testament, ask how the passage that you’re interpreting predicts, prepares for, reflects, or results from the person and/or work of Christ.
Do you have any questions about what we have covered so far? (Wait for questions)
II. Interpreting the New Testament
Now we turn our attention for the remainder of our class to the New Testament. What are some things we need to keep in mind when we study the New Testament? When we interpret the New Testament, here are four basic things to remember.
1. In the New Testament, Remember the Basic Genres
The New Testament can be divided into three sections or genres: the Gospels (Mathew, Mark, Luke, and John) are a historical narrative account of the life of Jesus and present Jesus as the fulfillment of the OT promises of God to send a savior for his people; following the gospels are the Epistles, or Letters, and were written in general to teach Christians what it means to follow Christ, and the last genre, apocalyptic writing, consists of the book of Revelation, which was meant to offer a vision of the end times to prepare believers for that day. Part of what it means to do your best in rightly handling the word of truth is recognizing the genre and letting it shape how you read, interpret, and apply the passage.
2. In the Gospels, Remember to Keep Your Eyes Fixed on Jesus
The New Testament begins with four Gospels, historical narratives of a particular kind. They are not exactly biographies of Jesus. They are intentionally shaped to highlight the life, teaching, death, and resurrection of Jesus. Sinclair Ferguson reminds us of a basic but often neglected principle to keep fixed in our minds when we read Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John: “When you read the Gospels, don’t lose sight of Jesus; keep your eyes fixed on Him.”[footnoteRef:2]  [2:  Sinclair Ferguson, From the Mouth of God (Carlisle, PA: Banner of Truth, 2014), 111.] 

This principle guards against reading a passage and asking first, “What does this passage tell me about me?” Or, we might be tempted to ask immediately, “Who am I like in this story?” Instead, we should ask first and foremost, “What does this passage tell me about the Lord Jesus?” 
Take, for example, the account in the Gospel of Luke about Jesus being tempted by the devil in the wilderness at the outset of His earthly ministry (Luke 4:1-13).
[4:1 And Jesus, full of the Holy Spirit, returned from the Jordan and was led by the Spirit in the wilderness 2 for forty days, being tempted by the devil. And he ate nothing during those days. And when they were ended, he was hungry. 3 The devil said to him, “If you are the Son of God, command this stone to become bread.” 4 And Jesus answered him, “It is written, ‘Man shall not live by bread alone.’” 5 And the devil took him up and showed him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment of time, 6 and said to him, “To you I will give all this authority and their glory, for it has been delivered to me, and I give it to whom I will. 7 If you, then, will worship me, it will all be yours.” 8 And Jesus answered him, “It is written, “‘You shall worship the Lord your God, and him only shall you serve.’” 9 And he took him to Jerusalem and set him on the pinnacle of the temple and said to him, “If you are the Son of God, throw yourself down from here, 10 for it is written, “‘He will command his angels concerning you, to guard you,’ 11 and “‘On their hands they will bear you up, lest you strike your foot against a stone.’” 12 And Jesus answered him, “It is said, ‘You shall not put the Lord your God to the test.’” 13 And when the devil had ended every temptation, he departed from him until an opportune time.]

The primary truth taught in this passage is not “How to Fight Temptation Like Jesus Did.” Knowing Scripture so that you can fight temptation is a secondary implication of the text. But the main point is that unlike Adam and unlike Israel, Jesus is the faithful Son of God (see Luke 3:38; Exodus 4:22; Luke 3:22). Adam, the son of God, was tempted in the garden and proved unfaithful. Israel, the son of God, was tempted in the wilderness and proved unfaithful. But Jesus, the eternal Son of God made flesh, after going through the waters of baptism, was led out into the wilderness for forty days and nights, was tempted and proved Himself to be faithful! 
So in this text, we keep our eyes on Jesus and we see that we have reasons to glorify Him as the faithful and obedient Son, who from the outset of His ministry endured temptation and yet did not sin. We, like Adam and Israel, have disobeyed and failed. But where we have been tempted and given in to sin, Jesus has not. 
When you read any passage in the Gospels, make sure that you take careful note of:
· What Jesus did;
· What Jesus taught;
· Who Jesus is; and
· What it means to be His disciple.
He is the same yesterday (during His earthly ministry), today (since His resurrection, ascension, and Pentecost) and forever (not only today, but tomorrow, and for all eternity). Therefore, what Jesus is in any of the Gospel narratives, He always is. Keep your eyes on Jesus.
3. In the Epistles, Remember the Indicative / Imperative Pattern
About one third of the entire New Testament is made up of epistles or letters. These letters represent one side of a two-way conversation between the apostles who wrote them and their first audience. These letters are written for us but they were not written to us. So, one of the key questions when interpreting an epistle is, “What did this passage say to its first recipient(s)?”
As you read and reread the NT epistles, you might notice a kind of pattern that emerges. Ferguson calls this pattern a kind of “Gospel Grammar.” The commands and exhortations of the gospel (imperatives: ‘You need to do that’) always arise from the exposition of God’s grace in the gospel (indicatives: ‘God has done this’). “Imperatives flow from indicatives, indicatives give rise to imperatives.
For example, Peter calls his readers to “be holy in all your conduct” (1 Peter 1:15b). So believers are commanded to be holy. All of our conduct as believers should be lived in holiness. That’s the imperative. But notice how Peter grounds this imperative to holiness in the glorious indicatives of God’s saving call and his holiness. “As obedient children, do not be conformed to the passions of your former ignorance, 15 but as he who called you is holy, you also be holy in all your conduct, 16 since it is written, “You shall be holy, for I am holy.” (1 Peter 1:14-16) We are to be holy, precisely because the One who called us savingly to himself is holy. God himself is holy. Our pursuit of holiness rests on the sure foundation of the holiness of God. If we are his children, we should strive to be like him in all our conduct. 
This indicative/imperative pattern is also common in the structure of entire epistles. Both Romans and Ephesians generally follow the pattern of “This is what God has done for you in Christ!” followed by “Since God has done all this for you in Christ, here is how you should respond in the power of the Holy Spirit!” In Ephesians 1-3, Paul expounds the riches of God’s grace towards us in Jesus. That’s indicative. And in Ephesians 4-6, the Apostle draws out implications and applies and exhorts his readers to holiness. Paul’s letter to the Romans is generally understood as indicative (chs. 1-11) followed by imperative (chs. 12-16). Learn this Gospel grammar and look for it in the epistles. 
4. In Application, Remember What Scripture Is For
Studying the New Testament (and the Old Testament!) is profitable for your life and for your doctrine. We conclude with a reminder that our study of the New Testament should have the aim of obedience. Jesus commanded his disciples to make disciples and to teach them to “observe everything that I have commanded you.” (Matthew 28:19-20) God forbid that we would be those who study the New Testament and gaze into the mirror of God’s perfect word, only to walk away unchanged and unaffected. We should strive to be doers of the word and not just hearers only. (James 1:22) 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This raises the question of application. How should we approach the New Testament with the aim of putting it into practice? Thankfully, the New Testament comes with its own divinely-inspired “instruction manual” for application. In 2 Timothy 3:16, the Apostle Paul gives a four-fold description of the usefulness of Scripture. “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work.”
In their immediate context, it’s clear that the Scripture Paul has in mind is the Old Testament, the “sacred writings” (3:15) that Timothy has known from his youth. However, Paul’s words certainly apply to the entire Bible including the New Testament. The four-fold grid through which Paul sees all Scripture is that it’s profitable or useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training. 

So when you read any text in the New Testament, you can use Paul’s own grid to ask these four application questions: 
· What is this text teaching me? 
· What is this text reproving or rebuking in me? 
· What is this text correcting in me? 
· What is this text training me to do?
This is the Apostle’s divinely inspired application grid. When you read through the New Testament, remember that it was given to you for these reasons and put it into practice!
Conclusion
The Bible is most valuable thing that this world affords. In this Book you find heavenly wisdom and the lively oracles of the living God. May God make us men and women, boys and girls, who like Ezra, set our hearts to study the Word of God, to put it into practice, and to teach it to others. (cf. Ezra 7:10) 
Do you have any questions about what we have covered so far? (Wait for questions)
Pray.


Appendix:

Christ in the OT:
Martin Luther understood the Old Testament to point forward to Christ. To neglect the Old Testament is to neglect vast treasures of knowledge about Jesus. He wrote the following in his preface of the German edition of the Old Testament that he translated himself:
“I beg and really caution every pious Christian not to be offended by the simplicity of the language and stories encountered [ in the Old Testament], but fully realize that, however simple they may seem, these are the very words, works, judgments, and deeds of the majesty, power, and wisdom of the most high God…. Therefore, dismiss your own opinions and feelings, and think of the Old Testament Scriptures as the loftiest and noblest of holy things, as the richest of mines which can never be sufficiently explored, in order that you may find that divine wisdom which God lays here before you in such simple guise as to quench all pride. Here, in the Old Testament, you find the swaddling cloths and the manger in which Christ lies, and to which the angel points the shepherds. Simply and lowly are these swaddling cloths, but dear is the treasure, Christ, who lies in them.” [footnoteRef:3] [3:  Martin Luther, “Preface to the Old Testament (1523/1545),” in Martin Luther’s Basic Theological Writings, 2nd Ed, Ed. Timothy F. Lull (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2005), 114.] 
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