THE ORIGINAL SENSE
Last week Jay talked about the Natural Sense or Principle of Simplicity when interpreting the Bible. It says that when God revealed himself to us he intended scripture to be plain to its readers and not confusing.  God’s whole purpose in speaking and having His speech recorded is that he wanted to communicate his plan of salvation to ordinary people so that they might be saved.   

Today we will be discussing the second principle of Bible interpretation—The Original Sense or the principle of history.  God’s plan of salvation is addressed to every man of every age and every country, but each part of it was addressed in the first (original) instance to a particular people of a particular age in a particular country. From our study of earlier chapters we have seen that God chose to reveal himself in a precise historical context.  The permanent and universal message of Scripture can be understood only in the light of the circumstances in which it was originally given.  
As we read the Bible we need to ask ourselves:

1. Who was the writer and to whom was he writing?

2. What was the cultural-historical setting of the writer?

3. What was the meaning of the words in the writer’s day?

4. What was the intended meaning of the author and why was he saying it?

5. What should this mean to me in my situation today?
This method of interpretation is known as the “grammatico-historical” or historical-grammatical method.  The aim is to discover the meaning of the passage as the original author would have intended and what the original hearers would have understood.  So as we attempt to transport ourselves back into the author’s mind and times, and to listen to his words as if we were among his first readers, there are three things we need to consider—the situation, the style and the language in which he wrote.
First,  the situation.  The interpreter needs to know as much as possible about the writer and his cultural-historical setting.  If we know nothing concerning who wrote a passage, when it was written, or under what conditions it was written, we are almost left to guess what its meaning might be.  Knowing what an author experienced and what the thought forms of his day were aids us in understanding his writing.  It is important to know the approximate date when a passage was written.  For instance, words about God’s spirit written before the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost might be given one meaning while they would be given a different meaning after Pentecost.  The reader also needs to know who the intended recipients of a passage were.  Words addressed to unbelievers would be interpreted very differently from words addressed to believers.  The meaning of a passage might depend upon knowing whether the original audience was Jewish or Gentile.  The interpreter also needs to know what occasioned the writing, or why the writer wrote his message and what his purpose was.  
Paul’s letter to the Philippians becomes a much more human document if on the one hand we can picture the author under house arrest in Rome (or possibly Ephesus) and on the other Lydia, the jailer and the slave girl (whose conversions are described in Acts 16) as among its first readers. 
Another example Stott uses is the letters of Paul and James.  He says “A careful consideration of the historical background to the letters of Paul and James would have protected Luther from finding them contradictory and from rejecting James’s letter as made of “straw.”  It is true that Paul declared a man “justified by faith apart from observing the law” and gave Abraham as an example :
28For we maintain that a man is justified by faith apart from observing the law. (Romans 3:28). 

1What then shall we say that Abraham, our forefather, discovered in this matter? 2If, in fact, Abraham was justified by works, he had something to boast about—but not before God. 3What does the Scripture say? "Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness." (Romans 4:1-3).

James declared a man “justified by what he does and not by faith alone” and also quoted Abraham as an example:

21Was not our ancestor Abraham considered righteous for what he did when he offered his son Isaac on the altar? 22You see that his faith and his actions were working together, and his faith was made complete by what he did. 23And the scripture was fulfilled that says, "Abraham believed God, and it was credited to him as righteousness, "and he was called God's friend. 24You see that a person is justified by what he does and not by faith alone. (James 2:21-24).  

But their positions are not mutually irreconcilable.  Paul was talking to legalist who believed in salvation by works; James was talking to religionists who believed in salvation by orthodoxy.  Both believed that salvation was by faith and that a saving faith would manifest itself in good works.  It was natural in their particular circumstances, however, that Paul should stress the faith which issues in works, and James the works which spring from faith.”

Secondly, we need to consider the style. Stott claims it is important to take note of the literary genre of each biblical book. Is it prose or poetry, historical narrative or wisdom literature?  Is it law, prophecy, psalm or apocalyptic?  Is it drama, or a letter, or that distinctively Christian form called a “Gospel,” a collection of the words and deeds of Jesus which bear witness to him?  How we interpret what we read, whether we take it literally or figuratively, will depend largely on its form and style.
Third, we need to consider the language.  All human language is a living, changing thing.  The meaning of words changes from century to century and culture to culture.  We cannot read the word “love” in scripture and immediately suppose we know what it means.  There are four different Greek words used in the New Testament, all translated “love” in English.  Each has a distinctive meaning, and only one expresses what Christians mean by love, which is nowhere close to the erotica displayed in twenty-first century culture.  
For many centuries scholars were not able to recognize the kind of Greek in which the New Testament was written.  It was neither classical Greek nor modern Greek.  Some thought it was made up especially for the purpose.  They even called it the “language of the Holy Ghost.”  But towards the close of the last century, in Egypt, archaeologists began to discover large quantities of ancient papyrus rolls.  They were mostly secular and non-literary documents.  Many had come from the wastepaper baskets of public records offices, whose contents had been dumped on the local rubbish heap.  And their Greek, common language of every day, was found to be largely the same as that of the New Testament.  So now the meaning of New Testament Greek words had to be sought against a background not only of classical Greek and of Hebrew thought but also of the secular language of the day.  Stott gives as an example the Greek word ataktos.  
In his two letters to the Thessalonians Paul several times refers to those he describes as ataktos.  In classical Greek the word was commonly used of soldiers who broke rank, of an army in disarray.  So the Authorized Version translates the word “disorderly,” and it was assumed that there was an undisciplined group of some kind in the Thessalonian church.  But two or three apprenticeship contracts were discovered among the papyrus rolls which contained the word for playing truant is ataktos.  So the New Authorized Version now translates the word “idle” not “disorderly.”  It seems probably that some Thessalonian Christians, believing that the Lord’s return was imminent, were playing truant from work.  It is these idle Christians whom Paul commands to mind their own affairs, work with their own hands and earn their own living, adding that if man will not work, he shall not eat.
14And we urge you, brothers, warn those who are idle, encourage the timid, help the weak, be patient with everyone.( 1 Thess. 5:14).

Another area of language to be addressed is the grammatical. We must examine the form of the writer’s grammar: what is signified by the grammatical constructions, the verb forms used, what is given emphasis in a sentence, the relationships of the words to each other.  The tense, voice, mode, case, etc. of the words used is very important in understanding what the writer was trying to say to the reader. 
In addition to situation, style and language there is the vital question of culture.  Since God’s revelation was given in a particular historical and geographical situation, this means that it had a particular cultural setting as well.  The social customs which form the background of some biblical instructions are entirely foreign to those of our day.  Stott thinks the best way to handle this dilemma is to accept the biblical instruction itself as permanently binding, but to translate it into contemporary cultural terms.  
For example:  Jesus commanded his disciples to wash one another’s feet as a mark of mutual love which humbles itself to serve, and the apostles Paul and Peter commanded their readers, when they came together, to greet one another with a holy kiss or a kiss of love.

12When he had finished washing their feet, he put on his clothes and returned to his place. "Do you understand what I have done for you?" he asked them. 13"You call me 'Teacher' and 'Lord,' and rightly so, for that is what I am. 14Now that I, your Lord and Teacher, have washed your feet, you also should wash one another's feet. 15I have set you an example that you should do as I have done for you. 16I tell you the truth, no servant is greater than his master, nor is a messenger greater than the one who sent him. 17Now that you know these things, you will be blessed if you do them. (John 13:12-17).

14Greet one another with a kiss of love. Peace to all of you who are in Christ. (1 Peter 5:14).

Today we do not walk through dusty streets in sandals, and therefore do not need to have our feet washed.  Nor is it customary to go round kissing everybody in public.  But we can obey Christ commandment through outward forms of humble service, and obey the apostles’ command by a “handshake all round.”

A more difficult example Stott discusses between the permanently valid and the culturally dated concerns the status, behavior and dress of women.  Consider the question of the veiling of women, to which Paul devotes half a chapter in First Corinthians 11.  He insists that it is dishonorable, even disgraceful, for a woman to pray or prophesy in public with her head unveiled.  He appeals to reason, nature, ecclesiastical custom and his own apostolic authority in support of his teaching.  In those days the veil a woman wore was a symbol of her husband’s authority over her.
10For this reason, and because of the angels, the woman ought to have a sign of authority on her head (1 Cor. 11:10).
What is permanently valid in Paul’s teaching is the authority of the husband.  What is culturally dated is the veil.  We must find other social customs which express a woman’s acceptance of the authority which God has given to man.

Stott emphasizes that the practice of transposing the teaching of scripture from one culture to another is not to avoid obedience but rather to ensure it, by making it contemporary.  It is important to know what the Bible said to its original readers, the people to whom it was originally addressed.  But it is equally important to apply the ancient message to us today in our life situation which may be very different from that of the ancient world of Moses or Jesus or Paul.  A text cannot with any possible legitimacy mean to me something substantially different from what it meant to its original author and readers.  If the Bible is a living revelation of God to us, as we say it is, then we must do more than decipher it ancient history. We must apply the principles discerned in that ancient history to our life situation today.
