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I. Unit Two Objectives
At the end of this unit, the students will be able to
1. identify his or her own preunderstanding of a given text
2. differentiate the quality of various exegetical tools: commentaries, Bible dictionaries, atlases, encyclopedias, etc.
3. research historical circumstances and cultural background of biblical texts
4. identify and explain cultural differences between the world of the text and the world of the modern reader
5. identify the literary genre of a given text in order to interpret it correctly
6. describe the literary context of a text: how it fits into the structure of the author’s thought revealed in the surrounding context
7. perform useful word studies, avoiding the minefield of fallacies that commonly threaten the accuracy of word studies
8. assess a plethora of Bible translations for a variety of uses


II. Unit Lecture Two
Analysis and Evaluation of Course Content
Part Two of Grasping God’s Word examines in more detail the vitally important concept of context. Three principal perspectives that are pertinent to interpretation are the reader’s personal context, the author’s historical and cultural context, and the text’s literary context. The book provides hints about how and how not to study the individual words of an author’s message in pursuit of his meaning. It explains the existence of many English translations of the Bible and addresses varied principles on which translators base their decisions in order that students may better understand why translations and versions vary so widely from one another.

Preunderstanding and Presuppositions
Did you notice the difference the authors made between preunderstanding (which must be questioned, evaluated, and, if necessary, changed each time we read the text) and presuppositions (which function more continually and normally do not change easily)? Deriving from the whole scope of Scripture and our relationship with Christ (and, one might add, our affiliation with a particular part of his Body, the Church), our presuppositions are what we believe to be true of the nature of Scripture, and of God’s use of Scripture to reveal himself and his will. These general truths, it is supposed, will not be affected by our discovery that some of our preunderstanding of particular texts may be off a bit, or completely erroneous.

As a child I always thought the whale coughed up Jonah on the beach of Ninevah, or nearby at least. Only as I studied maps of the region did I realize that Jonah was delivered right back to Israel’s Mediterranean coast whence he had fled God’s presence. So when God called him a second time to go to Ninevah, it was just as difficult and arduous a trip (500 miles across dry desert) as it would have been the first time he considered it. My preunderstanding of the story had to be adjusted considerably, but my presuppositions about God (and his ability to provide whatever is needed to accomplish his purposes—storms, fish, fast-growing plants, tiny worms), about the lost and his care for them, about the surprising effectiveness of the spoken Word of God, did not.

Thus, each time we come to Scripture we must be ready to have our preunderstanding corrected and our presuppositions strengthened. Ultimately, this greater, more accurate understanding that we acquire should in principle reinforce, not undermine, the deep truths expressed in our presuppositions. No one should fear discovering that her preunderstanding of the Bible is wrong. On the contrary, all who love the truth are ready, as Jesus said parabolically, in another context, to sell all that they have in order that they may acquire it. The better we know the Scriptures and what they really mean, the more firm our presuppositions will stand, being built on knowledge and faith working together.

Preunderstanding and Self-Awareness
Sometimes it is helpful to ask yourself, “Does my church interpret this particular passage of Scripture differently from the way other Christians I know understand it?” If you are aware of such differences, it’s a good starting place for the process of asking yourself, “What other preunderstanding do I bring to this text that may cloud my vision of what it is actually saying? Do certain words trigger emotions in my subconscious? Do I have strong feelings that make it difficult to see and understand the text clearly?” Trial lawyers know the power of subconscious reflexes and biases and are very careful about picking and rejecting potential jurors that will hear their cases. They know that what a person already thinks and feels and believes will significantly affect how he or she interprets new information.

One need not become obsessive or neurotic and narcissistic about the process of self-awareness. But the particular place from which you view the Bible will always affect what you see there. So you might as well be conscious of where you are standing at any given moment. 

Actually, whether you are aware of it or not, the process of examining yourself is going on every time you read the Scriptures, according to the Book of Hebrews. “The Word of God is living and active,” says the writer at 4:12-13, “the person reading it is stretched out naked before the eyes of God, who uses his Word like a razor-sharp blade upon our heart to carefully reveal its inner structure and content, and distinguish from one another such subtleties as our thoughts and intentions, and soul and spirit.” Who has not experienced this, that while we read the Bible the Spirit of God calls our attention to matters in our life of which even we ourselves were not aware? Like a powerful beam of light, the Word probes hidden corners and caverns deep within us and renders us cognizant of them.

So, while we learn about how to dissect and analyze and order the text of the Bible in this course, never forget that when you read the Bible it is doing the same thing to you!

You and the Other, or Your Town and Their Town
At first, the several analytical processes which Part Two of Grasping the Word lays out may seem complicated and confusing. Which context should I focus on first, mine as the reader or that of the writer? Just how am I supposed to “get to know” the background of each and every biblical writer? They all lived thousands of years ago, in varying historical, linguistic, and cultural circumstances. Will my background studies of Amos be of much help when I go to interpret Jeremiah . . . or James?

But you can relax on at least one point: it is not really that tortuous and complex. The two processes which make up the first two chapters of Part Two, identifying our own personal context as the reader and identifying the historical context of the original writer, are not that far apart.

Think of it as like a conversation with someone you have just met. You decide to get together again for dinner Friday night, so you seek a mutually convenient time to meet. The other person says, “Well, I always like to eat early, so as to have the rest of the evening free.” Now, the word “early” probably connotes something distinct to each of us. To interpret what the speaker means you have to suspend your preunderstanding of what “early” means, and seek to understand what that other person means by it.

The Near Literary Context
In your attempt to do so, you take into account the near literary context—what else an individual said in the same discourse that may help determine the meaning of the term in question. This is more important for determining meaning than any other consideration.

In the scenario of the previous paragraph, the other person said she likes to finish eating early “so as to have the rest of the evening free.” Considering what time most other activities would be underway gives some definition to the latest that she could be indicating by “early.” Also, she said that she “always likes to eat early,” suggesting that her supper habits are consistent throughout the week, not different on Friday. So if she normally eats supper soon after getting home from work “in order to have the rest of the evening free,” weekends apparently are not an exception to that habit. If you know her cultural background, that will be very helpful as well. If she hails from the Midwest of the United States, dinner time is likely to be between 5 and 6 o’clock. If she is western European or from an urban context along the northeast Atlantic coast of the United States, supper is more likely to be scheduled between 8 and 9 p.m. What “early” means to this individual will be with reference to those relative cultural parameters.

We make these kinds of provisional guesses and suppositions all the time in conversations with others. We seek to understand just what they are communicating, so we test our “hypotheses” and adjust them as we learn more about the other person. It should not be that hard to bring the same skills you have developed in a lifetime of social interactions to bear upon the task of understanding what another person, from another time and culture, is saying in the text you are reading.

The Relative Value of Etymology in Word Studies
Serious students of the New Testament eventually discover one of the richest sources for understanding the background of biblical terminology, Kittel and Friedrich’s Theological Dictionary of the New Testament, first published in German in the 1930s and available in English translation since 1964. It is hard to overestimate the sheer weight of scholarship and erudition that has gone into this 10 volume study of virtually every word of significance in the New Testament. The title notwithstanding, this compilation of articles reveals much about Old Testament terminology as well, as the methodology of the book is to find the earliest usage of the term in question, then show how every linguistic community contributing to the Bible’s formation used the term. Comparisons are drawn with other religious communities’ usage of the word as well, and a broad panoply of definitions and meanings for each term emerges. (To give you a sense of the depth into which the researchers go, the three articles on three Greek words corresponding to “holy” in English are 23, 10, and 4 pages in length, respectively.)

You can be sure that virtually every biblical occurrence of the term in question has been examined and compared. Nuances of differences in meaning for the same term that appear in different texts are explored and often accounted for. To consult TDNT and realize the work that went into the article being read leaves one breathless, and in awe. This giant work stands at the middle of the twentieth century as a monolith to the thoroughness of (mostly German) biblical scholarship.

Yet the sheer volume of information provided by erudite scholars raises a danger to fledgling students of the Word. Like the small pointed peak of a gigantic submerged iceberg, an article in TDNT may appear picturesque even while it wrecks our understanding of a particular text. Overwhelmed by the grand history of a word, we may mistakenly apply all of that wealth of significance to each and every occurrence of the term we encounter. This may actually lead to great misunderstanding rather than to greater understanding, since an author rarely means all the dictionary meanings for a word in any one given use of the term. The important task is to identify what the author meant by using it here, in the particular text we are examining.

In the illustration we considered previously, we were seeking the meaning of the word “early” used by our new acquaintance with whom we were fixing a rendezvous. We are seeking the meaning which the speaker using the term had in mind. Though many other definitions and implications may and do adhere to the word early in the wider world outside your personal conversation with that individual, the only meaning that matters in this context is what the person meant who said it.

As we saw, discovering that particular meaning begins with analyzing the surrounding near literary context in the same conversation in which the word was used (“. . . so as to have the rest of the evening free,” and “I always like to eat early”). Not only must the partner in this conversation suspend for the moment his or her own preunderstanding of what “early” might signify, he or she must also temporarily ignore any other meaning for that word that might be floating about in general discourse. It is not what someone else means by “early” that you are seeking, but what the one particular person with whom you are trying to form a firm appointment understands by that term.

It would not contribute anything at all of value to do an etymological study of the use of the word “early” throughout the history of the English language, positing its earliest usage and showing examples of how the word was used in ancient literature. Yet so many biblical word studies proceed just that way—telling the reader what a particular biblical term meant in its earliest appearances, how it was used by those authorities, how the use of the term developed across several centuries. Many studies of important biblical words give the impression that the key to understanding a word in the biblical text is to understand its derivation, its etymology. If you understand where this word comes from, the argument goes, you understand what any author employing it really means by it. Naïve students often conclude with the mistaken inference that it is by understanding the original meaning of a word that we have the inside track on “what it really means” wherever we encounter it after that.

This single-dimensional hermeneutic was critiqued (some say virtually destroyed) by James Barr in his groundbreaking book The Semantics of Biblical Language (1961). Barr showed the danger of bringing all, or even the “deepest,” meanings of a word into any particular occurrence of the term. He called this common but erroneous practice “illegitimate totality transfer” (p.218). Barr showed example after example of the erroneous results of taking the meaning of a term in one religious environment and assuming it transferred intact to another. In the years that followed, Barr’s corrective was followed so diligently that Kittel’s TDNT fell into temporary disuse. A restorative balance seems to be occurring these days, however, which is all to the good.

As Time Goes By
Actually, the principle upon which Barr’s critique is based was put forth a whole generation earlier, by the Swiss linguistics professor Ferdinand de Saussure (1915). De Saussure demonstrated the fallaciousness of what he called “diachronic” analyses of a term that traced its varied meanings across the wide arc of time. Preference should be given, he argued, to “synchronic” studies that limit their focus to the time concurrent with the author of the work we are studying. Synchrony, not diachrony, will disclose the meaning of a term as used by a particular author or individual, argued de Saussure.

An obvious illustration from our historical standpoint would be the radically changed meaning of the word “gay.” A diachronic study of the word would have to include its former connotations of carelessly and light-heartedly happy. But that would very likely misrepresent the meaning of the term as found in modern discourse. Today, the term usually means either (1) homosexual, or (2) (by the young) a pejorative expression of disgust (which is not limited to the sexual domain).

Translations
The more you study the Bible, the more questions like “What is your favorite Bible translation?” will become difficult to answer. It’s like asking, “What is your favorite tool?” The reply inevitably comes back, “For doing what?” It depends on what you are doing. If you are cutting delicate lacey paper pattern decorations for a ladies’ luncheon you will want light, razor-sharp scissors that are easily manipulated. If you are cutting cedar trees to make beams to hold up the ceiling on your cabin in the woods, you will want a 24 inch two horsepower chain saw. Get the right tool for the job.

Similarly, if you want to do an extremely careful exegetical study of one or two verses you will probably want to stick with literal word-for-word translations like the NASB, the NKJV, or the New English Bible. On the other hand, if you want to read swiftly through several chapters at a time of the Bible, or even a whole book, to get a sense of God’s talking to you in contemporary terms, it’s hard to beat the New Living Translation. Which you choose depends on what you want to do.

Most of us find that we gravitate again and again to one Bible translation, which we may call “my Bible” as it becomes more and more familiar to us. But there is a tremendous value in switching off frequently, changing the version we read on a regular basis. One reason is simply that our familiarity and trust of one particular way of translating the original languages and syntax almost certainly contributes to that old bugaboo we keep trying to counter: preunderstanding. We have a whole matrix of meanings and implications that are already associated in our minds with a particular way the Word of God is articulated in one translation. A less familiar translation, on the other hand, can sometimes allow the Word to pierce through our habits of thinking and strike us in new and fresh ways.

Conclusion
In summary, when you are looking for the meaning of a term, it is always best to know more options and be able to choose from among them. But, in the end, close examination of what is nearest to the term in question will likely shed more light on it than will a theoretical knowledge of what the word could mean. Any given Scripture is best understood in its context, both the historical/cultural background of the author and readers, and the rest of the document of which that Scripture is an integral part.

