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INTRODUCTION - What Has Provoked This Topic? 

How recently have you heard someone say: “You can prove anything from the 
Bible”? The minister of a church I attended in the 1950s said it often.  An old-
style Liberal, he was keen to discredit Fundamentalists.  Even so, I had a great 
respect for him.  He had a strong personal devotion to Christ and compassion for 
the oppressed. But I felt then, and I still feel, that his heart was closer to God 
than his head. I suspected that the devotional faith in which he had been reared 
was compensating for his theological training. 

The claim “You can prove anything from the Bible” has pursued me over the 
years since my experience of conversion at the age of 14.  As an Evangelical 
Christian, I have constantly sought to keep my head in step with my heart, 
believing that God gave me both body-parts!  That has meant revisiting 
constantly the grounds of my belief that God did once intervene in my life, and 
still does. 

The challenge to keep revisiting this question has been revived in recent years 
by the debates between Christians over women’s ordination and same-gender 
sex.  I have had to weigh up on the one side an extreme Fundamentalism which 
says both are sinful, and on the other, the claim by some Postliberals2 that they 
are both acceptable and in both cases the Bible is out-of-date. 

At the beginning of this year, some concerned Evangelical friends drew my 
attention to a paper by Professor Bill Loader on “Approaches to Scripture.”  The 
Assembly home page3 provides a link to it, which gives it quasi-official status.  I 
have also been stimulated, though in a different way, by a recent book on “The 
Trinity and Subordinationism” by Rev. Dr Kevin Giles,4  which also reflects on the 
use of Scripture. 

The current debates were what prompted both Loader and Giles to go into print.  
But both saw that the deeper issue to be addressed is how we interpret 
Scripture.  The leaders of the Reforming Alliance have realised this too.  Dealing 

                                                      
1 I acknowledge helpful critical  comments of an earlier draft of this paper from Rev Dr Max Champion, Rev 

Dr Kevin Giles, and Alison Hill. 
2 I use the term in the sense adopted by Alister McGrath in A Passion for Truth:The Intellectual Coherence 

of Evangelicalism, Leicester: Apollos, 1996, pp. 131-161.  That is, “Postliberalism” refers to scholars, influenced 
by postmodernism, who recognise the fallacies in old Liberalism’s confidence in universal rationality and common 
experience, and for that reason are prepared to let new cultural value-frameworks identify what remains true in 
the traditional text of Scripture, thereby relativising the force of historical revelation. 

3 Loader, W. G. (2003). Approaches to Scripture: Considering the Options,  <www.staff.murdoch.edu. 
au/~loader/scripture.htm>.  I subsequently sent a copy of my response to Loader, and have benefited in the 
present paper from his critical reaction to that paper. 

4 Giles, Kevin (2002). The Trinity and Subordinationism: The Doctrine of God and the Contemporary Gender 
Debate, Downer’s Grove, Illinois: InterVarsity Press. 
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with homosexuality is not our main issue.  Interpreting the Bible is.  It is being 
quoted on both sides.  But how do we apply Scripture to contemporary issues?   

The heart of Evangelicalism is a personal encounter with God, but the mind of 
Evangelicalism is defined by its attitude to Scripture.  Last century, most of the 
debate focused on the authority of Scripture.  Old Liberalism was saying that 
science obliged us to place the Bible under the authority of human reason.   

Today, however, many Postliberals are contesting the Evangelical use of the 
Bible by quoting back to us different interpretations.  In doing so, it looks as 
though they have conceded that Scripture is our primary authority, or else why 
would they bother quoting it.  But for many, this is just a ploy designed to 
embarrass people like us who set such store by plain biblical teaching – hoisting 
us with our own petard, as it were.   

Their real authorities are autonomous reason and cultural relativities. If we wish 
to answer our critics and sway people in the “messy middle”, it will not be 
sufficient merely to appeal to proof-texts.  Two can play at that game.  We must 
have a credible hermeneutic, that is, a justifiable method of interpreting and 
applying Scripture.  That is what I have been asked to explore with you.    

THE NATURE OF CHRISTIAN BELIEF 

So firstly, let us consider the nature of Christian belief.  Christianity is not, in the 
first instance, a philosophy, the product of human speculation.  Nor is it a 
mythology, resting on archetypal stories whose historicity is irrelevant.  It is a 
set of truth-claims derived from certain extraordinary historical events. 

The central truth-claim is that these events have made us aware of a Creator 
God, who has chosen to communicate with one of the species of creature he has 
made – us.  Progressively, through a chosen people, he has shown us what he is 
like and what is our special destiny.  Finally, by contracting himself to a 
particular historical time and place, he became a man, lived to teach and heal, 
died for our sins, and rose from the dead to validate his promise to us of eternal 
life. 

This is miraculous – a singularity5 in the natural order.  As a result, we know 
things about God that we would never have found out for ourselves just through 
natural observation or mental speculation.  Revelation, achieved supremely in 
the person of Christ as attested to by Scripture, corrects the fallibilities of 
reason, intuition, and tradition. 

Oh lucky disciples, who saw and heard these things!6  Wish I’d been there!  But 
Jesus himself said to his disciples as he was leaving them, “Teach others what 

                                                      
5 In the most general scientific sense, a singularity is a “one-off” event outside the normal operation of the 

laws of space and time. 
6 E.g. 2 Pet. 1: 16-18; 1 Jn 1: 1-3. 



3 
 

you have learnt, assured that I will be sending my Spirit to guide you into all 
truth.”7  

Thus the scarlet thread of the salvation story endures into the future.  And the 
disciples, anticipating their own deaths, attested to the authority of the new 
Scriptures already in the making, assured that the Spirit of God would oversee 
their compilation and distribution.  In this way, future generations would be able 
to pick up the thread and weave it into their own story.8   

APPROACHING THE BIBLICAL TEXT 

History tells us that the original churches only took a few decades to agree on 
most of the books to include in the canon of the Christian Scriptures. Only much 
later did a Synod in Carthage confirm it.9  Clearly, the Spirit had been at work 
well before the invitations for Synod went out.  One would like to think that is a 
common occurrence!   

The Christian world has traditionally regarded this process as one inspired by 
God. For this reason, few questioned the authority and inspiration of Scripture 
before the advent of “higher criticism”, and the Basis of Union continues to affirm 
it.10  We believe, on good grounds – Word and Spirit concurring – that the Bible 
is a book like no other book. 

The process of bringing a reliable written testimony into being shared one 
miraculous feature with the Incarnation.  It involved an interaction of the divine 
with the human.  The Holy Spirit, breath of God, animated conscious human 
writers, in their proper time and place, to record his acts and to reveal the 
person of Christ.11   

Not only, therefore, should we appreciate the power and reliability of this true 
narrative, but also read it within its historical and literary context.  Often we will 
need help in discerning the right meaning of what we read, which is one of the 
reasons why God has raised up the church, though always to be under the 
Scriptures, as, again, the Basis of Union attests.  All this lays upon us the need 
to make explicit our theory of interpretation. 

We are obliged to find a mediating position between two extremes which I will 
characterise as “Letteralism” and “Postliberalism.”   

                                                      
7 Jn 13: 25-26; 16: 12-14; Mt. 28: 18-20; Acts 1: 6-8. 
8 2 Tim. 3: 14-17; 2 Pet. 1: 19-21.  Loader and others are quick to point out that such passages were 

referring to the Old Testament, but Peter specifically validates Paul’s writings as Scripture in this sense in 2 Pet. 
3: 14-16, and John claims a revelatory function for his own gospel  in Jn 20: 30-31.  Couple such passages with 
the hermeneutical rule (discussed later) of comparing Scripture with Scripture, and the objection is overruled. 

9 In 397 AD. 
10 Basis of Union of the Uniting Church in Australia, clause 5. 
11 2 Timothy 3: 16.  For some Liberal reductionists this verse became “every inspired Scripture is useful for 

...” (ASB, 1901), which leaves it up to readers to decide which passages make them feel most inspired.    By 
contrast, the traditional reading: “All Scripture is given by inspiration of God”  (AV) – with which most modern 
translations agree – gives full weight to the Greek theo-pneustos – God-breathed – emphasising the initiative of 
God rather than the receptivity of the reader. 



4 
 

Letteralism 

As regards “letteralism”, Evangelical scholar Ernest Kevan drew a distinction in 
the 1950s between a “letteralist” and a “literal” reading of the Bible, in the 
following way.12  Two people may say they believe the Bible literally.  For one 
this means that they regard every word, taken at face value in their preferred 
translation, as equally inspired by God.  Bill Loader is not the only one who has 
argued that this principle cannot be acted upon to the letter, for different parts of 
Scripture say contrary things.  

This is true.  Nobody can act on every injunction literally, Everyone is selective, 
according to some method of evaluating passages which is, in the end, our 
hermeneutical theory. Some acutely clever satires on the letteralist position are 
running round the internet, as in the case of the tongue-in-cheek correspondent 
who wrote to an Orthodox Jewish broadcaster in America:  

When someone tries to defend the homosexual lifestyle . . . I simply remind 
them that Leviticus 18: 22 clearly states it to be an abomination. End of debate. 
… [However] I do need some advice from you … on [another matter] ... I would 
like to sell my daughter into slavery, as  sanctioned in Exodus 21: 7.  In this day 
and age, what do you think would be a  fair price for her?   

Touché!  The Letteralist cannot condemn homosexual practice on the one hand, 
and at the same time ignore verses that quite literally condone slavery.  That is 
inconsistent.  (This very argument has in fact been used by some Liberals in the 
current debate against those who oppose same-gender sex).  

Letteralism will not work.  But, a truly literal interpretation, according to Ernest 
Kevan, is one which takes into account the historical and literary context of each 
passage. The literal meaning of any passage is the meaning it had for people in 
the period in which it was written.  After clarifying that, we must then ask if it 
contains an enduring principle or a local ruling for that cultural situation.  What is 
our interpretive method?  Why position this passage and not that one at the 
centre of the salvation story?    

Postliberalism 

Letteralism is one extreme.  The other I have called “Postliberalism.”  It leans 
heavily on postmodernist assumptions.  For example, one of the characteristics 
of postmodernism is its insistence that each person constructs a view of reality in 
their own mind from the many clues they obtain from their cultural conditioning 
and personal experience.  In the end, we cannot be said to know that any of 
these internal constructs is true, that is, that they correspond to the way things 
really are.  “What’s true for you is true for you, and what’s true for me is true for 
me.  Let’s just live and let live.” This attitude underlies much of the current 
rhetorical use of the term “inclusiveness.” 

In this mood, some theologians now argue that the interpretation of Scripture is 
always subjective, and it would be arrogant and unchristian to insist that a fellow 

                                                      
12 Kevan, Ernest F. (1959). “The Principles of Interpretation”, in Henry, Carl F. H. (ed.) Revelation and the 

Bible, London: Tyndale Press, 294. 
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believer must accept our interpretation of a passage.  Much less should we limit 
their access to a teaching role in a Christian assembly.  

Well, of course it is true that we all bring something of our own subjectivity to 
the text.  But Postliberalism fails to acknowledge that the Scriptures themselves 
yield hermeneutical principles which help us correct our personal bias. 

SCRIPTURE AND CULTURE 

So far, then, I have been arguing that we need to recognise that a theory of 
biblical interpretation inevitably underlies our use of the Bible.  Nobody 
approaches the text without one, whether they realise it or not.  

Now I know that some Evangelical friends will feel that I am making the easy 
difficult, and driving a wedge between the believer and the clear statement of 
Scripture.  Actually I would be the first to applaud Tyndale’s desire to put a Bible 
in the hands of every ploughboy, instead of leaving it locked away in the hands 
of the church’s scholars.  I am also delighted to say that now and then I meet 
people who, without any intervention from missionary-minded Christians, have 
somehow obtained a Bible, or even a portion of one, and have been led to Christ 
by what they read.  It is not the usual way, but nor is it rare. 

But if they, and we, are to grow in our Christian walk, we need to become more 
self-aware of the way we use the Bible in our lives.  In a moment I will suggest 
some biblically endorsed guidelines.  But I would first like to give one more 
demonstration of the need for a hermeneutic or approach to interpretation. 

Postliberals like to argue that the hermeneutical problems posed by references in 
the Bible to slavery, the subordination of women, and same-gender sex are all of 
a piece.  Since we have outlawed slavery and liberated women, we have shown 
our willingness to amend the Scriptures.  So why not revisit same-gender sex?   

The letteralist has no answer, except perhaps to say, on the basis of a biased 
selection of texts:, “Ban them all: slavery, equal roles for women, same-gender 
sex.”  Indeed, this is what some Christians are saying.  But they cannot claim 
undisputed Scriptural grounds for this simplistic reaction. Table 1 summarises 
some salient issues. 13 
 

Issue 
Balance of raw 

Biblical  
data 

General 
Attitudes  

Through History 

Society and Christians Today 
As a moral issue     As a justice 

issue 

Slavery • Never directly 
condemned, but 
accepted as a 
social fact. 

• Accepted as a 
social fact. 

• Strongly 
endorsed by 

• Christians, 
including 
Evangelicals, 
now univ-
ersally 

• Christians 
have been 
very 
influential in 
UN Declar-

                                                      
13 This draws partly on Kevin Giles’ analysis in The Trinity and Subordinationism, though he deals mainly 

with women and slavery, and he comments on homosexuality only briefly in an Appendix.  But his more detailed 
views on the last can be found in an evaluation he made of the Sexuality and Faith reports prepared in the Uniting 
Church.  This extensive evaluation can be accessed on the EMU website at <www.emu.asn.au/ resources/ 
sex06.html>. 
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but 

• Gal.3:28  

• The case of 
Onesimus  

• Masters be 
humane see 
Eph. 6:9; 
Col.4:1. 

southern US 
Evangelicals in 
19th C.  

vs. 

• US and UK 
Evan–helical 
Abolitionists 

condemn it on 
theological 
grounds. 

 

 

. 

ation  
outlawing 
racial 
discrimin-
ation. 

 

Subordination 
of women 

• Accepted as social 
fact.  

but 

• In OT many 
rights 
protected. And  
women praised. 

• Jesus’ dealings 
with women.  

• Gal.3:28 and 
Paul’s greetings 
Rom.16 

• Accepted as 
social fact into 
the 20th C. 

but 

• Evangelical 
women formed 
the earliest 
reform 
movement, the 
WCTU.14   

• And in Salv. 
Army, men and 
women officers 
had parity. 

• Most 
denominations 
and some 
Evangelicals 
endorse role 
subordination. 

• UCA and 
most of its 
Evangelicals 
affirm equal 
roles of 
women.15 

• Few 
Christians 
oppose the 
UN Dec-
laration’s 
affirmation of 
equal civil 
rights of 
women 

 

Engagement 
in same-

gender sex 

• Explicit 
disapprovals, 

plus 

• General 
teaching on 
sexual 
faithfulness 

• Jesus’ ‘laws’ of 
love and pre-
scription of the 
route to forgive–
ness through 
repentance. 

• Prohibited in 
most cultures.   

• Christian 
disapproval 
consistent, 
generally judg-
mental. 

• Promoted in 
the open 
society. 

• Most 
Christians say 
it is morally 
wrong, but 
some Liberals 
allow it. 

• 
Judgmentalism 
now 
moderated by 
respect and 
compassion. 

• Most 
Christians 
endorse 
appropriate 
civil rights for 
homosexuals, 
regardless of 
private sex 
acts. 

• A 
homophobic 
minority deny 
them equal 
civil rights.  

Table 1:  Changing Interpretations and Public Attitudes 

1.  First, note the biblical perspectives summarised in the first column.  Virtually 
nobody in either Old or New Testament times questioned either slavery or the 
subordination of women. The existing state of affairs was taken as given at 

                                                      
14 Rev. Gordon Moyes, in his address to the participants at the EMU summit which gave birth to the 

Reforming Alliance, correctly identified the Women’s Christian Temperance Union as the trail-blazer.  Follow the 
WCTU trail on the Internet. 

15 This is one reason why many Evangelicals continue in the UCA, rather than change to some other faith 
communities that are mainly Evangelical in ethos, but endorse subordinate roles for women. 
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that time. 16  By contrast, same-gender sex is specifically mentioned, and 
condemned, in both Testaments.17 

2.  Second, slavery was almost universally treated as part of the created order 
until the 19th century. Several noted biblical scholars – including American 
Evangelicals such as Charles Hodge (in early writing – he later changed his 
mind) considered it had strong biblical justification.  Equally notably, their 
greatest opposition came from Evangelical Abolitionists such as William 
Wilberforce. Today, the ban on slavery has become enshrined in the United 
Nations Declaration of Human Rights.18 The world has Christianised cultures to 
thank for that! 

3. The subordination of women to men has rarely been challenged in the history 
of the Christian church, and only in the last century did the principle of equal 
rights for women emerge, again, though, first in Christianised cultures.  Even 
now, many Christians – in High Church Anglican, Roman Catholic, Eastern 
Orthodox, and Evangelical circles – defend the hypocritical practice of keeping 
women in subordinate roles while proclaiming them equal before God. 19  

4.  In regard to same-gender sex, history shows that this practice has been 
continually frowned on in most cultures.  But the sexual revolution in the 
1960s popularised, in the West, many permissive sexual practices including 
this one.  More recently, a sustained international Gay lobby has obtained a 
firm footing in the secular media, persuading even many Christians, mainly of 
Postliberal persuasion, that there’s nothing wrong with same-gender sex, at 
least between homosexually disposed people.20  

5.  Look again at the biblical data column in the Table.  Along with verses often 
quoted to justify the suppression of slaves and women, there has been a 
second strand of biblical evidence (in bold type) foreshadowing their 
liberation.  The great charter of liberation is Galatians 3: 28: “There is no 
longer Jew or Greek … slave or free … male or female, for we are all one in 

                                                      
16 Both were usually, in fact, morally better options in cultures without other protections for the weak. 
17 (e.g. Lev. 18: 22 and Rom. 1: 26-27). 
18 United Nations Organisation, Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 4 – “No one shall be held in 

slavery or servitude; slavery and the slave trade shall be prohibited in all their forms.” 
19 See Giles for fuller discussion and referencing.  But as examples, compare Scripture saying God blessed 

Abraham by promising to multiply his progeny and slaves Gen. 24: 35, and bracketing slaves and women as 
property in the fourth and tenth commandments, Ex. 20:10, 17; with  their pairing in the Household Codes e.g. 
Eph. 5, Col. 3, as subordinate respectively to masters and husbands. Some modern Evangelicals want to 
separate the discussion of slavery from the discussion of the subordination of women, because they now agree 
with the liberation of slaves, but not women.  But the two issues are frequently mentioned in the same breath as 
cited above.  Interestingly, the number of passages accepting, and indeed justifying, slavery is much stronger 
than the number suggesting women are subordinate to men. 

20 Again, these are a minority compared with the vast majority in every communion who bracket same-
gender sex with adultery and other sexual sins.  Some attempt has been made to render the practice more 
morally acceptable by speaking of long-term or enduring relationships, though the statistical evidence is that this 
is an unusual pattern among those who practise same-gender sex.  And it leaves unclear whether persons not 
constitutionally disposed towards exclusively homosexual urges are to be accorded the same recognition if they 
too choose to practise same-gender sex. 
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Christ Jesus” – surely a verse of central importance in the salvation story.21  
The seeds had been sown, though they took nineteen centuries to break 
through.  

6. In the box identifying biblical data regarding same-gender sex, there are again 
passages which condemn it. But in this case there is no hint of a future 
relaxation of this attitude.  Instead, on a positive note, core passages set out 
a high sexual ethic that is totally and joyously alternative to immoral forms of 
sex. 

Much more could be said about each of these three issues, but my reason for 
touching on them here is to show that not only has the Christian world in general 
shifted ground over the last two centuries on these matters, but Evangelicals in 
particular, who claim to justify their positions from Scripture, have shifted 
ground too. 

Does this then confirm what Postliberal critics say, that you can prove anything 
from the Bible, and that we Evangelicals are no better off than anyone else in 
trying to render the biblical data consistent? Certainly two points must be 
conceded:  one, that appeals to proof-texts alone are a two-edged sword that 
can be turned against us; and secondly, that we need to be more aware of our 
own hermeneutic.  Equally, we must be able to show that our approach is 
warranted by Scripture itself, and is not just one subjective option among many. 

But when all’s said and done, when we give the clear testimony of Scripture its 
full weight, we find a consistent core message that is radically counter-cultural in 
its understanding of God and the holy life.  We come back to the Bible to be 
corrected by it.  

There is a great difference, of course, between letting it correct us, and us 
presuming to correct it!  Postliberals do the latter when they treat the Bible as 
culture-bound, given that this privileges their own cultural conditioning, yet no 
greater chameleon has been seen than what were claimed in the 20th century to 
be “the assured results of higher criticism.”  Again, the Basis of Union supports 
our view, affirming that the church needs to appeal constantly to Scripture.22  All 
of us must remain open to the possibility that we have been culture-bound in our 
reading.  

And we must be prepared to look again at the interpretations which support our 
views when they are disputed by other Bible-believing Christians.  It is not we 
who are infallible. It should be quite clear by now that we can sometimes get it 
wrong and be captive to our cultural conditioning.  Remember the Evangelical 
slave owners in the American south. 

                                                      
21 And other biblical pointers are noted in the table, including the Household Codes in Ephesians and 

Colossians which tell husbands to love their wives sacrificially, and masters to treat their slaves humanely. 
22 Basis of Union, Clause 10. 
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GUIDELINES FOR INTERPRETATION 

This brings me to my last heading: Guidelines for Interpretation.  I make no 
claims to originality.  Athanasius, the 16th Century Reformers, and many others 
have beaten me to it.  All I can do is to summarise what I perceive to be the best 
advice of Evangelical Christians through the ages. 

1.  Clear 
First, clarity.  We should expect that the key truths of Scripture will be clear, not 
buried in verses we find obscure.  I remember as a young person being bemused 
by preachers whom some of my Evangelical friends held in awe because of their 
ability to derive profoundly spiritual lessons from remarkably obscure passages.  
Keen to avoid the over-familiar, they fished for their texts in scriptural eddies 
instead of the mainstream.  Alternatively, some preachers developed intricate 
typologies which made us lose track of the narratives they were derived from.23   

Such contortions were not what brought to faith those people I mentioned 
earlier: people who were converted simply by reading the narrative as it stands.  
The 16th century Reformers spoke of the “perspicuity” or clarity of the central 
message of Scripture. 

2.  Canonical 
At the same time, that message is not couched in timeless abstractions but 
emerges from a story of stories. Methods of biblical analysis such as source, form 
and redaction criticism have often proved helpful, but tended to obscure this 
fact, whereas the current interest in narrative criticism24 has rediscovered it. 

Of course, any scholarly tool can be two-edged.  So even narrative criticism can 
mislead us if we focus on the mythical power of story instead of the truth-claims 
which are embedded in the biblical story.  But one of the gains from narrative 
criticism is a new appreciation of canonicity, that is, of the fact that out of the 
many writings emerging from biblical times certain books were selected, and 
placed in a particular order, to reflect the progression of revelation and to 
engage human attention through a variety of literary forms.  

Part of the miracle behind this process is the fact that a unified story emerges 
from the diversity of forms – what a scholar of a previous generation called “the 
unfolding drama of redemption.”25  Any passage we study must be read against 
the backdrop of this grand narrative, which supplies the meanings we sometime 
woodenly term “the Christian world-view.”   

                                                      
23 I do not intend to imply that typological use of the Scripture is never helpful.  A key example is the use by 

NT writers of the Exodus story as a type or metaphor for the sinner’s deliverance from sin through the death of 
Christ ”our Passover lamb” (1 Cor. 5: 7).  Similarly, the writer to the Hebrews sees the mysterious reference to 
Melchisedek in Genesis as affording interesting comparisons with Jesus as our high priest (Heb. 6: 20ff).  The 
dangers to avoid include basing doctrinal interpretations on typology and smothering the literal meaning with 
complicated analogies.  But typological comparisons, when wisely employed, can legitimately serve as illumin-
ating illustrations to clarify biblical truths.   

24 E.g. Powell, Mark Allen (1993). What is Narrative Criticism? A New Approach to the Bible, London: SPCK. 
 
25 Scroggie, W. Graham (1994). The Unfolding Drama of Redemption, Kregel Publications (republished). 
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This obliges us to compare Scripture with Scripture.  In particular, we need to 
weigh up the Old Testament in the light of the fuller revelation in the New, as 
Jesus himself often did.  But we nevertheless need both the Old and the New, for 
the earlier revelation is like the shading in a picture which throws into sharper 
relief the areas of light, and the light of the world is Jesus Christ, the desire of 
the ages.  In the end, our meeting must be, not just with a text, but with the 
Word become flesh. 

3. Christ-centred 
This leads us to the third guideline, which requires us to interpret the Scriptures 
in a Christ-centred way.  Some Reformed scholars have said that the Gospels are 
descriptive but the Epistles are prescriptive.  Contrary to this view, we must 
insist that the person and work of Jesus Christ are the appropriate cornerstone of 
our hermeneutic.   

This means that not only do we interpret the Old Testament in the light of the 
New, but even the rest of the New Testament in the light of the Christ-event.  
Paul and James, for example, are not at loggerheads, as some Liberal scholars 
have maintained, but reflect different facets of the diamond that is the 
Christophany.  If I am sounding too academic, then let us at least be guided by 
the question we suggest our children ask themselves: “What would Jesus do?”26 

4. Contextual 
The fourth guideline, which I touched on earlier, is to read passages in their 
literary and historical contexts.   Incidentally, we should not underrate the 
number of contextual clues we can find in the Bible itself.  It is one of the merits 
of story that it so often fills in the context for us, fleshing out the cultural 
environment in which certain truths and rulings stated at that time were 
originally set forth.  That equips us to engage in what John Stott has called 
“cultural transposition.”27 

For this we often need help, particularly where different scriptural strands seem 
to be emphasising different things, as in the examples I gave earlier.  This is 
where reverent biblical scholarship can be a great help, so long as it is not used 
to fragment the text or cast doubt on its face value.  As I said earlier, this 
enables us, among other things, to assess whether a particular passage should 
be regarded as conveying an enduring truth or a culturally localised one.   

5. Corporate 
The fifth guideline is to test your own interpretation by trying it out on fellow-
believers.  To the would-be gurus in the church at Corinth who were competing 

                                                      
26 There is, of course, a kind of scholarly speculation which purports to show that the historical Jesus is well 

hidden behind the gospels in our possession, and little remains except a very general love-ethic.  This frees us to 
ignore many of the specific things that Jesus is reported to have said which yield a very rich description of the 
Christian ethic, consistent also with the epistles.  Good quality documentary scholarship by Evangelicals makes it 
clear that we do not have to travel this sceptical route. 

27 Edwards, David l. and Stott, John (1988) Essentials: A Liberal-Evangelical Dialogue, London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 268. 
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for supporters, Paul said: “If you have a lesson or a revelation to share … let the 
others weigh what is said.”28   

The faint possibility exists, of course, that you may indeed be another Luther, 
who sees the need to stand alone in opposition to the church establishment 
because you perceive that it has seriously undermined the Scriptures.  More 
likely, and more biblically, a large number of believers in ekklesia may come to 
this conclusion, as has happened in the case of the Reforming Alliance. 

But such action is valid, if and only if we have prayed and discussed together our 
interpretation of the Word, and have pledged ourselves to continue to be open to 
future correction by that Word. Conscience obliges us to declare what we believe 
the Word of God is saying to our drifting denomination.  But there is no room for 
the smugness and judgmentalism that characterises some Evangelical groups, let 
alone the demonisation of Christians who think differently from us. 

6. Ready 
My final two guidelines are more to do with attitude than meaning.  We must 
come to the Bible “ready and willing” to live by what we learn.  As to readiness, I 
was greatly helped when young by what was called “the Scripture Union 
method”, a four-step piece of advice which we still use in that Movement.  It 
began: “Pray before you read.”  In general, most Atheists, because they 
approach the Bible with scepticism, fail to be convicted, although some have 
been unexpectedly surprised.29  But often, what is missing from the approach 
even of regular Bible readers is expectancy.  “Speak Lord, for your servant is 
listening.”30 

7. Willing 
Ready – and willing.  To be true Evangelicals, we must be willing to obey what 
God’s Spirit says to us through our reading.  It is too easy to think we have 
fulfilled all righteousness by “rightly explaining the word of truth.”31  The Apostle 
James spoke scathingly of those who are “hearers of the word and not doers.”32  
One of today’s most recurrent scandals is the number of self-styled “apostles”33 
and TV evangelists who drift into blatantly immoral behaviour.  

Postscript 
One thing these seven guidelines have in common is the conviction that they 
interpret the Bible in the way the Bible itself requires.  I do not have the space to 
demonstrate this further here, but a useful exercise would be to take each 
guideline and ask:  Is this how Jesus used the Scriptures?  Taken together, these 

                                                      
28 1 Cor. 14: 26-32. 
29 Contrast Bertrand Russell, who knew the Bible well and used his knowledge to pillory Christians, with 

Frank Morison, who recounted his turn-around in Who Moved the Stone, (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1987, 
originally Faber and Faber, 1930). 

30 1 Sam. 3: 9. 
31 2 Tim. 2: 15. 
32 Jas. 1: 22. 
33 I use the term in the sense given it by Peter Wagner in Churchquake (Ventura, CA: Regal Books, 1999). 
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guidelines distinguish us from traditions which grant to church hierarchies, 
human reason, or personal intuition the right to amend or override what the 
Scriptures clearly reveal. 

CONCLUSION 

I put it to you, then, that what I have been describing is the core Evangelical 
approach to the Bible.  By it, we must not only evaluate other approaches, but 
also those Evangelical viewpoints themselves which appear to us to misuse the 
Scriptures.  It’s a task that will never be done once for all.  Conditions change, 
new light on many issues does dawn from time to time, but the person of Christ, 
known to us through Spirit and Word, straddles cultures and cultural change, 
constantly drawing us back to the core truths of his Gospel.  May God preserve 
us from ever letting either personal lapses or cultural corruptions dull our senses 
when we read the Scriptures which have been entrusted to us. 


