Can We Understand the Bible Alike?

In the prayer Jesus prayed shortly before His betrayal in John 1720-23, “Jesus says, ‘I do not pray for these alone, but also for those who will believe in Me through their word; that they all may be one, as You, Father, are in Me, and I in You; that they also may be one in Us, that the world may believe that You sent Me. And the glory which You gave Me I have given them, that they may be one just as We are one: I in them, and You in Me; that they may be made perfect in one, and that the world may know that You have sent Me, and have loved them as You have loved Me.’”  No New Testament truth is more clear than that Jesus desires the unity of believers – that all who call themselves Christians be one, yet when we look at the state of Christianity, tragically, we see division and dissension. We know this goes against the Lord’s will, but what can we do about it? What difference can you make? We want to look at this question after our song…

If Jesus wants us to be united, why is there so much division within Christianity and how can I work to see that Jesus prayer be answered? First of all, we must be on the same page; we must have the same standard. Obviously, Christians cannot unite with Jews because Jews do not accept the New Testament and the gospel of Jesus Christ. Christians cannot unite with Muslims  because Islam takes the Koran over the Bible. Christians cannot unite with Mormons because Mormons believe that the Book of Mormon over the Bible. Christians cannot unite with those who call themselves “Jehovah’s Witnesses” because their organization designed their own translation of the Bible. This is easy to understand because Christians are not on the same page with all of these folks; Christians do not have the same standard.

But what about the rest of us? Why are we divided? Why do those of us who believe in the verbal plenary, full and complete, inspiration of the Old and New Testaments remain at odds with one another doctrinally? The apostle Paul wrote in I Corinthians 1:10, “Now I plead with you, brethren, by the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that you all speak the same thing, and that there be no divisions among you, but that you be perfectly joined together in the same mind and in the same judgment.”   Surely, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit grieve over the chaos and contention that exists within Christendom. Even on some of the most fundamental issues, we don’t “speak the same thing.” Why all the confusion? Jesus said in His prayer that He wants us to be one that the world might believe. Certainly, division within Christianity has created doubt and disbelief among unbelievers. Surely, God would not have commanded us to be united unless it was within our power.

Have you ever heard anyone say, “You can make the Bible teach anything you want it to teach?” That attitude has fostered much of the existing division. Individuals, often with good intentions, form a doctrinal conclusion and go to the Bible, not to see what the Bible teaches (exegesis), but to manipulate the Scriptures to conform to their predetermined belief (eisegesis – reading into the Scripture). The theolWe are all vulnerable to this as humans. Jesus speaks clearly to this point, though, when He says, “Thy word is truth.” Jude 3 echoes this fact, “Earnestly contend for the faith once delivered to the saints.” Paul speaks of this one faith in Ephesians 4 as well. The Scriptures do not present many doctrines, many faiths or many truths, but one.

Why so many doctrines? Why so many churches? Why so many faiths? One of the difficulties involves the method of interpretation – the way we take a word, phrase or passage. William Barclay, in his book, Introducing the Bible, shares an extreme example of misinterpretation by the famous scholar Augustine on the Parable of the Good Samaritan:

A certain man went down from Jerusalem to Jericho (Adam is meant; Jerusalem is the heavenly city of peace from the blessedness of which Adam fell; Jericho means the moon and signifies our mortality, because it is born, waxes, wanes and dies). Thieves are the devil and his angels… who  stripped him – that is of his immortality; and left him half dead – because insofar as a man can understand and know God, he lives, but insofar as he is wasted and oppressed by sin, he is dead; he is therefore called half dead. The priest and the Levite who saw him and passed by signify the priesthood and ministry of the Old Testament, which could profit nothing for salvation, Samaritan came from a Hebrew derivation meaning guardian, and therefore the Lord himself is signified by this name. The binding of wounds is the restraint of sin. Oil is the comfort of a good hope, wine is the exhortation to work with a fervent spirit. The beast is the flesh in which Jesus came to us. The being set upon the beast is belief in the incarnation of Christ. The inn is the church, where travelers are refreshed on their return from pilgrimage to their heavenly country. The morrow is after the resurrection of the Lord. The two pence are either the two precepts of love , or, possibly, the two sacraments. The innkeeper is the apostle Paul. The promise he makes to pay any extra expense incurred is either his counsel of celibacy, or the fact that he worked with his hands lest he be a burden to the brethren.

You probably never saw that before. Well, neither has anyone else, except for Augustine. But that was over 1500 years ago. Consider a more recent example of misinterpretation shared by John MacArthur in How to Get the Most Out of God’s Word:

A young couple from another church came to one of our assistant pastors for counseling about marital problems they started having soon after their wedding. After just a few minutes of interviewing the two, he could see they were miles apart in tastes, ideas, and opinions.

“What made the two of you get married?” he asked. “A sermon our pastor preached on Joshua conquering Jericho.” What did that have to do with getting married?” “Well,” explained the husband, “Joshua and his army claimed Jericho, marched round it seven times, and the walls fell down. Our pastor told us that if we trusted God, claimed a certain young girl and marched around her seven times, the walls of her heart would collapse, and she would be willing to marry. So, I did it, and we got married.” Several couples from the same church got married as a result of this process. You can see clearly the danger of misinterpreting the Bible. We are commanded to “rightly divide” the word of God in 2 Timothy 2:15. Rightly dividing the word of God means to handle aright or to cut it straight.  If we are going to rightly divide, handle aright or cut straight the word of God then we must be able to distinguish between the literal and figurative use of a word, phrase or sentence.

Both of these are rather extreme, but these folks believed these to be accurate interpretations and applications of Scripture. More relevant to our discussion of unity within a congregation as well as among churches is the ability to understand the fundamental teachings of the Bible alike. This requires the ability to discern between literal and figurative language.   

“Wouldn’t it be simpler,” someone asks, “if all the Bible was literal? Wouldn’t that remove all the confusion?” While much of the Bible is in straightforward literal language, but figurative language is also used to “illustrate a truth more vividly” and to make a truth more memorable – to give more depth and breadth to a particular idea. The Bible teaches plainly in I Peter 5:7 that God cares for us and on one level that is enough for us to know, but aren’t you glad that the Holy Spirit teaches us the same truth in Psalm 23 with the shepherd and the sheep? We are taught simply that God forgives us in many places, but how much sweeter is this truth when we read it through the Parable of the Prodigal son.

Some of the Bible is literal and some is figurative. How can we decide which one is present in a particular passage? Professors Howard Hendricks and D. R. Dungan in Living by the Book and Hermeneutics, respectively, list a series of reasonable, commonly accepted rules to help one determine what is figurative in the Bible and, in turn, help us to get on the same page and promote the unity for which Jesus prayed. Consider some of these rules:          

Rule 1: The sense of the context will indicate it.  Nothing should be regarded as figurative unless the immediate context of the Scripture or passage demands a figurative interpretation.  Figurative language will find the reader, so there is no reason to go looking for it everywhere. When John the Baptist said of Jesus in John 1:29, “Behold the lamb of God which takes away the sin of the world,” he used the word lamb in a figurative sense. Jesus also said, “I am the door” and called Herod a fox. Christians are told to beware of dogs and are warned of wolves in sheep’s clothing. Figurative language is indicated by the context. When Jesus asked the twelve in Matthew 20:22, “Are you able to be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” we know it is figurative, because Jesus would not ask them to do something that he obviously knew they could.

Rule 2: A word or sentence is figurative when the literal meaning involves an impossibility.  In John 3:3, Christ said, "Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God."  Literally, this is impossible to accomplish.  Figuratively, baptism represents being born into a new life, a life of sin where the old man is washed away and one arises as a new creature.  Clearly Christ is not asking one to go back into a woman's womb, but baptism is a figure of a person's spiritual rebirth, hence Christ’s figure suggests baptism for salvation. 

Let’s notice some examples. Take Luke 9:60, “Let the dead bury the dead.” Imagine a physically dead man going out and burying another dead man. It cannot happen. Therefore, we know that “figurative language” is employed. Jesus is saying that the spiritually dead should bury the physical dead.

In Romans 9:6, we find, “They are not all Israel who are of Israel.” The sentence is illogical if Israel is taken literally both times, so one use must be figurative. Therefore, what Paul is actually saying is that not all physical Israelites compose spiritual Israel. Just because someone has Jewish ancestry does not make him a child of God.

David writes in Psalm 58:3, “The wicked are estranged from the womb; They go astray as soon as they are born, speaking lies.” Since we know infants cannot speak we know that this passage is figurative.

In I Cor. 11:27, Paul writes, “Therefore whoever eats this bread or Drink this cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord.” Surely, we can see that it is impossible to drink a literal cup, so figurative language must be used here to refer by metonymy to the contents of the cup. A warning here is necessary: just because a figurative use is necessary in one place does not mean that the word must always be taken figuratively. When a figurative use is employed in one place the word is not redefined for every time it is found.

For example, if a man told his wife that the kettle is boiling, he must be speaking of the contents of the kettle not the kettle itself. However, in the same conversation, the husband could ask his wife where she got the kettle. Since the second use of kettle can be taken literally it must be taken literally.

In a similar way, although we know that Jesus used baptism in a figurative sense when he asked “Are you able to be baptized with the baptism that I am baptized with?” we cannot superimpose that figurative use of baptism on a passage that can be taken as literal baptism. The literal meaning of baptism, incidentally, is to dip, plunge or immerse in water or in some other liquid. More on that at another time.

Rule 3:  Scripture is figurative if the literal interpretation will cause one passage to conflict with another.  Jesus said, “I am the resurrection, and the life: he that believeth in me, though he were dead, yet shall he live: and whosoever liveth and believeth in me shall never die” (John 11:25-26). If this is all “literal”, Jesus is contradicting himself. Clearly, when Jesus says he shall never die, he is referring to spiritual death.

Psalm 145:20 states, "All the wicked will he destroy."  Matthew 25:46 states, "And these shall go into everlasting punishment: but the righteous into life eternal."  Taken literally, these passages could easily conflict.  The writers are speaking of the physical and the spiritual teaching on death.  The body dies once, but the spirit lives forever as taught in 1 Corinthians chapter 15. 

Rule 4: When the Scriptures demand actions that are wrong or forbid actions that are good, they are thought to be figurative.  A good example is Jesus’ command to “cut off” one’s hand or foot, or pluck out one’s eyes if such causes one to stumble (Matthew 18:8-9). God’s Word teaches that it is a sin to mutilate the body according to Deuteronomy 14:1. We learn further in I Cor. 6:16-19 that our body is the temple of the Holy Spirit. Therefore it would be morally wrong to carry out this command “literally”. The Lord is simply using a figure of speech teaching a basic principle on temptation.

Rule 5: When it is said to be figurative by the inspired writer.  John 2:18-22, Christ referred to his body as the temple to be destroyed and raised up in three days.  The disciples did not understand this and assumed it was the temple in Jerusalem.  The Scriptures tell us he spoke of his body and in this way explained the figurative language used. 

Rule 6: When the definite is put in for the indefinite.  In Genesis 31:7, 41, Jacob complained that Laban changed his wages ten times.  This was a figure of speech that indicated how Laban took advantage of Jacob. 

Rule 7: When said in mockery.  In Acts 2:13, Jews said the apostles were "filled with new wine" to indicate that they were drunk.  Literally, to be drunk from new wine was basically impossible for it was barely fermented, so the mockery is clearly indicated. 

Rule 8:  Use common sense.  Figures of speech sometimes occur when we have to depend on the things we know to decide if the language if figurative or literal.  There are many statements in Scripture that are figurative because they exaggerate or exceed the actual facts.  1 Corinthians 3:2 states, "I fed you with milk, not with meat: for ye were not able to bear it."  Clearly Paul is not actually talking about real milk or meat but with the basic principles and in depth teaching of the Gospel. 

When Jesus promised to give the woman of Samaria “living water” (John 4:10-15), He was using highly figurative language to show this troubled woman what He really could do for her life.

We can distinguish between literal and figurative language and we must if we are to understand some of the most basic biblical topics alike. If, on the other hand, we pick and choose what is literal and figurative, without any consistent method of application, then we will find ourselves reading into the Biblical text instead of getting out of the Bible what God intended us to learn. If you would like to receive a copy of this sermon, “Can We Understand the Bible Alike?” have a pen and paper handy and we will tell you how after our song…

“Only 144,000 going to heaven” Revelation 7

Thank you for watching Let the Bible Speak. We pray you have heard God speak to you through His word. If you’d like a copy of this sermon, “Can We Understand the Bible Alike?” please write us at the address on your screen and we’ll be glad to get it out to you. You may also request a free Bible study course you can complete at home. If that interests you, please let us know. Please visit our website, letthebiblespeak.com, and watch videos of the program at your convenience. On behalf of the congregations listed shortly, we echo the sentiment of the apostle Paul when he wrote in Romans 16:16, “the churches of Christ salute you.” Until next week, goodbye and God bless.

