
Hermeneutics 
Presupposed by 
Scripture
What the Bible Requires to Make Sense of 
Language, Meaning, and Interpretation



Extra-Biblical Authorities         
for Interpretation

Tradition:
Magisterium (e.g., Roman Catholicism—
councils, creeds; Protestantism—confessions and 
doctrinal statements)

Consensus (i.e., “pervasive interpretive unity,” 
democratic consensus; e.g., Protestants often call for an 
interpretation that rests on the interpretive conclusions 
of the faithful, such as church fathers, reformers, etc.)



Extra-Biblical Authorities         
for Interpretation

Philosophy

Expertise (Meaning is connected to the text, but not 
discernable from the grammar of the text itself—it requires 
expertise to bring it out):

Scholar (unique academic expertise gives someone 
the key to understanding) 

Pope (scholars determine the human meaning, but the 
Pope alone can determine the spiritual, or divine meaning) 

Experience (unique experience allows someone an 
advantage in merging horizons)



Biblical Hermeneutics?

“Simply to claim that one is starting 
with the Bible is not to say much. In 
the first place, most heretics have 
claimed as much. Second, we have to 
recognize the plurality of textual kinds 
in the Bible. There are two testaments, 
four Gospels and a dozen or so major 
types of literary genres. 



Biblical Hermeneutics?

“Can one approach to reading the 
Bible do justice to its literary, historical 
and theological variety? While we may 
wish to begin with the Bible as the 
‘most perfect Word,’ this starting point 
alone does not tell us which of the 
many interpretative approaches to 
employ. 



Biblical Hermeneutics?

“What does it mean to do theology 
‘according to the Scriptures’? . . . Doing 
theology according to the Scripture, 
then, is harder than it first looks.” 

Kevin J. Vanhoozer, First Theology: God, Scripture & Hermeneutics
(Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2002), 28.



Scripture Presupposes that

(1) language effectively conveys 
meaning between persons, 

(2) authors determine meaning, and 

(3) the single meaning of the text is the 
literal, grammatical-historical sense 



What Scripture Presupposes 
about Language

“Approaches that conceive of language 
only with reference to human beings are 
accordingly reductionistic.” 

Vern S. Poythress, In the Beginning Was the Word, 18.



What Scripture Presupposes 
about Language

Genesis 1:26–27

Q: On what basis does the Scripture 
explain that man has the ability to 
adequately convey meaning between 
distinct persons?

A: He is created in the image of God.



What Scripture Presupposes 
about Language

The explicit significance of the image 
of God is shown in:

Man’s dominion over creation

Man’s relationship with woman



Intra-Personal 
Communication in Scripture

Divine Person to Divine Person, 
then

God to man, and 

Man to God, and finally,

Man to man.



Conclusion on Leviticus 8–10

When God seeks to transfer meaning 
to mankind, human language is a 
perfectly suited tool to do so. 



Hermeneutical Principle 

The human language of the Scripture 
indicates exactly what God meant to 
say, in that it conveys the meaning of 
what He said.



Hermeneutical Question

Ask not, “What is in God’s mind 
beyond the language of the text?”

But , “What is God’s mind in the 
language of the text?”



What Scripture Presupposes 
about Meaning

Readers cannot make sense of 
Scripture if the meaning is determined 
by the reader. 



Authors Must Determine 
Meaning

Jer 1:12

Jer 23:28—subjectivism does not mix 
with divine revelation

Jer 31:29–30 (cf. Ezek 18:2ff—
interpreting Exod 20:5 and Deut
5:9)



Authors Must Determine 
Meaning

“Finally, this passage [Jer 31:29–30] does not 
indicate that God revises the meaning of 
past revelation. Rather, the meaning of the 
passages are upheld and clarified to silence 
misinterpretation. . . . The prophets were 
hermeneutically accurate with past 
revelation. They did not twist the Scriptures, 
nor did God move them to do so.” 

Abner Chou, The Hermeneutics of the Biblical Writers, 66.



Hermeneutical Principle 

The meaning of the Scripture’s human 
language is precisely what God intended
to say and, in fact, meant by what He 
said. 



Hermeneutical Question

Ask not, “What does this mean to 
me?” 

But, “What did it mean before I 
existed?”



What Scripture Presupposes 
about Interpretation

The Single Meaning is the Literal, 
Grammatical-Historical Meaning 



The Grammatical Sense
The following passages share an identical grammatical sense: 

Then Joshua made them take an oath at that time, 
saying, “Cursed before the LORD is the man who 
rises up and builds this city Jericho; with the loss of
his firstborn he shall lay its foundation, and with 
the loss of his youngest son he shall set up its gates.” 
(Josh 6:26)

In his days Hiel the Bethelite built Jericho; he laid 
its foundations with the loss of Abiram his 
firstborn, and set up its gates with the loss of his 
youngest son Segub, according to the word of the 
LORD, which He spoke by Joshua the son of Nun. 
(1 Kgs 16:34)



The Grammatical Sense

The Scripture requires the 
presupposition that the grammatical 
sense of the text is the meaning of the 
Scripture. 



The Grammatical Sense
The following passages are not 
grammatically identical, but 
synonymous: 

• Gen 22:2 does not find grammatical 
identity with verses 3–10, but it 
clearly finds divine approval in 
22:18!



The Grammatical Sense

• 1 Sam 15:3 uses many of the same 
words as v. 8, but v. 9 shows that 
Saul violated the grammatical sense 
of the passage.



The Grammatical Sense
Argument based upon a singular, as 
opposed to the plural:

• Gal 3:16

Argument based upon how the OT 
used a collective singular for an 
individual and the collective group, 
depending on context:

• Gal 3:29



The Grammatical Sense
Argument based upon a present tense 
verb, which is implied from the 
context:

• Matt 22:32 & Exod 3:6



The Historical Sense

1. Scripture ascribes the Word of 
God to historical authors who 
wrote in a historical context to a 
specific historical audience.



The Historical Sense

2. The Scripture presupposes a 
precision in the text that only the 
historical sense can provide. 



The Historical Sense
Compare and contrast Gen 15:16 and 
Exod 12:40. 

The historical sense of a generation in 
Abraham’s day would have been much 
longer than a contemporary life span. 



William F. Albricht
“The early Hebrews . . . dated long periods 
of lifetimes, not by generations (which 
replaced the count by lifetimes about the 
tenth century B.C. at latest). Heb. dôr (for 
older dahru>dâru, properly ‘lap in a race, 
cycle of time’) means ‘lifetime’ in Gen. 
15:16; the 400 years of 15:13 is simply the 
translation of the archaic terminology into 
classical Hebrew.”



The Literal Sense
• The literal sense of “light” (Gen 1:3) 

has no precedence, no previous 
context, and no interpreter to 
misunderstand the meaning of the 
term. 

• The literal meaning originates in the 
mind of God, and is perfectly 
conveyed in the grammatical-
historical sense of the text.



Conclusion

Interpretation must diligently seek the 
meaning of the human language, as 
intended by the author, which is 
contained in the grammatical-historical
sense. Any other hermeneutic lacks 
divine authority for its interpretive 
method and conclusions.
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Introduction 

Interpreters only have two answers for the question of interpretive authority. 

Either one’s hermeneutic comes from man, or from God as revealed in His Word. The 

honest postmodern would say that his hermeneutic really is his own subjective way of 

interpreting. But if he is also consistent, he would not attempt the absurd position of 

telling you about it, since a person’s hermeneutic is only authorized for him. Otherwise, 

he needs another source of knowledge and authority besides personal existence in order 

to rightly conclude that his hermeneutic ought to be, or even can be, imposed on someone 

outside of his own unique existence.  

There are several ways that self-professing Christians claim to ground an 

interpretive method (sometimes even saying that these methods are actually biblical), 

including: 

• Tradition: 

o _____________________ (e.g., Roman Catholicism; i.e., 

councils, creeds) 

o _____________________ (e.g., “pervasive interpretive unity,” 

or a democratic agreement among interpreters) 

• Philosophy (too many to list out specifics, here!) 

• Expertise (Meaning is connected to the text, but not discernable from 

the grammar of the text itself—it requires expertise to bring it out): 

o _____________________ (unique academic expertise gives 

someone the key to understanding) 

o _____________________ (scholars determine the human 

meaning, but the Pope alone can determine the spiritual, or 

divine meaning) 
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o _____________________ (unique experience allows someone 

an advantage in merging horizons) 

These false paths of interpretation lead only to folly and uncertainty.  

On the other hand, Christian interpreters are not worthy of the name unless 

their hermeneutic is, well . . . biblical. However, as one critic says, this is easier said than 

done: 

 Simply to claim that one is starting with the Bible is not to say much. In the 
first place, most heretics have claimed as much. Second, we have to recognize the 
plurality of textual kinds in the Bible. There are two testaments, four Gospels and a 
dozen or so major types of literary genres. Can one approach to reading the Bible do 
justice to its literary, historical and theological variety? While we may wish to begin 
with the Bible as the ‘most perfect Word,’ this starting point alone does not tell us 
which of the many interpretative approaches to employ. What does it mean to do 
theology ‘according to the Scriptures’? . . . Doing theology according to the 
Scripture, then, is harder than it first looks.1  

The hermeneutic presupposed by Scripture is a hermeneutic that comes with 

divine warrant. Last week, we learned that a hermeneutic built on a merely human 

epistemology is a futile foundation for hermeneutics—one that is not warranted by God. 

In turn, every hermeneutic built on such a foundation also lacks divine warrant—even 

those that seek to mix other grounds for epistemology with the Bible. Postmodern 

hermeneutics have crept into the church to the degree that many in the church would have 

concerns and critiques of what is proposed here as the presuppositional hermeneutic. 

We must interpret consistently with Scripture. The Bible has its own 

hermeneutic. It is not as difficult as Vanhoozer claims, if only we will pay attention to the 

Scriptures. 

                                                
1 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, First Theology: God, Scripture & Hermeneutics (Downers Grove, IL: 

IVP Academic, 2002), 28. 
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The Hermeneutic Presupposed by Scripture 

Three of the Scriptures’ presuppositions about hermeneutics will be discussed 

tonight. Not only are these convictions biblical, but they must also be presupposed by 

anyone who proposes a hermeneutic to others, regardless if that hermeneutic is biblical or 

not. They are:  

(1) _____________________effectively conveys meaning between persons,  

(2) _____________________determine meaning of texts, and  

(3) the single meaning of the text is the _____________________, 

_____________________-_____________________sense.  

Language Effectively Conveys        
Meaning between Persons 

This presupposition is not only upheld by the Bible, but, ironically, it is shared 

by every author/speaker who claims to disagree with it. For those who disagree with this 

view, the only rational and consistent response must be to be quiet and refrain from using 

language to communicate their opposition.  

The Scriptures presuppose this conviction on every page. The self-attesting 

Scriptures are composed entirely in human language. This conviction is presupposed in 

every sentence of the Scripture. Nevertheless, the nature of language as presupposed by 

the Scripture starts with God. 

Poythress says, “Approaches that conceive of language only with reference to 

human beings are accordingly reductionistic.”2 

By way of illustration, linguists rightly acknowledge the universal and innate 

ability of man to learn language. For example, Noam Chomsky said,  

No one holds that the rules of language are innate. Rather, the faculty of language 
has a crucial genetic component. If that were not true, it would be a miracle that 

                                                
2 Vern S. Poythress, In the Beginning Was the Word: Language—A God-Centered Approach 

(Wheaton, IL: Crossway, 2009), 18. 
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children acquire a language. That is obvious from the first moment of birth, when 
the child begins to pick out linguistically relevant information from the noisy 
environment, then following a predictable course of acquisition which, 
demonstrably, goes far beyond the evidence available, from the simplest words on to 
complex constructions and their interpretations. An ape with essentially the same 
auditory system, placed in the same environment, would detect nothing but noise. 
Either this is magic, or there is an innate component to the language faculty, as in 
the case of all other aspects of growth and development.3  

Chomsky’s assertion is fine, as it is worded, but his conclusion is based on his 

own experience. Regardless of the potentially correct nature of this conclusion, the 

grounds are quite fallible. The grounds of this assertion are exposed by the following 

questions: Does Chomsky have all the pertinent information, or is this an assumption 

based on a sampling of language learners? Are Chomsky’s observations infallible? On 

the basis of what authority does he make these assertions? 

 

Genesis 1:26–27 

Q: On what basis does the Scripture explain that man has the ability to 

adequately convey meaning between distinct persons? 

A: He is created in the ____________________ of ____________________. 

 

 

The explicit significance of the image of God is shown in: 

• Man’s ____________________ over creation 

• Man’s ____________________ with woman 

Note: Both of these functions require language ability like God. 

 

                                                
3 Noam Chomsky, “Chomsky: We Are Not Apes, Our Language Faculty Is Innate,” interview 

by Filomena Fuduli Sorrentino, October 4, 2016, accessed October 11, 2018, 
http://www.lavocedinewyork.com/en/2016/10/04/chomsky-we-are-not-apes-our-language-faculty-is-
innate/?utm_content=buffer774be&utm_medium=social&utm_source=facebook.com&utm_campaign=buf
fer. 
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Intra-Personal communication via language shows a progression in Scripture, 

from  

• ____________________ to ____________________, then 

• ____________________ to ____________________, and  

• ____________________ to ____________________, and finally, 

• ____________________ to ____________________. 

Leviticus 8-10   

The Scriptures presuppose that language is such a successful medium of 

conveying meaning between people that God can actually transmit His precise words 

through man. That the transfer of meaning is presupposed in the transmission of His 

message can be seen in every instance where human prophets mean exactly what God 

meant. The success of this medium is shown in the fact that in Leviticus 8-10, the words 

of Moses and the words of God becomes indistinguishable from one another.  

First, the Lord speaks to Moses (Lev 8:1). Then, Moses says to the people, 

“This is the thing which the Lord has commanded to do” (8:5). Throughout the priestly 

ordination a refrain develops. Sometimes Moses describes God’s revelation in the passive 

voice, occasionally without any agency expressed—“for so I have been commanded” 

(8:35). Alternatively, the instruction of God can be active in the third person through the 

explicit agency of Moses—“which the Lord had commanded through Moses” (8:36)—or 

with agency described—“Moses then said to Aaron . . . ‘just as the Lord has 

commanded’” (9:7). The actions of Moses or the people can be synonymously described 

as being “just as the Lord commanded him,” “just as the Lord had commanded Moses,” 

“just as I [Moses] commanded,” “just as the Lord had commanded Moses,” “just as 

Moses had commanded,” “as Moses had said,” “So they did according to the word of 

Moses,” “which the Lord has spoken to them through Moses,” “for thus I [Moses] have 
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been commanded,” “just as the Lord has commanded,” and “just as I [Moses] 

commanded” (8:4, 9, 13, 17, 21, 29, 31; 9:10, 21; 10:5, 7, 11, 13, 15, 18).  

The commands of Moses functioning in his prophetic role are indistinguishable 

from the direct commands of the Lord. The Scriptures presuppose that language is an 

effective mechanism for transferring of meaning.4  

Conclusion on Lev 8–10 

• When God seeks to transfer meaning to mankind, ________________ 

________________ is a perfectly suited tool to do so. 

 

Other Examples: 

• Exod 4:11–12; 7:1–2 

• 2 Chron 20:20 

• 1 Thess 2:13 

• 1 Thess 4:8 

 

Hermeneutical Principle:  

The ____________________ ____________________ of the Scripture 
indicates exactly what God ____________________to say, in that it conveys 
the ____________________what He said. 

 

Hermeneutical Question: 

Ask not, “What is in God’s mind _______________ the language of the text?” 

But , “What is God’s mind _________ the language of the text?” 

 

                                                
4 This does not mean that language always remains free and clear from abuse of human 

limitation (e.g., ignorance of a referent or syntax) and sinfulness (e.g., deception). What preserves the 
divine meaning in the human articulation is the act of inspiration (see 2 Tim 3:16-17; 2 Pet 1:16-21—for 
the latter passage see appendix 3).  
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Conclusion: If language was originally God’s ability given to man in the 

imago dei, and God determines the meaning of the Scripture, then He knows how to 

speak in His word so that His meaning is clear and accessible to man. 

 

Authors Determine                  
Meaning of Texts 

• Readers cannot make sense of Scripture if the meaning is determined 

by the ____________________.  

Otherwise, how could God ever hold people accountable for not doing what He 

said? The answer would be simple—“I did not disobey your Word, because the meaning 

is determined by me!” 

 

God holds man accountable to the meaning He intended, for example: 

• Jer 1:12 

• Jer 23:28—____________________ does not mix with ____________________ 

____________________ 

• Jer 31:29–30 (cf. Ezek 18:2ff—interpreting Exod 20:5 and Deut 5:9) 

 

Regarding Jer 31:29–30, Abner Chou explains,  

Finally, this passage does not indicate that God revises the meaning of past 
revelation. Rather, the meaning of the passages are upheld and clarified to silence 
misinterpretation. . . . The prophets were hermeneutically accurate with past 
revelation. They did not twist the Scriptures, nor did God move them to do so.5 

 

 

                                                
5 Abner Chou, The Hermeneutics of the Biblical Writers: Learning to Interpret Scripture from 

the Prophets and Apostles (Grand Rapids: Kregel Academic, 2018), 66. 
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Hermeneutical Principle: 

• The ____________________ of the Scripture’s human language is 

____________________ what God ____________________ to say 

and, in fact, ____________________ by what He said. 

 

Hermeneutical Question: 

Ask not, “What does this mean to ____________________?”  

But, “What did it mean before I ____________________?” 

 

The Single Meaning is the Literal, 
Grammatical-Historical Meaning 

Scripture presupposes both that meaning is the literal, grammatical-historical 

sense of language in its context, and that its meaning is singular. God’s intended meaning 

is determinative, fixed, and singular.6 The term “literal” comes with the greatest liability 

(see below), and it will be dealt with last. Whenever the terms are used with regard to 

hermeneutics, the grammatical-historical sense is an integral part of the literal sense. This 

study concludes that the Scriptures presuppose what could be called a literal, 

                                                
6 Robert L. Thomas, “The Principle of Single Meaning,” MSJ 12, no. 1 (Spr 2001): 33–47; 

Walter C. Kaiser, Jr., “The Single Intent of Scripture,” in The Right Doctrine from the Wrong Texts?: 
Essays on the Use of the Old Testament in the New, ed. G. K. Beale (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 1994), 
55–69. Elsewhere, Kaiser says,  

It would seem that these [critical] contemporary authors would like to borrow the single meaning and 
the traditional linear-movement hermeneutic just long enough to establish their own theses. . . . The 
best argument for a single-meaning hermeneutic is to be found in observing what happens when it is 
removed from current conversation or writing. Communication itself is severely handicapped if not 
made impossible. (Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Toward an Exegetical Theology: Biblical Exegesis for 
Preaching and Teaching [Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 1998], 47.) 

And again, he writes,  
Had we not used just such a [single-meaning] hermeneutic, we would never have heard the complaint 
against our own position with any degree of accuracy. It never ceases to amaze me how those 
interpreters who wish to fight the theory that meaning is singlefold and always a return to the 
author’s own meaning demand that all who read their own papers and books do so with the 
understanding that their meaning is singlefold and must be understood literally.” (Ibid., 113)  
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grammatical-historical hermeneutic. The phrase seems to have originated with Karl A. G. 

Keil .7 Walter Kaiser describes the term well:  

The term grammatico-, however, is somewhat misleading since we usually mean by 
‘grammatical’ the arrangement of words and construction of sentences. But Keil had 
in mind the Greek word gramma, and his use of the term grammatico- approximates 
what we would understand by the term literal (to use a synonym derived from 
Latin). Thus the grammatical sense, in Keil’s understanding, is the simple, direct, 
plain, ordinary, and literal sense of the phrases, clauses, and sentences.8 

 

Grammatical Sense 

Occasionally, two passages share an identical grammatical sense:  

Then Joshua made them take an oath at that time, saying, “Cursed before the LORD 
is the man who rises up and builds this city Jericho; with the loss of his firstborn he 
shall lay its foundation, and with the loss of his youngest son he shall set up its 
gates.” (Josh 6:26) 
 
In his days Hiel the Bethelite built Jericho; he laid its foundations with the loss of 
Abiram his firstborn, and set up its gates with the loss of his youngest son Segub, 
according to the word of the LORD, which He spoke by Joshua the son of Nun. (1 
Kgs 16:34) 

These two passages have significant grammatical parallels. Both passages 

discuss building (בנה) Jericho, laying its foundations (יסד), and setting up (נצב) its gates 

יהָ )  The significant grammatical difference is the addition of the names of the .(ְּדָלֶתֽ

firstborn and the youngest sons included in the fulfillment (1 Kgs 16:34). 

 

Often, two passages share the same meaning, even though they are not 

lexically identical.  

 

E.g., Gen 22:1–18 

                                                
7 Milton S. Terry, Biblical Hermeneutics: A Treatise on the Interpretation of the Old and New 

Testaments (Grand Rapids: Academie Books, 1990), 203.  
8 Kaiser, Toward an Exegetical Theology, 87–88. 
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• Gen 22:2 does not find grammatical ________________ with verses 3–

10, but it clearly finds divine ________________ in 22:18! 

 

E.g., 1 Sam 15 

• 1 Sam 15:3 uses many of the same words as v. 8, but v. 9 shows that 

Saul ________________ the grammatical sense of the passage. 

 

The Scripture ________________ the ________________ that the 

grammatical sense of the text is the meaning of the Scripture.  

 

 

Historical Sense 

God spoke His Word in a historical context so that the historical sense is 

meaning of His Word.  

1. Scripture ascribes the Word of God to historical ________________ 

who wrote in a historical ________________ to a specific historical 

________________.9 

2. The Scripture presupposes a ________________ in the text that only 

the historical ________________ can provide.  

 

Gen 15:13 

For example, God promises, “Then in the fourth generation they will return 

here, for the iniquity of the Amorite is not yet complete” (Gen 15:16). This is spoken to 

                                                
9 E.g., while all of the following passages apply, the italicized references also highlight the 

human author as the divine agent of the speech, emphasizing both the divine origin as well as the historical-
situatedness of the writing: Matt 2:17; 3:3; 4:14; 8:17; 12:17; 13:14; 15:7 (significantly, the human author, 
Isaiah, is declared to have been prophesying of Jesus’ antagonists); 22:24; 27:9; Mark 7:10; 12:36, 37; 
Luke 20:42; Acts 2:25; 3:22; 4:25; 7:35, 37; Rom 4:6; 9:15, 25; 10:16, 19, 20, 21; 11:9; 15:12; Heb 4:7; 
7:14; 12:21; Jude 14.  
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Abraham about the return of his seed to the promised land after their oppression (Gen 

15:13ff). In this context, the word ּדֹור means “cycle, lifetime, descent, generation, (all 

the people who have grown up in the period from the birth of a man until the birth of his 

first son . . . ).”10 Without paying attention to the historical sense, contemporary readers 

might regard the term “generation” as something like 40-60 years. Four generations of a 

contemporary family tree would certainly contradict the fulfillment described in Exodus 

12:40, “Now the time that the sons of Israel lived in Egypt was four hundred and thirty 

years.” But, in the grammatical context, the four generations is also described as 400 

years in verse 13.11 Taken together, the prophecy of Genesis 15:13-16 and the fulfillment 

of Exodus 12:40 contain a triple combination of 400 years, four generations, and 430 

years. Yet, the grammatical and historical sense combined contains no contradiction. In 

fact, the 400 and the 430 are not equal in sense because Genesis 15:13 refers to the time 

of slavery and oppression, whereas Exodus 12:40 refers to the length of Israel’s total stay 

in Egypt. The 430 includes the 400 years of slavery, plus the thirty years where they still 

enjoyed favor from the Pharaoh who knew Joseph (cf. Exod 1:8). Additionally, the 

historical sense of a generation in Abraham’s day would have been much longer than a 

contemporary life span. W. F. Albright wrote,  

The early Hebrews . . . dated long periods of lifetimes, not by generations (which 
replaced the count by lifetimes about the tenth century B.C. at latest). Heb. dôr (for 
older dahru>dâru, properly ‘lap in a race, cycle of time’) means ‘lifetime’ in Gen. 
15:16; the 400 years of 15:13 is simply the translation of the archaic terminology 
into classical Hebrew.12  

                                                
10 HALOT, 1:217-18; bold original. 
11 See Wenham, Genesis 1-15, 325n13.b-b. Wenham points out the chiasmus between Gen 

15:13 and v. 16: oppress . . . 400 years . . . fourth generation . . . return, citing the F. I. Andersen’s The 
Sentence in Biblical Hebrew, 133. It remains unclear if this is due to the cognate ְוִעּנּו (Gen 15:13) and ֲעֹון 
(v. 16). But this still does not explain the inclusion of return nor the exclusion of iniquity from the 
chiasmus. If a chiasmus is intended here, a conceptual one would be preferable: “be strangers . . . 400 years 
. . . fourth generation . . . return.” 

12 W. F. Albright, “Abram the Hebrew: A New Archaeological Interpretation,” Bulletin of the 
American Schools of Oriental Research 163 (1961), 50-51, as cited by Hamilton, Genesis, 436. See Derek 
Kidner, Genesis: An Introduction and Commentary, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries (Downers 
Grove, IL: Inter-Varsity Press, 1967), 125. 
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Abraham’s father Terah died at the age of 205, when Abraham was 130 years 

old (cf. Gen 11:26, 32). Abraham was 86 years old when Ishmael was born, and exactly 

100 years old when Isaac was born (cf. Gen 16:16; 17:1, 17; 18:10, 14; 21:5). The 

meaning of “life cycle” certainly requires a historical sense, and, in Abraham’s day, the 

equivalence of four generations and 400 years requires the grammatical and historical 

sense of both prophecy and fulfillment. The grammatical and historical sense of both the 

prophecy and the fulfillment are equal in spite of the fact that they are not grammatically 

identical. 

 

Literal Sense 

What does any term literally mean? 

First Record of Speech—Gen 1:3 

• The literal sense of “light” has no ________________, no previous 

context, and no interpreter to ________________ the meaning of the 

term.  

• The literal meaning ________________ in the mind of God, and is 

perfectly ________________ in the grammatical-historical sense of the 

text. 

Scripture gives hundreds of commands with promises of blessing and warnings 

of curses. When someone obeys the literal meaning of the commands, they receive the 

literal promise. When someone disobeys the literal meaning of the commands, they 

receive the literal threat. 

We take God at His Word when we understand His language to be singular in 

meaning, according to a literal, straight-forward manner, determined by the grammatical 

and historical sense. This is the only hermeneutic authorized by God. We have no 
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authority to impose some other lens, focus, or philosophy over the simple meaning of the 

text. 

Conclusion 

• Interpretation must diligently seek the ________________ of the 

________________ ________________, as ________________ by the 

author, which is contained in the ________________ -

________________ sense. Any other hermeneutic lacks divine 

________________ for its interpretive method and conclusions. 

In other words, it is not enough for Christians to start with the Word of God, if 

they arrive at a meaning of those words by using a hermeneutic that is not authorized by 

God. Similarly, preachers have no authority to say, “Thus says the Lord . . .” if they do 

not arrive at the meaning of that message with the hermeneutic presupposed by the 

Scriptures themselves. 
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