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The Scripture’s Presuppositions about Biblical Interpretation: 

 
1. Language is a God-Given Ability to Transfer Meaning between People 

 
• God-to-God—Gen. 1:26ff; 3:22; 11:6-7 
• God-to-Man-In-His-Image—Gen. 1:28-30; 2:16-17 
• Man-to-Man—Gen. 2:23 

 
• The Scripture acknowledges that there are challenges to communication, post-fall: 

o Human Limitation 
§ Mistakes, limited knowledge, translation and ignorance of other 

language (Gen. 11:1-17; contra Neh. 8:1-8, 12; e.g. of limitation or 
mistake, cf. 1 Cor. 5:9-10) 

o Human Sinfulness 
§ Unwillingness, insubordination, unbelief (e.g., any lie, such as 1 Kgs. 

13:18) 
 

2. Meaning is Determined by the Author/Speaker 
 

• Every instance of God taking offense at failure to obey what he said presupposes that 
God has the right to determine the meaning of what He said (cf. Lk 6:46) 

• Jer. 19:5 
• Besides, if someone tells you that they don’t believe that meaning is determined by 

the speaker/author, just take them at their word by asserting that you are glad that 
they agree with you that meaning is determined by the author/speaker! 

 
3. The Single-Meaning is the Literal Meaning 

 
• Single 

o This is presupposed every time God holds the audience accountable for not 
doing what was commanded, and every time the audience is blessed for doing 
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what was commanded (Josh. 8:31; 11:15—“according to all” is used of 
obedience to God nearly 100x in the OT, e.g., Gen. 6:22; 7:5…) 

o Single-meaning is required for the fulfillment of predictions to have the 
intended effect (e.g., Ezek 7:1-9; Isa. 41, 45, 48). How could the birth of Isaac 
have been significant unless the prediction that Abraham and Sarah would 
have a promised son within one year, meant only that and not also something  
else (cp. Gen. 18:10, 14 with 21:2)? How could Christ have fulfilled the OT 
any more than anyone, or everyone else, could have according to a different 
sense? 
 

• Literal (according to the literal function of grammar): 
o Grammar of the text (number, e.g., Gal. 3:16; tense, e.g., Matt. 22:32) 
o Context of the passage (e.g., 1 Cor. 9:9 and Paul’s comment about Deut 25:4 

makes sense only in light of Deut. 24-25) 
 

4. The Divine Author’s Intention Equals the Human Author’s Intention 
 

• The difference between Moses and God is indistinguishable when he speaks 
prophetically (e.g., Lev. 8-10) 

• There is no difference between listening to God or His prophets (2 Chron. 20:20) 
• There is no difference between listening to God or His apostles (1 Th. 2:13; 4:3-8; 2 

Pet. 3:16) 
 

• But contrast 1 Pet. 1:10-12 
 

o The OT prophets did know: 
§ Grace to come 
§ The Messiah 
§ His suffering 
§ His glories 
§ The order, suffering and then glory 
§ That this was for a future generation 

o The OT prophets did not know: 
§ The identity of the Messiah (in other words, by reading their own 

prophecies, they knew of Christ, but not Jesus of Nazareth—this takes 
the word translated what person as a masculine; otherwise, if neuter, 
then it would also be modifying time… “what season and what kind of 
season”) 

§ The precise time of fulfillment (the interrogative pronoun “ref. to class 
or kind, of what kind?” [BDAG]) Because of their expectation, which 
rose from the clear meaning of these prophecies, they would have been 
looking, like Simeon, for the precise circumstances involved in getting 
Messiah to earth. 
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• And Jn. 11:49-52 (never said of a biblical writer; here, John pointed out a significance 
of the words that was true and never intended by Caiaphas—by way of contrast, 
every inspired writer did write “on his own initiative,” as opposed to Caiaphas) 

 
5. Clear Meaning is Accessible to the Original Audience 

 
• God holds the audience accountable for the message (Gen. 3: 
• God’s revelation presupposes clarity  
• If God can communicate clearly to man through a donkey (Num. 22:28ff), how much 

more does He have the ability to communicate clear meaning through a man’s native 
language! 

• The threat to receiving revelation is not a lack of hermeneutical textbooks, but 
rebellion, refusal to listen, and presumption against God (e.g., Deut. 1:26, 43) 

• God declares that the inability of man to obey the commandments is moral, whereas 
the accessibility to the meaning of the commandments is available to all (Deut. 30:1-
14) 

• What is the only example of a biblical author’s writing being unclear? A: The un-
inspired letter of Paul to the Corinthians immediately prior to the letter that is called 
1 Corinthians. In 1 Cor. 5:9-10, we find out that this letter that Paul wrote was 
actually unclear to the Corinthians. Because of the mistake, or poor communication, 
Paul clarified what he meant in 1 Cor. 5. It is no surprise that there are not any 
examples of honest misunderstanding of inspired Scripture on the part of the original 
audience. All misunderstandings are culpable. 

o Today, of course, there are misunderstandings due to both ignorance and 
limitation and sin. For example,  

 
6. Understanding Comes from Submission to God’s Word 

 
• Psalm 119:130; cp. 36:9 
• Psalm 119:97-100 
• Psalm 111:10 
• John 5:43-44 & 7:17-18 
• Understanding grows and deepens, but that doesn’t make the earliest understanding of 

truth any less certain. For example, I know that I cherished the truth of Mark’s 
crucifixion account before I taught the book of Mark, but then, in God’s providence, I 
got preach through the book and see the development of the story throughout. When I 
got to the crucifixion account, it was richer in significance than I previously 
understood. That does not mean that my previous understanding was wrong. Again, 
when I went Grace Life, I got to preach Mark 13-16 a second time, and again, my 
appreciation and understanding of the implications grew, but this is different than 
saying all interpretation is provisional, and there is no determinate meaning. 
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Common Objections to These Presuppositions: 
 

1. Diversity of Interpretive Conclusions—E.g., “If the Bible is clear and meaning is 
singular, then there is no explanation for the vast diversity of interpretations about the 
Bible.” 

 
• The Objection: 

 
o Christian Smith said:  

 
I will argue that most biblicist claims are rendered moot by a more 
fundamental problem (which few biblicists ever acknowledge) that 
undermines all the supposed achievements of Biblicism: the problem of 
pervasive interpretive pluralism. Even among presumably well-intentioned 
readers—including many evangelical biblicists—the Bible, after their very 
best efforts to understand it, says and teaches very different things about most 
significant topics. My suggestion is that it becomes beside the point to assert a 
text to be solely authoritative or inerrant, for instance, when, lo and behold, it 
gives rise to a host of many divergent teachings on important matters.1 

 
• The Biblical Response—This argument would say that biblicism fails as an 

interpretive authority because of the interpretive diversity that exists among those 
who claim it. The Bible has several answers to this “problem”: 
 

o The Bible Expects Interpretive Diversity— Furthermore, the perversion of the 
message is a timeless threat to truth (Gen. 3:1-2; Jer. 8:8-9). The church age 
will be no different (2 Pet. 2:1; 3:16). In light of this, every instance of 
interpretive diversity actually makes the case for presuppositional 
hermeneutics stronger. 
 

o The Bible Teaches the Church How to Deal with Interpretive Error—This 
would only be a legitimate complaint against presuppositional hermeneutics if 
the Scripture never anticipated interpretive diversity. In fact, it expects it and 
warns the church about it repeatedly. Contending for the faith, exhorting with 
sound doctrine and reproving those who contradict, giving a defense, 
command men not to teach doctrine other than the Scriptures, and handle the 
Word of God accurately (Jude 3; Tit. 1:9; 1 Pet. 3:15; 1 Tim. 1:3-4; 2 Tim. 
2:15) are all texts that expect interpretive diversity, and prepare the church to 
face it.  

 
o Hermeneutical Ability is Always Affected by Sanctification. Regarding 

differences in interpretation among true brothers in Christ, the Scriptures 
explain that these differences will always exist until Christ comes back, and it 

                                                
1 Christian Smith, The Bible Made Impossible: Why Biblicism Is Not a Truly Evangelical Reading of 

Scripture (Grand Rapids: Brazos Press, 2011), x–xi. 
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is the responsibility and privilege of the spiritual to restore, admonish, and 
help those who are struggling in their ability to devour the meat of God’s 
Word because of their carnality or negligence in sanctification. This is 
possibly the most important rebuttal to any of the objections.  

 
§ 1 Cor. 2:6-3:3—Carnality hurts the Corinthians’ ability to devour the 

meat of God’s word. It makes them, to a degree, like the unbeliever 
who has an inability to receive the things of God. Carnal believers are 
not categorically unable, but their carnality produces degrees of 
inability! 

§ 2 Tim. 2:14-26—Holiness (2:20-22) is the means of accurately 
handling the Word of Truth (2:15)! 

§ Heb. 5:11-6:2—Failing to discern right from wrong  
 

2. Inevitability of Personal Presuppositions—E.g., “Everyone is situated in a context, 
with a tradition, community, assmptions and presuppositions that he cannot escape from. 
Inevitably, no one ever completely articulates the Bible; the closest one can come is to be 
faithful to articulating your take on the Bible from within your own interpretative 
community/tradition.” 

 
• The Objection: 

 
o James K. A. Smith, professor at Calvin College, said: 

 
It is this traditionedness [referring to Thomas Kuhn, who explained that even 
the scientific is not exempt from interpretive tradition of the scientific 
community2] that is denied in immediacy models, particularly in evangelical 
theology, which proposes to read Scripture apart from the ‘distortion’ of 
presuppositions or biases and which claims that ‘Scripture itself’ can stand 
over and correct our presupposition. . . . The problem with much of 
evangelical theology is that it does not perceive itself as being governed by 
such an interpretive tradition, much as scientific research claims to deliver the 
world as it ‘really’ is (scientists themselves have not been fond of Kuhn’s 
conclusions). The myth of a pure, objective reading prevents evangelicals 
from appreciating the impact of their tradition on their reading, particularly 
with regards to the Bible.3 

 
o N. T. Wright, professor of New Testament at St. Andrews University, 

Scotland, said: 
 

                                                
2 Thomas S. Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions, Fourth Edition. (Chicago: University Of 

Chicago Press, 2012). 

3 James K. A. Smith, The Fall of Interpretation: Philosophical Foundations for a Creational Hermeneutic, 
2 edition. (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2012), 165–66. 
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The naïvely realistic view of that stage—the ‘reader’ simply reading the 
‘text’—can itself be made to collapse: . . . all I am really aware of in the 
presence of this text is my own sense-data.4 

 
• The Biblical Response: 

 
o Amos 7:10-17—the accusation, “That is not the Scripture speaking, but rather 

that is your personal opinion about the Scripture,” is not merely post-modern, 
nor merely pre-modern, but it is as ancient as Amaziah (mid-8th century BC). 
This accusation is perpetually used to distance the unbeliever from the claims 
of God. 

 
o Matt. 19:1-13—Jesus was apparently(!) unphased by N.T. Wright’s future 

objection that the reader cannot simply read the text. These Jews had 
significant cultural, familial, and traditional baggage that would have 
prevented them from seeing through their misinterpretation of Deut. 24 and 
the divorce issue. Jesus’ response was to point out that the reading of Genesis 
1 and 2 was sufficient to know the answer. 

 
o “Have you not read…” Jesus proves His point by pointing to the obvious 

conclusion that comes from simply reading the Scripture in at least 10 
instances in the gospel—some of the references are parallel accounts (Matt. 
12:3, 5; 19:4; 21:16, 42; 22:315; Mk. 2:25; 12:10, 26; Lk. 6:3). 

 
3. The Arrogance of Certainty—E.g., “To imagine that you can be certain about 

conclusions that have been debated for 2,000 years is arrogant. Humility requires that we 
acknowledge that our interpretations are provisional and never finished. Arrogance is an 
interpretive idolatry that boasts that meaning is determinative.” 

 
• The Objection: 

 
o David Crump, another professor at Calvin College, says: 

 
Without uncertainty there is no reason to believe, for then we would know, 
and there would be no risk in believing. But when an individual risks 
believing in the face of such uncertainty, faith gives birth to its own personal 
certitude. 
 

                                                
4 N. T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God, vol. 1, Christian Origins and the Question of 

God (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress Publishers, 1992), 59. 

5 Compare with 22:29. Together, this means that Jesus believes that the reading of the Scripture is sufficient 
enough to correct intellectual ignorance and self-deception! However, whether it does or not is a reflection of belief 
and unbelief, and not a reflection of the inability of the Bible to overcome the sinful presuppositions of the 
interpreter. 
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[Then, he quotes Søren Kierkegaard:] Faith does not result from 
straightforward scholarly deliberation, nor does it come directly; on the 
contrary, in this objectivity one loses that infinite, personal, impassioned 
interestedness, which is the condition of faith . . . in this certainty that lurks at 
faith’s door and craves for it, [the believer] is rather in such a precarious 
position that much effort, much fear and trembling will be needed lest he fall 
into temptation and confuse knowledge with faith. Whereas up to now faith 
has had a beneficial taskmaster in uncertainty, it would have its worst enemy 
in this certainty. That is, if passion is taken away, faith no longer exists, and 
certainty and passion do not hitch up as a team.6 
 

o Kevin J. Vanhoozer, professor at Trinity Evangelical Divinity School, said, 
 
Just how confident can we be as interpreters that we have discovered the 
meaning of the text rather then ourselves and our own projections? The short 
response is to say both that our knowledge (Part 2) must be tempered by 
humility (Part 1), and that our skepticism (Part 1) must be countered by 
conviction (Part 2) . . . Readers with a healthy sense of the limits of 
interpretation need not fall prey to interpretive idolatry.7 
 

o Vanhoozer believes that certainty is forbidden: 
 
One should never be too casual, therefore, in claiming understanding. When it 
comes to interpreting texts, honesty forbids certainty. Human knowing, of 
books and of the Book of Nature, is mediate and approximate. Here Christians 
can agree with chastened postmoderns.8 
 

o This statement—“honesty forbids certainty”—would seem to forbid the 
certainty contained in the statement itself. In other words, it is either false, or, 
if true, it is too certain to be honest. More important than any internal 
contradictions, this objection finds a ready answer in the Scripture. 
 

• The Biblical Response—The Biblical authors are regularly certain about truth, 
enjoying a confidence of knowledge, a conviction even at the level of details, and they 
also write in order to give their readers the same certainty with precision: 

o Every command to know what God has revealed about Himself presupposes 
that certainty is not arrogant, because God also commands humility and 
prohibits pride (e.g., Deut. 4:39; Jer. 2:19) 

                                                
6 David Crump, Encountering Jesus, Encountering Scripture: Reading the Bible Critically in Faith 

(Eerdmans, 2013), 66–67. 

7 Kevin J. Vanhoozer, Is There a Meaning in This Text?: The Bible, The Reader, and the Morality of 
Literary Knowledge (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1998), 462. 

8 Ibid., 207 (italics mine).  
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o Amos was certain of the future because of God’s Word (Amos 7:17b, 
“Moreover, Israel will certainly go from its land into exile.”) 

o Luke wrote in order that his readers would know the exact truth (Luke 1:3-4, 
“it seemed fitting for me as well, having investigated everything carefully 
from the beginning, to write it out for you in consecutive order, most excellent 
Theophilus; so that you may know the exact truth about the things you have 
been taught.”) 

o Peter believed that belief leads to certain knowledge (“We have believed and 
have come to know that You are the Holy One of God,” Jn. 6:69) 

o Paul declares that the Spirit who revealed the truth has been given to us from 
God “so that we may know the things freely given us by God” (1 Cor. 2:12) 

o Paul is certain that he has the mind of Christ (1 Cor. 2:16) 
o Paul is so certain that God can protect his life that he has gladly entrusted his 

life to God (2 Tim. 1:12; in the context the confidence is in the value of 
suffering for the gospel, which Paul knows is not wasted, 2 Tim. 2:8-11) 

o Paul teaches Timothy that understanding comes from the Lord through the 
sober consideration and meditation of inspired writings (2 Tim. 2:7; cp. 3:16-
17) 

o Paul reminds Timothy of the conviction he has gained from the Scriptures, 
which posses the ability to make one wise to salvation (2 Tim. 3:14-15) 

o Paul commands Titus to preach and teach to his congregation the very same 
things that were written to him—requiring certainty about the meaning of the 
contents of Titus—and he must do this with authority (Tit. 2:15; 3:8) 

o Peter reminds the Christians that the Scripture is more sure than personal 
experience (2 Pet. 1:19) 

o John wrote to his beloved brothers “so that you may know that you have 
eternal life” (1 Jn. 5:13) 

 


