CCS Biblical Interpretation Glossary
From the Pocket Dictionary of Theological Terms
1. Alexandrian school. So called because of its origin in the city of Alexandria (Egypt), this Christian center of scholarship was led first by Clement of Alexandria in a.d. 190 and then by Origen in a.d. 202. The Alexandrian school was influenced by the philosophy of Plato and understood the task of biblical interpretation as seeking out its literal, moral and allegorical senses. In other words, the Alexandrian theologians taught that although the Bible was literally true, its correct interpretation lay in the moral or allegorical senses more than in the literal sense. See also Antiochene school.

2. allegory, allegorical method. An allegory is a story in which the details correspond to or reveal a “hidden,” “higher” or “deeper” meaning. The allegorical method of biblical interpretation assumes that biblical stories should be interpreted by seeking the “spiritual” meaning to which the literal sense points. See also typology.

3. analogy of being (analogia entis). The argument that there is sufficient similarity between God and creation so that observation of the universe will yield a limited understanding of God’s nature. The analogy of being is usually said to extend more to humans than to the universe itself, in that humans are created in the image of God (see imago Dei). Contemporary theologians have debated the extent to which sinful humans can perceive creation as pointing to God. Some theologians (e.g., Karl Barth) reject completely the use of the analogy of being as a valid theological principle.

4. analogy of faith (analogia fidei). A principle of interpretation that suggests that clearer passages of Scripture should be used to interpret more obscure or difficult passages. For Augustine the analogy of faith requires that Scripture never be interpreted in such a way that it violates the church’s summary of Christian faith (i.e., the Apostles’ Creed). For Luther, Christ is the analogy of faith, so that Scripture needs always to be interpreted as testifying to Christ. For Calvin the analogy of faith assumes that because the Spirit oversaw its writing, Scripture and the Spirit together interpret other parts of Scripture.

5. anthropomorphism. A figure of speech used by writers of Scripture in which human physical characteristics are attributed to God for the sake of illustrating an important point. For example, Scripture sometimes speaks of the “face” or “arm” of God, even though God is revealed to be Spirit and not limited in time and space by the constraints of a physical body. Anthropomorphisms essentially help to make an otherwise abstract truth about God more concrete.

6. antinomy. The bringing together of two principles, statements or laws that, even though appearing to be contradictory to or in tension with one another, are both believed to be true. A theological example of an antinomy is the belief in both the absolute sovereignty of God and human free will. Although both are held to be true, there is a tension between God’s will and our human will that cannot be easily or fully understood. See also paradox.

7. Antiochene school. So called because it arose in the city of Antioch in the third to fifth centuries a.d., the Antiochene school practiced an approach to scriptural interpretation that emphasized the literal meaning of the text. This was in reaction to the Alexandrian school of interpretation, which sought “deeper” allegorical, moral or spiritual meanings not immediately evident in the text. Important figures in the Antiochene school include Chrysostom,   Theodor, Theodoret and Theophilus. See also Alexandrian school.

8. apocalyptic literature, apocalypticism. Certain portions of the Bible (including Daniel 7–12 and the book of Revelation) are often categorized as apocalyptic literature, a genre or type of Jewish literature that became popular during the intertestamental period and extended into the NT era (c. 400 b.c. to a.d. 100). The writers of apocalyptic literature sought to disclose “heavenly secrets” concerning how the world would end and how the kingdom of God would suddenly appear to destroy the kingdom of evil. Apocalyptic writers made extensive use of visions, dreams and symbols as instruments of revealing what was hidden. Apocalypticism has been variously defined as a social movement or ideology arising out of an oppressed subgroup in a society, whether ancient or modern, which in defining its identity seeks release from oppression by seeing a future reality as more important than the present state of affairs.

9. biblical criticism. The method or methods by which meanings of biblical texts are sought through the application of techniques used in interpreting various types of literature. These methods include textual criticism, redaction criticism, form criticism, historical criticism, genre criticism, literary criticism and grammatical criticism.

10. bibliology. The topic in systematic theology that deals with issues of the nature and character of the Bible. Bibliology attempts to understand what kind of book the Bible is, how it is authoritative for Christian faith and practice, and to what extent and in what manner the Bible is to be understood as divine revelation.

11. coherence theory of truth. A theory of knowledge that asserts that a given proposition or statement is true when it is consistent within a larger set of propositions also taken to be true. If propositions come into conflict (are contradictory), it is assumed that either one or both of the propositions is false. The weakness of the coherence theory is that there can be no proof of the “starting point” or the “first proposition” of a belief system; instead, such a system of beliefs is usually accepted on the basis that it is self-evidently true.

12. canon. Literally meaning “standard” or “rule,” the term is most closely associated with the collection of books that the church has recognized as the written Word of God (Scripture) and that functions as the rule or standard of faith and practice in the church. Although the various Christian traditions are not in full agreement as to which books should comprise the collection of Scripture, at the very least all agree that the sixty-six books of the Protestant Bible are canonical and therefore authoritative.

13. canonical criticism. An approach used to interpret the Bible in light of its final form as a theologically unified collection of books rather than seeking to understand the books in their precanonical form and function. Two of the most significant pioneers of canonical criticism as a modern interpretative approach are Brevard S. Childs and James Sanders. See also biblical criticism; criticism.

14. contextualization. The process of seeking to communicate the message and teachings of the ancient Scriptures using contemporary forms of language as well as metaphors and images that are familiar to the current audience. Contextualization raises the question as to how far a theologian may go in altering the language of Scripture without losing the essence of the gospel message. Contextualization is also an attempt to understand ways in which the Christian community lives out the gospel in the midst of a non-Christian culture.

15. correspondence theory of truth. A theory of knowledge that asserts that a proposition is true when it corresponds to or harmonizes with an external reality “as it really is.” One of the weaknesses of correspondence theory is that it is difficult to mediate between two or more differing conceptions of observed reality. In addition, it casts human knowledge in the form of measurable, observable qualities that supposedly inhere in the world.

16. credo ut intelligam, credo quia absurdum. Credo ut intelligam translates literally, “I believe in order that I might understand.” The phrase comes from Anselm in his work Proslogion I and indicates his understanding of the relationship of faith to reason, namely, that faith is logically and chronologically prior to understanding and that it is through faith that understanding comes. Credo quia absurdum translates “I believe because it is absurd” and is credited to Tertullian. For Tertullian, faith and reason are incompatible, and therefore faith entails belief in the unbelievable or the absurd.

17.  criticism (biblical, canonical, form, redaction). A term used in reference to any method of interpreting texts that uses modern scientific insights into the nature of history, language, culture and literature. More specifically, biblical criticism is the attempt to interpret the Scriptures by uncovering the original meaning of the text, looking to the original historical setting in which it was written without reference to later theological traditions. In contrast, canonical criticism is the attempt to interpret the Bible in light of the final form of Scripture as a theologically unified collection of books rather than seeking to understand the books in their precanonical form and function. Form criticism (Formgeschichte) is the attempt to go back to the original sources lying behind the text prior to its written form, such as by uncovering oral traditions and layers of material added to the scriptural sayings in the process of oral tradition. Redaction criticism is the attempt to identify the ways in which the writer or editor (e.g., Gospel writer) utilized sources in composing a biblical book in order to understand the author’s theology and setting.
18. deconstruction. A term used primarily in hermeneutics (the art and science of interpreting written texts or spoken language) to describe the process of analyzing a particular representation of reality so as to offer a critique of how a text “constructs” a picture of reality. Although deconstructionists are not always explicitly negative in practice, they often use deconstruction as a technique to discredit a text to which they are philosophically or ideologically opposed. Deconstruction, which is sometimes known as poststructuralism, arose out of, and in response to, a theory of literature called structuralism, which sought to analyze the common structures that characterize various texts or literary works.

19. demythologizing. The term used by Rudolf Bultmann to describe his approach to interpreting the Scriptures. Bultmann believed that the modern mind cannot accept the ancient worldview of the Bible, which included belief in demons, heaven, hell and miracles. Therefore, the task of interpretation is to identify the ancient “myths” (symbols) found in the text and replace them with modern equivalents (which are also myths in Bultmann’s definition). In this sense, Bultmann’s demythologizing was not so much directed against myths themselves as against using outdated myths.

20. documentary hypothesis. Also known as the JEDP theory, the documentary hypothesis arose out of the work of  nineteenth-century OT scholars K. Graf and J. Wellhausen. They suggested that the Pentateuch (the first five books of the OT) was actually a compilation of the work of at least four separate sources, designated as the J (Jehovah) source, the E (Elohim) source, the D (Deuteronomist) source and the P (Priestly) source. The hypothesis stirred great controversy among conservative scholars who generally accepted Moses as the sole author of the Pentateuch.

21. epistemology. Philosophical inquiry into the nature, sources, limits and methods of gaining knowledge. In Western philosophy, epistemology has generally followed two main alternatives: rationalism (knowledge is gained through the mind’s use of reason and logic) and empiricism (knowledge is gained through the gathering of information through the use of the inner and external senses).

22. equivocal. In semantics (the study of the meanings of words) the term is used to identify words that have more than one possible meaning. This is in contrast to univocal words, which have only one possible meaning. In theology a term is said to be equivocal if it means something quite different when used of God than when referring to humans or something else in creation.

23. exegesis, eisegesis. Literally, “drawing meaning out of” and “reading meaning into,” respectively. Exegesis is the process of seeking to understand what a text means or communicates on its own. Eisegesis is generally a derogatory term used to designate the practice of imposing a preconceived or foreign meaning onto a text, even if that meaning could not have been originally intended at the time of its writing.

24. general revelation. A term used to declare that God reveals something about the divine nature through the created order. This self-revealing of God through creation is called general because it only gives “general” or “indirect” information about God, including the fact of God’s existence and that God is powerful. This is in contrast to special revelation, which is more “specific” and “direct,” and includes the appearance of the living Word (Jesus Christ himself) and the written Word of God (the Scriptures), revealing a holy, loving and just God who graciously provides forgiveness of sin. General revelation is likewise “general” in that it is available to all humankind, in contrast to the divine self-disclosure that God revealed to certain persons. See also special revelation.

25. genre. A term that refers to different types or varieties of literature or media. In the interpretation of texts, particularly the Bible, most exegetes agree that identifying the genre of the text to be interpreted is crucial and that the text must be understood in light of the common conventions that typified that genre at the time of its writing. Thus, poetry is not to be interpreted in the same manner as historical narrative, nor is prophecy properly read in the same manner as an epistle (letter).

26. hermeneutic of suspicion. A phrase first used by the French philosopher Paul Ricoeur to refer to the interpretative practice of coming to a text with questions or “suspicions” about its truthfulness or veracity. Conversely, a hermeneutic of suspicion allows the text to call into question the reader’s assumptions and worldview.

27. hermeneutics. The discipline that studies the principles and theories of how texts ought to be interpreted, particularly sacred texts such as the Scriptures. Hermeneutics also concerns itself with understanding the unique roles and relationships between the author, the text and the original or subsequent readers. 
28. historical criticism. An approach to biblical interpretation that seeks to understand the Bible in light of its historical and cultural backgrounds, that is, as a book arising out of a human context. Historical criticism uses a variety of methods to determine what actually happened in history “before,” “behind” or “under” the text rather than seeking a “divine” meaning in the text itself. Although helpful to an extent, the primary criticism leveled against historical criticism is that it tends to downplay Scripture as a divine book and instead overemphasizes its humanness.

29. historical Jesus. A reference to the person of Jesus as he can be understood and investigated using the tools and methods of modern approaches to the study of history. The “historical Jesus” is often contrasted with “the Christ of faith,” that is, the Jesus that is honored and preached about by the Christian church. In using these terms, it is often assumed that there is a gap between what can really be known about the historical person, that is, Jesus as he actually existed, and the Jesus proclaimed by the apostles as recorded in the NT documents.

30. illumination. The ongoing work of the Holy Spirit in the Christian person and community in assisting believers to interpret, understand and obey the Scriptures. Illumination is a matter of faith as well as intellectual assent—the Spirit’s goal in illumination moves beyond mere intellectual assent to propositions of Scripture to the moving of the human will to trust Christ and obey him.

31. inerrancy. The idea that Scripture is completely free from error. It is generally agreed by all theologians who use the term that inerrancy at least refers to the trustworthy and authoritative nature of Scripture as God’s Word, which informs humankind of the need for and the way to salvation. Some theologians, however, affirm that the Bible is also completely accurate in whatever it teaches about other subjects, such as science and history.

32. infallibility. The characteristic of being incapable of failing to accomplish a predetermined purpose. In Protestant theology infallibility is usually associated with Scripture. The Bible will not fail in its ultimate purpose of revealing God and the way of salvation to humans. In Roman Catholic theology infallibility is also extended to the teaching of the church (“magisterium” or “dogma”) under the authority of the pope as the chief teacher and earthly head of the body of Christ.

33. inspiration. A term used by many theologians to designate the work of the Holy Spirit in enabling the human authors of the Bible to record what God desired to have written in the Scriptures. Theories explaining how God “superintended” the process of Scripture formation vary from dictation (the human authors wrote as secretaries, recording word for word what God said) to ecstatic writing (the human authors wrote at the peak of their human creativity). Most evangelical theories of inspiration maintain that the Holy Spirit divinely guided the writing of Scripture, while at the same time allowing elements of the authors’ culture and historical context to come through, at least in matters of style, grammar and choice of words.

34. liberalism. A movement in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Protestant circles that builds from the assumption that Christianity is reconcilable with the positive human aspirations, including the quest for autonomy. Liberalism desires to adapt religion to modern thought and culture. Consequently, it views divine love as realized primarily, if not totally, in love of one’s neighbor and the kingdom of God as a present reality found especially within an ethically transformed society. One of the significant early liberal theologians was Albrecht Ritschl. See also postliberalism.

35. logocentrism. The designation by postmodern philosophers such as Jacques Derrida for the philosophical method that looks to the logos (the word or written language) as the carrier of meaning. Derrida rejects the attendant philosophical assumption that human language is able to designate, signify or represent an essence (or presence of being) that we can come to know.

36. metanarrative. The idea that there is an overarching, all-embracing story of humankind into which all the more particular narratives fit (e.g., salvation history). Christians believe that the biblical narrative of creation-Fall-redemption-new creation is this all-embracing metanarrative, for the biblical story is the narrative of all humankind. In this sense the biblical narrative functions in Christian teaching as the central metanarrative.

37. metaphor, metaphorical theology. A metaphor is a figure of speech in which a word or phrase that has an accepted, literal meaning is used in place of another to suggest a likeness or similarity between them. Metaphorical theology holds that God can only be spoken about through metaphors. Thus we must use metaphors to name our experience of God (the “Transcendent”); consequently, God can be described only in relational terms (that is, through the relational language of metaphor). Furthermore, metaphorical theologians, such as Sallie McFague, generally claim that such metaphors are culturally conditioned representations created by the mind as we seek to make experience intelligible.

38. myth. The term myth is most often associated with fable or with the historically inauthentic (fiction) rather than with truth and objective reality. Hence some people apply myth to any part of the Christian message that includes the supernatural or miraculous (see Bultmann; demythologizing). Myth can also be used to describe the true but transcendent or ineffable quality of God’s revelation, which is beyond rational, linguistic description (see Brunner). Myth also connotes the language or imagery borrowed from the cosmological/cosmogonical (creation) myths to speak of God.

39. narrative, narrative theology. Since the 1970s, a theological approach that utilizes the concept of story and the human person as storyteller (e.g., Gabriel Fackre, Hans Frei, Stanley Hauerwas, George Stroup) to provide the central motif for theological reflection. Narrative theologians claim that we construct our personal identity as our individual stories are joined with the transcendent story of the religious community and ultimately with the overarching narrative of salvation history.

40. paradigm, paradigm shift. A paradigm is a conscious or unconscious structure of thought, belief and action. A paradigm shift is a change within this structure that results in the ability to perceive and consider things differently and thus to respond in a radically new or different manner. Through the writings of the twentieth-century American philosopher of science Thomas Kuhn, these terms have gained widespread use.
41. phenomenology. A philosophical movement of the twentieth century associated with Edmund Husserl and his followers. Phenomenology initially focused on epistemology, that is, how we gain knowledge of essences or the essential features of the world (abstract properties) on the basis of our perceptions of concrete realities (particular instances of those properties). Phenomenologists later turned their attention to the essences of human mental acts. Consequently phenomenology came to be associated with the study of the development of human consciousness and self-awareness.

42. plenary inspiration. A late-Reformation view of biblical inspiration that holds that God is the ultimate author of the Bible in its entirety. That is, God’s superintending work in inspiration extends to the whole Bible and to each part of the Bible. Plenary inspiration guarantees that all that the church has come to affirm as Scripture is both authoritative and helpful for Christian belief and practice.

43. quest of the historical Jesus. The nineteenth-century movement that sought to separate and distinguish the man Jesus of Nazareth from the Christ of faith as proclaimed by the church. The proponents of this quest concluded that the “historical” (non-supernatural) Jesus never made any messianic claim, never predicted his death or resurrection and never instituted the sacraments now followed by the church. Instead the biblical stories that assign these acts to Jesus are nonhistorical “myths” that, together with certain philosophical and theological claims set forth in the NT documents, were projected onto him by his disciples, the Gospel writers and the early church. The true historical Jesus, in contrast, preached a simple, largely ethical message as capsulized in the dictum of the “fatherhood of God” and the “brotherhood of humankind.”

44. reader-response theory of hermeneutics. A postmodern form of literary criticism that explores the capacity of the biblical texts to shape, revise or confirm the expectations readers bring to their reading of the text. This approach challenges the assumption of much of modern hermeneutics that the main task of exegesis is to approach a text as a disinterested exegete and to determine, through the use of scientific strategies of interpretation, the intent of the original author of the text. Reader-response theorists, in contrast, maintain that the reader and the text are interdependent. What is important then is not so much the intent of the original author of the text but the “conversation” between reader and text that emerges in the reading of the text.

45. redaction criticism. An approach to biblical interpretation focusing on the literary, theological contributions of the biblical authors by analyzing the way they modified their sources to arrive creatively and purposefully at their own special emphases.
46. revelation. Refers both to the process by which God discloses the divine nature and the mystery of the divine will and purpose to human beings, and to the corpus of truth disclosed. Some theologians maintain that revelation consists of both God’s activity in salvation history through word and deed, culminating in Jesus (who mediates and fulfills God’s self-revelation) and the ongoing activity of God to move people to yield to, accept and personally appropriate that reality. General revelation maintains that God’s existence and particular attributes can be ascertained through an innate sense of God’s reality and conscience as well as through observation of the universe and history. Special revelation refers to the more specific divine self-disclosure to and through certain persons that brings about human salvation.
47. Scripture principle. The Bible read and understood as the Word of God. The Scripture principle, associated with Reformed theologians, holds that the beliefs and practices of the church must be grounded in and derive authority from Scripture.

48. sensus plenior. Latin, meaning the “plenary,” or “fuller sense.” The sensus plenior is the meaning of the Bible as it has come to be interpreted through Christian history while seeking to remain true to the primary sense of what the biblical author meant to convey. The term has also been applied to the manner in which NT writers sometimes reinterpret OT texts.

49. sociology of knowledge. An epistemological theory that asserts that human knowledge is shaped by social forces. In contrast to the Enlightenment assumption that knowledge arises as the neutral observer discovers objective truth about the external world, this theory sets forth the idea that knowledge is not neutral or value-free but tends to embody the social circumstances and conditions of the cultural milieu. More important, knowledge tends to reflect the vested interests of the knower.

50. sola scriptura. Latin for “Scripture only,” the Lutheran, Reformation principle that Scripture—not Scripture plus church tradition—is the source of Christian revelation. As a result, Scripture is to rule as God’s word in the church, unencumbered by papal and ecclesiastical magisterium (dogma) and unrivaled by the supposed additional revelation that comes through church tradition.

51. special revelation. God’s divine self-revelation evidenced specifically in salvation history and culminating in the incarnation as understood through Scripture. Although the Bible seemingly affirms both *general and special revelation (see revelation), only special revelation can disclose completely our sinful predicament, as well as God’s promise of salvation and its fulfillment in Christ.

52. structuralism, structuralist exegesis. A broad movement in literary criticism incorporating several different approaches, structuralism contends that meaning is the product of “deep structures”—basic, universal ways of understanding and articulating things—that are found in the text. Structuralism seeks to identify and classify these structures and then use them to assist in interpretation.

53. Synoptic Gospels, synoptic problem. The Synoptic Gospels are Matthew, Mark and Luke, which reflect many similarities to each other, in contrast to John’s Gospel, which provides a quite different (albeit complementary) picture of Jesus. The synoptic problem centers around the literary relation and interdependence among the three Gospels based on their shared subject matter and frequent textual similarities.

54. typology. Differing from a symbol or an allegory, a typology is a representation of an actual, historical reference. According to Christian exegesis, biblical typology deals with the parallels between actual, historical (usually OT) figures or events in salvation history and their later, analogous fulfillment. Often NT events and figures are typologically understood and interpreted according to an OT pattern (e.g., creation and the new creation, Adam and Christ, the exodus and NT concepts of salvation). On this basis typology became one of the four prevalent ways (together with the literal, the analogical and the spiritual) of interpreting Scripture in the Middle Ages.

55. univocal. The idea that a word carries the same meaning when applied to God that it has when predicated of something in creation. Thus human fatherhood and divine Fatherhood are identical ideas. The univocal use of language ignores God’s distinctiveness and uniqueness from creation. See equivocal.

56. Vulgate. The Latin translation of the Bible completed by Jerome (c. 347–420), which was declared the “official edition” for the Roman Catholic Church at the Council of Trent (1546).

57. Word of God. Encompassing the OT meaning of what God speaks, especially through prophetic spokespersons, the Christian meaning refers first to God’s self-revelation in Jesus Christ as the Word (e.g., Jn 1:1). It also refers to the proclamation of the gospel of Christ and by extension to the Scriptures that testify to the truth of Christ.

