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THE CLAIMS 
OF 

~ihliral ~nter~rdathnt on ~aptists. 

AFTER so many centuries of doubt and conflict, it would almost 
seem as if Biblical Exegetics had reached its proper position in 
fully developed character and strength, and was henceforth to ad 
vance triumphantly to certain conquests. Not that the adversaries 
of the Bible are silenced, or its friends always at one in the interpre 
tation of particular parts of the inspired Text. Perhaps, in the 
present weakness of our spirituality, such accord would not be 
desirable. The condition of all growth on earth is conflict. As 
we may regard the earnest, pure-hearted Christian emulation of 
brethren of different names as supplying the best conditions now 
attainable for the spread of the Gospel, so do differences of opin 
ion as to the meaning of words, phrases, texts, books of Scripture, 
lead to more thorough investigation, and so have the various sys 
tems of interpretation induced examination of the fundamental 
principles which must underlie all our exposition of the Bible. 
The opponents of Inspiration still maintain, and probably always 
will maintain, their opposition; but its advocates have come to 
some tolerable understanding among themselves as to modes of 
procedure, and have settled with some unanimity on the gram 
matico-historical method of interpretation-which mav be de 
scribed in general terms as that which is practiced in our Sunday 
schools and pulpits, and found in the commentaries in common 
use. 

Yet it has taken many generations to establish this simple 
method, and while we are thankful for the inheritance, we must 
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remember our obligation to carr.r on the work. All is not yet 
accomplished. We have not yet come to a full understanding of 
the word of God. Read various commentaries, and note the more 
or less important differences in views. Examine your own opin 
ion at different periods of life, and you will be astonished at what 
seems the vacillating, shifting character of your method and its 
results; for method you must have, whether you will or not 
right or wrong, safe or unsafe, or, as is commonest, of mixed 
character, partly rig-ht and partly wrong. 

We may be astonished that, after 1800 years of study, we have 
not yet learned the Word of God. Yet it is not so surprising 
when we reflect that it is hard to understand, and that it has not 
always been studied in the right way-each student, indeed, hav 
ing to learn the way by long and hard experience, the history of 
the individual being in the main the history of the world. What 
gropings and stumblings are we all not conscious of, what wan 
derings into by-paths, and lingerings in places of false enchant 
ment; and though the Spirit of God be our guide, his guidance · 
is always in accordance with the law stamped at the outset on our 
life-the law of labour, which makes all acquisition the product 
of toil. It is the spirituality of the Bible, the fact that it is spir 
itually discerned, that makes it hard. This is one element of dif 
ficulty, and it resides properly in us. There is then further in 
the Book itself the characteristic so well stated by Augustine, 
that it was written for all the world and every age; and its par 
ticular parts, though based on or suggested by passing occur 
rences, and adapted to the circumstances of the moment, have an 
application as wide as human life and thought in their utmost de 
velopment, And for us, besides, there is the difficulty of strange 
languages, of strange peoples with manners and customs different 
from our own, and modes of thought which it is not always easy 
for us to comprehend. 

So, alongside of the simplicity of the central truth of salva 
tion and the plainness of moral precepts, stands the difficulty of 
understanding the Word of God as a whole and in its fulness. 
It is the revelation of the Divine attributes and providence a! 
well as of the Di vine will. We have thankful_ly to accept its 
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simplicity, and earnestly to labor at its difficulties. This is the 
duty of every Christian and of every man. 
But on Baptists there rests a special obligation in respect to the 

Scriptures. 'lv e say this in no spirit of denominational arrogance, 
with no desire to under estimate the sincerity of purpose or the 
value of the labours of our non-Baptist brethren. What they pro· 
duce we accept right gladly, and we rejoice always to recognize 
the kindred Christian spirit. Christ's followers are not so many 
that we can lightly speak of any who name His name ; and this 
catholicity of fellowship is perfectly consistent with the conscious 
ness and avowal of greater obligation to develop the true sense of 
Scripture. The obligation in question is a necessary result of 
our faith-first, from our complete dependence on the Bible. We 
profess to make it, and it alone, our religion. We accept all that 
it teaches, and nothing else. In doctrine and practice, in ordi 
nances and polity, we look to it alone for instruction, and no wis 
dom or learning of men avails with us one iota, except as accord· 
ing with the inspired Record. If we could lean on the decisions 
of Councils, Convocations, OT Assemblies, if our uncertainties 
could be made certain, our doubts dissipated, our wavering faith 
supported by royal or episcopal decrees, by array of patristic, 
scholastic, and other lore, or by examples of saints, martyrs, and 
doctors of divinity, it might not be so needful for us to cling close 
to the W orcl of God as our sole guide; but now we have no other 
resoi ""· It is our pole-star. Without it we are on a boundless 
ocean, wrapped in darkness. And though we have the Book in 
our hands, it is sealed with seven seals unless we know its mean· 
ing-and that not merely in this or that part, in the use of a word, 
in the enjoining of a duty-but throughout, in its whole extent; 
for we must learn that all its truths are connected, and none of 
them unimportant. For our own sakes, then, for the sake of our 
denominational existence, it behooves us to act on this obligation. 
And not less for the sake of others, since we would have them 

equally with us the recipients of divine truth. 
The second ground of greater obligation is our more favorable 

position, with regard to which two things are to be noted. One 
of these is the freedom from human control, already adverted to, 
which gives us a singular advantage. W e are not free from 
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human prejudice. We are doubtless sometimes warped by blind. 
partiality for our own system; but, at least, we are saved from 
what has always been a fruitful source of error-submission to 
human authority. Without now calling to mind examples of 
Rabbis and Schoolmen, our own experience and observation teach 
us how destructive of sincerity in investigation such submission 
may be. We, happily, draw our inspiration from no man; pledge 
ourselves for no man's infallibility; admit no obligation to give 
account of ourselves to man. We are not under the dominion of 
Articles of Faith, which settle beforehand principles of interpreta 
tion. \Ve are not awed into stagnation by the opinions of our 
forefathers. We hold ourselves accountable to God alone, and 
suffer no man's individuality to be swallowed up in the impersonal 
mass of the body to which he belongs. It is easy to see what 
advantage we herein have; what capacity to bring all our intel 
lectual and spiritual strength to bear immediately on the truth, 
instead of expending it on a tertiura quid, an intermediate some 
thing, which has been fashioned for us by the hands of men. 
That old metaphysical error has indeed struck deep into the 
roots of our intellectual life. As man is externally a '·bundle of 
habits," so he is mentally a "bundle of prejudices"; things come 
to him so bundled up in the trappings of unconscious biases and 
accidental associations that it needs all his force to disrobe them, 
and see them in their naked proportions. If we can get rid of 
the additions of human authority, we have accomplished some 
thing, to use Carlyle's phrase, in "clothes-philosophy." 

Our second advantage consists in the greater purity in which 
we hold the truth of the Scriptures. We cannot stop here to 
demonstrate this, and we must again disavow everything like 
arrogance. It is rather with the deepest humility that we declare 
our conviction that we are, to a greater degree than our brethren, 
in accord with the spirit of the Inspired Word, seeing, as we must 
see, bow far short we have come of the glory of God. ·without 
some such oneness of feeling, correct understanding is not possible, 
and he is best interpreter, other things being equal, who has most 
of it. If we misapprehend the central truth of a book, a11 its 
parts will seem distorted. If we miss its spirit, its separate 
declarations will be unintelligible. We trust that, by the mercy 
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of God, we have made some approach to such a grasping of the 
fundamental truth of the Bible, and such a sympathetic reception 
of its spirit as may make us worthy, under God, to be its inter 
preters. 
If this view of our position be correct, what it now most con 

cerns us to think of is our special obligation, and how we have 
met it. vVe have a great work committed to us. How have we 
performed it? Wherein is the world farther advanced in knowl- 
edge of the Bible by our efforts? ,. 

To which it must be answered that, in respect of learning, the 
Baptists have not made any great figure in the world. We can 
not lay claim to the Fathers, or to many leaders of Reformations. 
We have not produced many makers of dictionaries, grammars, 
and commentaries, Scarcely one of the worthies of the past, who 
frown on us in parchment and leather from shelves of old libra 
ries, was a Baptist, and hardly one of the creators of modern 
Biblical philology, We have a very few names of note. Milton 
can hardly be called a theologian, but there are scattered through 
his prose works many valuable exegetical remarks, as in "The 
Reason of Church-Government urged against Prelaty," "Consid 
erations touching the likeliest Means to remove Hirelings out of 
the Church," and others, to say nothing of his Tetrachordon. 
The unlearned Bunyan has given us, in the "Pilgrim's Progress," 
one of the profoundest of commentaries on Scripture. We have 
a Talmudical scholar in Dr. Gill, whose pages bristle with rabbi 
nical lore in such a way as to make the path of the adventurous 
student a rugged and thorny one. Later, besides the massive 
simplicity of Andrew Fuller, we have linguistic attainments in 
Carey, Marshman, and Judson, attested by their translations of 
the Bible into Ilindi and Burmese; classical scholarship in Car· 
son; and, in our own day, at least two men in this country of 
unsurpassed excellence in Biblical exegesis, besides the brethren 
in China, Africa, and elsewhere, who are rendering the Scriptures 
into the languages of the heathen. 

But this list of names does not represent the sum total of Bap 
tist contributions to the interpretation of the Bible. There is a 
power distinct from that of books, and just as lasting. There is 
not simply the oral instruction communicated from the pulpit, or 
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in the family-which is, in fact, nothing more than unsystematized, 
unprinted bookmaking-beyond this, and of deeper significance, 
is the living out a principle; the establishment of truth by unde 
viating, simple-minded, and generally unscientific obedience to 
it. Isaac Taylor, in his "Restoration of Belief," has beautifully 
shown how the grand truth of the religious obligation of belief 
was introduced and maintained, not by labored disq uisiti.ons or 
in philosophical theories, but rather against these-by the silent 
testimony of the men and women, often unlettered and obscure, 
who chose to enter the arena of the· amphitheatre rather than 
abandon or deny their faith in the crucified Jesus of Nazareth. 
Of course it is principle, and not science, that is thus established, 
that must be thus established. We do not expect a dictionary or 
commentary to emerge directly from the sufferings of martyrs, or 
the consistency of Christians; but rather a profound conviction, 
a law of procedure, which underlies, often unconsciously, the 
ordinary life. Such result we can see in Baptist history, as we 
hope will appear in the following discussion. There is the col· 
lateral principle that the authority of the Scriptures is supreme, 
which, formally rejected by Romanists, is not always even now 
practically received by orthodox Protestants; and, in respect to 
Biblical interpretation, the fundamental fact that the interpreter 
of the Word of God must be spiritually in sympathy with it, and 
that not merely in the way of a general recognition of its truth 
and excellence, but in consequence of a supernatural change 
wrought in him by the Spirit of God. It may be that, in laying 
stress on this, they forgot other things; but it is impossible too 
highly to value any lives which, even partially or remotely, have 
resulted in the expression and embodiment of a principle which 
is of essential moment to the world in its contact with the Divine 
Word. 
Yet we have by no means done all that was possible; and a 

slight review of what the Christian world has accomplished may 
help us to know our past omissions and our present duty. Before, 
liowcver, entering on this, it will be well to state distinctly the 
elements of correct exegesis, which have been taken for granted 
in the preceding remarks. These elements are two-an external 
and an internal. 
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As the Bible is a record of fact, thought and feeling, written by 
men for men, it is necessary to learn the grammatical and logical 
significance of its sentences, and for this we must have learning 
and thought. And as it is a revelation by the Spirit of God, 
given through men filled with a divinely engendered love for God, 
it is necessary to have the inspiration and guidance of the Holy 
Spirit. Both of these are essential to the fullest knowledge of the 
Scriptures, but either alone will give a knowledge consonant with 
its character. He that has learning without the Spirit may be 
master of the human side, but will be a stranger to the divine; he 
that has the Spirit without learning wiU have acquaintance with 
the fundamental saving divine facts of the Scripture, but will fail 
to comprehend these as he might, and will be ignorant of much 
that it behooves him to know. The word "learning " is used in 
its widest sense of all acquaintance with facts which illustrate the 
Bible. It is obvious that for us it is in one respect absolutely 
necessary. For, since the Bible was originally written in lan 
guages strange to us, we could never read it but for the skill which 
translated it into English; and even now the translation would be 
useless if we were unable to read English; and many passages in 
the Life of our Lord convey little meaning unless we know some 
thing about the geography of Palestine and the customs of the 
people. There is not a Sunday-school teacher or a preacher in 
the land who, in the course of his instructions, does not produce 
bits of knowledge strange to his audience, and who therefore is 
not, in. respect to them, learned. It is only a question of degree, of 
a little more or a little less, differences possibly insignificant in the 
eyes of the angels. He who tells his hearers some little about 
Herod the Great gotten frern Josephus or the Oomprehensi ve Com 
mentary, is as really learned as his brother who writes a long and 
hard dissertation on the Epistle to the Romans, with a full exam 
ination of all the commentators from Chrysostom to Hodge-that 
is, he as really depends on book-knowledge for the elucidation of 
the Scriptures. 

These two elements of exegesis will be found in every age of 
Christianity-first one, then the other predominating; the history 
of their conflicts and union is the history of exegesis. So long as 
they are severed, one-sided results are obtained ; their real union 
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is the condition of the discovery of the truth. Only, they must 
be genuine; the learning, a patient and honest accumulation of 
facts for the explanation and illustration of Scripture; the spirit 
uality, a hearty reception of Christ, as He is revealed, and of His 
doctrines in their nakedness and fulness, Exegetics is a science, 
partly pure, partly historical. It is a science because it is a collec 
tion of facts arranged according to definite laws; pure, inasmuch 
as it rests on principles universally acknowledged as primary data 
of consciousness; historical, in so far as it depends on the gradual 
evolution of the relations and applications of those principles, and 
on local facts of language, style, and national customs. It belongs 
on one side to the Inductive Sciences-has a history and a pro· 
gress. As merely inductive, a review of its history would be use 
ful, for it would set forth more fully the character and extent of 
its present principles. But it is also mathematical, and its method, 
as well as its material, has always been to some extent the same. 
Through all diversities and vagaries we can see this, and therefore 
all the questions of the past have an interest for us. And, inde 
pendently of this, they are interesting because they are the record 
of man's efforts to comprehend the revelation of God. We occu 
py ourselves a great deal with history, sacred and profane. It is 
usually thought necessary to know how Athens became the mis 
tress of Greece; how the Roman plebeians succeeded in crushing 
the aristocracy ; how Mohammed founded one false religion and 
Luther crippled another; how bluff King Harry dispensed at once 
with an antiquated wife and an inconvenient hierarchy; republican 
and Protestant Geneva burnt the heretic Servetus, and imperial 
France rose to greatness on the ruins of the Revolution. These 
and a thousand other things relating to the progress of the race in 
philosophy, science, and art, it is well to know. But surely none 
of them are better worth knowing than men's long-continued 
efforts to work out the problem of revelation and master its truths. 
The spectacle of the struggle will inspire and nerve us-its 
shifting scenes will interest and instruct us. \Ve mean the specta 
cle, not as it is presented in the pages of an Address or a Review, 
but as it shows itself in the works and words of the actors them 
selves. All helps to a comprehension of its nature and progress 
are to be accepted and used. But, so far as possible, we must go 
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to the original authorities, and force ourselves on their acquaint· 
ance, if need be. But this will not be necessary. The old 
authors come to us now, most of them, in English dress; their 
spirit and method may be learned from comparatively small por 
tions of their writings, and their study will not only bring us into 
sympathy with their intellectual and spiritual condition, but 
quicken our minds into more original action, and, if we mistake 
not, minister to the growth of our personal piety. "\Ve must mas 
ter them one by one, then compare them one with another, and 
with their modern successors, and finally judge them by the Word 
of Goel Then we shall be able to understand our own position 
better, knowing through what errors and conflicts we have come 
to it. It will be no waste of time to study Chrysostom, Luther, 
and Owen. Of course it is not intended to endorse them wholly 
and absolutely. They are like all other writers: full of truth and 
error. We must take the truth and discard the error. But it is 
'worth while to reflect whether it will not be advantageous to give 
a moment to ancient truth and error while we are.devoting days 
to the modern-not merely to rejoice in our superior knowledge, 
but also to learn our ignorance. This is not a plea for the ancients 
as against the moderns, but only a protest against utter neglect of 
the former. The writers in our own day who have added rnost to 
our store of knowledge have been most diligent in the study of 
their early predecessors. And if these latter were altogether infe 
rior and almost worthless as to correctness, pointedness and force 
fulness, there are, we repeat, still two good reasons for application 
to them. The first, that we may be able to trace the history of the 
science of Biblical interpretation. The second, that we may be 
quickened and spurred into activityby the strangeness of their 
views and by the interest with which we must look on the mental 
achievements and spiritual experiences of our brethren who lived 
centuries ago. 

The first record of authoritative exegesis is in the Gospels, and 
the interpreter is our Lord himself. But he appears in many 
cases as the opponent of a previously existing system, the code of 
the Scribes and Pharisees, which he denounces as a perversion of 
the Divine Word, coming from undue deference to human author 
ity. Even in his time the Rabbis had almost perfected. that im- 
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mense common law of Hermeneutics, which was afterward em 
bodied in the Talmud, and of whose abuses the instances cited by 
the Evangelists may serve as specimens (see Matt. 23, Mark 7). 
Of late considerable attention has been paid to the Talmud, and 
its stores made available for the illustration of the Bible, chiefly 
in regard to national customs and legal ceremonial, while it has 
been attempted to sift the treasures of ethics and philosophy from 
the useless mass of fable and trifling. Referring those who wish 
to pursue the study to books on the subject, we think it import 
ant to make two remarks. The first is that this gigantic mass of 
error has arisen from what we must consider a lawful and pious 
purpose, and a correct view. The Jews hold that the true mean 
ing of the Law was communicated by Moses to Joshua, by Joshua 
to the Seventy Elders, by them to the Judges, from whom it 
passed through the Prophets to the men of the Great Synagogue, 
and so was transmitted by the Rabbis to the learned men who 
committed it to writing. In this account there may be a basis of 
truth, and undoubtedly the principle is correct that the Scriptures 
need interpretation. 'I'his is self-evident. The purpose, then, to 
set forth their meaning is a good and godly one, so far as it is sin 
cere. The Rabbis of the first generations after Ezra may have 
been earnest, sincere students of Scripture, worthy followers of 
David and the Prophets and Levites. But it needed only four 
centuries to turn their study into a mockery, which is denounced 
in no measured terms by Christ. Whatever its excellencies in 
some directions, it had utterly failed in the prime excellence 
the evolving the spiritual saving truth of the Word of God. 
Here we can see quite clearly the cause of the failure, and take 
warning by it. The rabbinical schools lost sight of the Inspired 
Word itself in their devotion to the explauntions of the interpre 
ter. The Talmud is a catalogue of opinions of the masters, bal 
anced sometimes one against another, but still authoritative, and 
fatal to independence of thought. In China, Confucius taught 
his countrymen the lesson of implicit submission to the sages of 
the past, and it is to this partly that China owes its crystallized 
civilization. The Jews in the same way got a crystallized religion, 
that has exhibited life only in those changes of interpretation 
which their rejection of Jesus of Nazareth has forced on them. 
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It is one of the saddest of the pages of history, this passage of 
the nation from one form of idolatry to another, from the grosser 
to the more refined, from the ope11 and obvious to that which lay 
concealed in truth. Saved from the worship of heathen gods, 
they bestow all their affection on the Law, and so, by a natural 
association, transfer their devotion to the expounders of the Law, 
expend all their energy on the investigation of its meaning, 
descend to trifling-just as the superfluous intellectual ardor of 
the Schoolmen and of modern Germany has been forced into 
absurdity-and so sink into hopeless formality. It is a failure 
which demonstrates at once the necessity of a free, untrammelled 
national life to justness of religious opinion, the inadequacy of 
the Mosaic Law to give life to a people, and the deadly results to 
Biblical interpretation of resting in human authority. 
The second remark is that we may see in the Jewish interpre 

ters a tendency to two opposite errors, an undue literalness, and 
an irrational allegorizing. The first is found in the instances 
given by the Evangelists, and the second in the strange and ridic 
ulous fancies of the Kabbalah and Talmud, in which recondite 
truths and mysteries are elicited from the words and letters of 
the Bible. The authorities are at a loss to decide whether the 
Kabbalah originated among the Jews, or was borrowed by them 
from Persians and Greeks. But so widespread is the disposition 
to this superstitious veneration for the letters of the Inspired 
Word that we can hardly go astray if we refer its beginning to 
the schools which produced the Talmud, though its later form, 
like some of its technical terms, may have been derived from 
Alexandria. However this may be, the two extremes, in the 
direction of literalness and allegorizing, come from the same 
cause-want of spirituality. The Pharisee believed that he actu 
ally fulfilled the command of God when he wrote the Decalogue 
on parchment, and bound it on his forehead, just as now a literal 
washing of one another's feet is believed to be the highest obedi 
ence to the Christian law of brotherly love, or the manipulation 
of a string of beads, or whirling of a water-wheel, a full discharge 
of the obligation to pray. But he believed this because he had 
no proper conception of the character of God and of His Law. 
It is only a spiritual blindness and deadness that can hope to pro- 
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pitiate or satisfy the Omniscient by a merely external service. 
The same deadness led, on the other hand, to the childish playing 
with the letters and numbers of Scripture, and extracting from 
them philosophical truth. For it was an unspiritual ignorance of 
particular passages of the Bible, and of its whole scope, which 
permitted the mind to torture words into whatever significance 
the fancy dictated. There was, however, in this sort of interpre 
tation something else worthy of notice-namely! the underlying 
idea that there is in the Scripture a hidden, nobler meaning, 
which it is not permitted the common mind to perceive; but 
which is reserved for great intellect or special spiritual illumina 
tion. This we shall encounter again presently, and shall have 
occasion to point out the truth and error in it. Then, again, the 
grammatical sense was often neglected. The philology was of a 
very low order." Spiritual blindness was allied with scientific 
trifling. Not that it is necessarily or universally so; but there is 
a connection between them, because the first induces excessive 
regard for externals, and so naturally leads to too great empha 
sizing of non-essentials. 
This, then, seems to us a not unfair account of Jewish Exegesis, 

according to the specimens accessible in translation. Very little 
justness, acumen, profoundness, breadth, though in the first-named 
quality it is not wholly lacking--constant disposition to go to the 
extremes indicated. We cannot but see that Jewish interpreta 
tion has been in some respects wonderfully like Christian, except 
that it has rested in the embryo state, instead of advancing in the 
line of natural development. For it is now nearly what it has 
always been. While the Jews have taken part in the social and 
scientific advance of the world, it is to be feared that they have 
made no essential improvement in the interpretation of the Divine 
Word (even with the labors of such men as Maimonides), except 
in so far as they have laid aside belief, and worked simply as 
grammarians and lexicographers. A veil has rested on their 

* Thus Abarbanel, a celebrated Spanish Rabbi or the fifteenth century, in his commen 
tary on the First Chapter of Genesis, gives the following etymologies, which the Hebrew stu 
dent will appreciate : oohu= bo +hu, "in it," because it expresses a receptacle; lwsluk, 
from hoshak, "to deny," darkness being the negation of light; Bllamaim = esn, "tire,"+ maim, 
"waters," the true constitution of the heavens being thus indicated. 
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faces; they have been without the essential element of religious 
vitality. 
Yet, when we come to the first era of Christian exegesis, we 

may expect to :find considerable similarity in results. We enter 
now on the true history of the science. Its Jewish form, as has 
been remarked, is embryonic, but here we can trace- the gradual 
evolution of the germ. In the New Testament there is no trace 
of a system save the authoritative utterances of the inspired wri 
ters and the rabbinical errors already referred to. Nor do we 
find anything like a systematic arrangement of principles in the 
church-teachers of the second century. They had rather an untu 
tored simplicity that was much better than the comparative sys 
tematized error of their immediate successors. They had not yet 
come under the influence of an independent philosophical system 
which could force rules on them. They were struggling for life 
against Jews and heretics; they were not likely to adopt the her· 
meneutical system of the former, and they made their simple rules 
to guard against the attacks of the latter. Thus Ireneeus (Adv. 
Hreret., 2, 27) says that the healthy, truth-loving mind will zeal· 
ously search out what God hath put in man's power and subordi 
nated to man's knowledge. And this, he explains, is what falls 
immediately under the eye, and what is plainly and unambigu 
ously read in the sacred orac:l.es. He denounces the Gnostic 

· method of resting in obscure, :figurative passages, instead of 
explaining them by such as are clear, and has also to combat 
even thus early the theory of Accommodation, according to which 
Christ and His Apostles accepted or tolerated the errors of their 
contemporaries. Against this he maintains the absolute truth of 
the Scriptures. 

These are precisely such errors as we meet with to-day; and 
the ground taken by Irenseus, and the principles maintained by 
him-the Scriptures absolutely true, and furnishing their own 
basis of interpretation-are worthy of all commendation. But at 
the same time, another and somewhat dangerous principle was 
asserted by Ireueeus and Justin Martyr-namely, the binding 
character of the regula fidei, the rule of faith, which was in sub 
stance the tradition banded down from the Apostles. To this 
the unlearned were bidden hold fast in their controversies with 
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heretics, and tbis might be used to decide a point of doubtful in· 
terpretation. The tradition did indeed seem to come with suffi 
cient directness. Irenseus had sat at the feet of the venerable 
Polyearp of Smyrna, who, with Papias and Melito, had received 
the word from the lips of the Apostle John himself. '· The les 
sons we receive in childhood," says· Irenseus, "grow up with the 
soul, and become one with it> so that I could tell you the place 
where the blessed Polycarp used to sit when he taught, his going 
out and coming in, his manner of life, his face and figure, his dis 
course to the people, how he told us of his living with John, and 
with others who had seen the Lord; bow he repeated their words, 
and what he had learnt from them concerning the Lord, His 
mighty works and His doctrine. For Polyearp, having received 
all from eye-witnesses of the ·word of Life, uttered everything in 
harmony with Iloly Scripture. These things, by the grace of 
God, I diligently listened to, noting them down, not on paper, but 
in my heart ; and ever, by the grace of God, I feed upon 
them again and again." So Tertulliau, in his "Prescriptions 
against Heresies," and in the fourth book of his Treatise against 
Marcion, relies on the 1·egulr:A fidei against Gnostics and others, 
and Seems to say that the opinions-that is, the interpretations-c 
of the Apostolical Churches, must express the mind of the Spirit. 
Ilere was the beginning of a great evil--substantially identical 
with the rabbinical principle-c-pctting man in place of God. The 
unreliability of tradition was apparent in the first generation. 
Papias reported things as coming from Christ and the Apostles 
which are inconsistent with the written records. Justin Martyr 
declares that the oral accounts were conflicting and confused. 
Yet they were set up as of equal authority with the written 
word, and thus one of the blessings of these early times. became 
the nucleus of a curse. 

The interpretation of the time was not free from allegorizing 
tendencies, which, however, were not so we11 marked as they 
afterwards became, and which we must refer partly to the unsci 
entifically pursued attempt to establish the identity of the Old and 
New Testaments. 
The 2d century was mostly unsystematized, unscientific in its 

hermeneutics, and not free from error. In the 3d century we 
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come on the first regular attempts to devise a system, and it was 
at Alexandria, the city which the wisdom of Alexander the Great 
had founded, that the first effort was made-a city remarkable for 
the way in which it almost monopolized the science of the world. 
A Greek city, in Egypt, closely connected by commerce with 
Rome, on one side, and Persia and India on the other, and the 
refuge of the Jews-it had, more than any other metropolis, the 
elements of manysidedness. Here Grammar began, and Criticism, 
and ancient authors were edited and furnished with commenta 
ries. Here Hebrew theosophy was united to Greek philosophy, 
and here the spirit of this philosophy made itself felt in the inter 
pretation of the Bible. The impetus to exact exegesis seems to · 
have come wholly from Alexandria, as the history of exact con 
struction of dogmas begins there. Indeed, the two movements 
toward systems of Hermeneutics and Dogmatics may be said to 
advance side by side, and with somewhat similar results; only 
the former, as is natural, precedes the latter by a half-century, and 
does not early reach so great completeness of form. The school 
of Alexandria gave rise to that of Antioch, and from both of these 
went forth influences which called into being and affected that third 
centre, which we may call the school of North Africa. In a gen 
eral way, it may be said that these three represented the exegeti· 
cal thought of the Christian world up to the 7th century, when 
the West appeared as an independent scientific Power. 

Let us look, for a moment, at their hermeneutical labors, be 
ginning at Alexandria. The tradition is, that the church in this 
city was founded by the Evangelist Mark, who might have found 
there not only :flourishing schools of philosophy, but also a very 
noteworthy system of exegesis in the writings of Philo-J udseus, 
'I'he philosophies in vogue were Stoicism; which made human vir 
tue everything, to the neglect of God, and a species of Platonism, 
which laid stress on the Soul of the World, and on certain high 
truths which ordinary intellect could not perceive, but only 
those minds that had thrown off the trammels of sense, and 
could see the Divine reality hidden under the material or in. 
tellectual seeming. This philosophy was embraced by a Jew, 
named Philo, a contemporary of our Lord, and applied in a very 
consistent way to the interpretation of the Hebrew Scriptures, 

2 
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with results which we cannot but call absurd, and yet which bear 
a real resemblance to some modern, as well as ancient expositions. 
Philo had the profoundest respect for Moses as a great Lawgiver 
and Theosophist, and could not tolerate so degrading an opinion 
of him as that which regarded the details in Genesis as mere his 
torical facts. Under all of them, he thought, were couched great 
moral truths. 'I'he Mosaic Law is introduced by the account of 
the creation of the world, to show that the two, the law and the 
world, are in harmony, ancl that the law-abiding man, who is also 
a cosmopolite, regulates his actions by the decrees of the nature 
in accordance with which the whole Cosmos is governed. The 
number of the days of creation, six, does not represent time, which 
then had no existence, but sets forth the order observed by the 
Creator, and is the product of three and two, which numbers rep 
resent, respectively, the male principle and the female. The 
giving of woman to man is the addition of irrational sense to the 
intellect. This sense is led astray by pleasure, set forth under 
the form of the serpent, and between these there is ever after 
ward hostility. Pleasure bites like the serpent, and, in the travels 
of the Israelites, we are taught that its wounds are cured by tem 
perance-for such is the significance of the brazen serpent which 
Moses set up. Abel, a keeper of sheep-that is, one who rules 
his passions-is slain by Cain, who is the type of the wicked, self 
sufficient man. The similar names of the descendants of Seth and 
Cain, though identical in meaning, arc to be interpreted diversely, 
as: Enoch is " for his sake." 'I'he Enoch of Seth is the man 
who lives for the sake of others; the Enoch of Cain, he who 
lives solely for himself, and esteems himself sufficient for every 
thing. The Lamech of Seth is "humility" in a pious devotion 
to duty; the Lamcch of Cain is "humiliation" which comes from 
the man's own wicked deeds. This Lamecb had a double evil in 
the shape of two wives; the one, Adah-that is, "the witness" 
against him-was the mother of Jubal, the "changer" or "per 
verter" of all things, and Juba], the inventor of music, "he who 
inclines "-turning from the safe middle way to the right or left; 
the other, Zillah, "a shadow," a vain and unsubstantial some 
thing, was the mother of Tubal-Cain, the smith, whose name 
means "abundance," and who . represents a man given up to 
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pleasure-beaten out on the anvil in all evil directions-while his 
sister N aamah, "fatness," is the insolence which comes from the 
indulgence of vain fancies, and the gratification of unworthy de 
sires. 
From these specimens is seen what an unbridled allegorizing 

Philo indulged in. More important is it for us to notice that his 
system of interpretation was evidently the product of his system 
of philosophy. Ile had embraced those views which afterward 
took shape in Nee-Platonism, and he treated Moses as the Greek 
Commentators treated Homer, when, in the tender interview be 
tween the departing Hector and Andromache and the young As 
tyanax, they made the fright with which the child starts back 
from his helmeted father, to mean the timidity which the soul 
feels when it first gazes on the face of nature. He bad before 
hand fixed in mind what he believed to be an outline of truth, 
and, since Moses had the truth, with this outline Moses must 
agree-if not obviously, then occultly. At the basis of this sort 
of interpretation lay the feeling, to be met with in all ages, that 
the Divine \Vord, as perfect, must contain all truth, but only in 
its loftiest, most transcenclental form. It is here that we see the 
need of a thoroughly evangelic, spiritual, Christlike feeling, which 
detects the Divine in the reality of the simplest facts. 
It was a century after Philo that the :first theological school 

seems to have been established in Alexandria, by Pantrenus, who 
was a Stoic, and whose teaching was a sort of Christian Stoicism. 
He was succeeded by Clement, whose method of teaching was sub 
stantially identical with that of his distinguished pupil Origen. 
Origen is undoubtedly the greatest name in the early history of 
Exegesis. He has been made the subject of much contention 
has been lauded as the best, and stigmatized as the worst of the 
Fathers. Iris alleged Arianism was the occasion of a grievous 
general quarrel not long after his death, and there is uncertainty 
about the details of his hermeneutical principles. We must, 
however, carefully distinguish on the one hand between his 
method of interpretation and the doctrines he held, and, on the 
other, between the errors of his method and the impulse which it 
gave to true progress. Ilis heresies were innumerable, and, look 
ing at his exposition of his system, it is hard to see anything of 
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Christianity in it. But the evil results of his Dogmatics were di· 
minished by the highly scientific form in which they were pre· 
sented, and were discarded by his successors. And his life bears 
testimony to his truly Christian spirit. As a mere youth, he 
boldly stepped forward to take charge of the School of Catechu 
mens, whose head was removed by the persecution then raging 
under Severus, and, in his old age, endured manfully the cruelties 
of the persecution set on foot by Decius. We may hope that, 
through all the clouds of his false philosophy, he saw and held 
fast to Christ. Here we are concerned to know how he treated 
the Scriptures. Of his numerous works (he is said to have written 
six thousand), very little has come down to us; but there remain 
some Commentaries and Ilomilies, and a treatise on Interpretation, 
called Scholia, a71p,w!Jaw;, and in these we find a double ten· 
dency-toward a strict literal interpretation, and toward excessive 
allegorising. Probably he began with the latter very much as 
Philo did, and there are such resemblances between these two 
men as would suggest a study of the older by the younger, unless, 
indeed, the resemblance is sufficiently explained by the similarity 
of the intellectual surroundings. For, as with Philo, so with 
Origen, the Hermeneutics seem to come from the Dogmatics, and 
the latter from Platonism. Origen was dissatisfied with the mea 
gre details of the Old Testament, and wished to discover in it the 
abstract speculative truths which he loved in philosophy; or, he 
found in the Bible what seemed absolutely to contradict his pre 
conceived views, and then he proceeded, not as some modern 
philosophers and theologians do, to reject the Scriptural account, 
but to extract from it his own ideas. This could be done only by 
a process of allegorizing, which was conducted without regard to 
well-defined laws. But, in order to fix the allegorical meaning, it 
was necessary for him first to determine exactly the literal signifi 
cation, which he was enabled to do by his knowledge of Greek 
and Hebrew. And so he was obliged to distinguish between 
the two classes of meanings, and to bring out the grammatical 
into clear relief. More exactly, he founded his system of inter· 
pretation on the threefold division of man's nature which then 
generally obtained (and is adopted by the Apostle Paul), into 
body, soul, and spirit. "In every passage of Scripture," he said, 
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"there is, first, the literal meaning, which is plain to the meanest 
capacity; and then the moral, which requires an exertion of in 
tellect to comprehend it; and, finally, the spiritual, which pre 
sents itself to him only who is in communion with Christ." He 
could not carry out this method with perfect consistency, but felt 
himself obliged, sometimes, to stop at the literal sense; it was, 
therefore, a matter of fancy to a great extent. Nor was it always 
certain whether he regarded the Scriptural narrative as true, or 
as a myth or symbol designed to convey a higher truth. 

As an illustration of the arbitrariness of this method, we give 
an example cited by Fairbairn, in his Treatise on Typology. 
Take, first, Clement's treatment of the history of Abraham and 
Sarah: "Abraham is the image of a perfect Christian, Sarah the 
image of Christian wisdom, and Hagar the image of philosophy, 
or human wisdom. Abraham lived for a long time in a state of 
connubial sterility, whence it is inferred that a Christian, so long 
as he confines himself to the study of Divine wisdom and religion 
alone, will never bring forth any great or excellent fruits. Abra 
ham, then, with the consent of Sarah, takes to him Hagar; which 
proves, according to Clement, that a Christian ought to embrace 
the wisdom of this world, or philosophy, and that Sarah, or Di 
vine wisdom, will not withhold her consent. Lastly, after IIagar 
had borne Ishmael to Abraham, he returned to Sarah, and of her 
begat Isaac; the true import of which is, that a Christian, after 
having once thoroughly grounded himself in human learning and 
philosophy, will, if he then devote himself to the culture of Divine 
wisdom, be capable of propagating the race of true Christians, 
and of rendering essential service to the church." 

Next, from Origen's Homily on Abraham's marriage with Ke 
turah, which, he says, contains a sacramental mystery, namely, 
that there is no end to wisdom, and that old age sets no bounds 
to improvement in knowledge. The death of Sarah, he says, is 
to be understood as the perfecting of virtue. But he who has 
attained to a consummate and perfect virtue must always be em 
ployed in some kind of learning-which learning is called, by the 
Divine Word, his wife. Abraham, therefore, when an old man, 
and his body in a manner dead, took Keturah to wife. "I 
think" (Origen proceeds) "it was better, according to the exposi- 
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tion we follow, that the wife should have been received when 
his body was dead and his members were mortified. For we have 
a greater capacity for wisdom when we bear about the dying of 
Christ in our mortal body. Then Keturah, whom he married in 
bis old age, is, by interpretation, incense, or sweet odour, For he 
said, even as Paul said, 'we are a sweet savour of Christ.' Sin 
is a foul and putrid thing; but if any of you in whom this no 
longer dwells have the fragrance of righteousness, the sweetness 
of mercy, and, by prayer, continually offer up incense to God, ye 
also have taken Keturah to wife." And forthwith he proceeds to 
show how many such wives may be taken. Hospitality is one; 
the care of the poor, another; patience, a third; each Christian 
excellence, in short, a wife; and hence it was that the patriarchs 
are reported to have had so many wives, and that Solomon is said. 
to have possessed them even by hundreds, he having received 
plenitude of wisdom like the sand on the seashore, and, conse 
quently, grace to exercise the greatest number of virtues. 

So far the citations of Fairbairn. Now compare the teachings 
of Philo in the same passages. In regard to the sterility of Sarah, 
after giving literal and moral explanations, he declares the inten 
tion of the author to be to represent the man who is advancing in 
knowledge, pressing on to the highest point, near to that light 
which is said by some to be given over to oblivion; as just setting 
out, be produces neither good nor bad, because he is not yet per 
fect; he is like one who is neither sick nor perfectly well, but is 
passing from long sickness to health. Ilagar, by interpretation 
"wandering," or "peregrination," is the slave of the perfecter 
nature, aptly called an Egyptian, for the study of encyclical 
learning ministers to abundance of knowledge, and abundant 
knowledge is the servant of virtue. "For the embrace of the arts 
and sciences is useful to him who knows how to profit by their 
acquisition in acquiring virtue. Virtue has the soul for its habi 
tation; but the embrace of science needs corporeal instruments, 
and the body is symbolically an Egyptian. When, therefore, it 
is impossible to produce great and praiseworthy deeds by the 
exercise of virtue, it is allowable to have recourse to the via media 
of science. Yet the sou], in its devotion to learning, is al ways 
mindful of virtue, its true mate; and the lformer, though it take 
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on itself the form and adornment of a wife, has really only the 
power of a concubine." A comparison of these three expositions 
shows certainly a sameness of method, and at the same time a 
gradual advance in evangelical distinctness. Philo has nothing 
more than ethics, Clement has a more distinctly religious hue, 
and Origen brings us to Christ. But we are obliged to see that 
it was philosophy in all three cases which gave the principles of 
interpretation. And here we come on a fundamental fact in the 
science of Hermeneutics, namely, that the impetus to the construc 
tion of systems, as well as their foundations, has come from with 
out; that it has been secular science which has supplied the 
material which, with modifications, has been worked up for its 
own purposes by sacred science. Further on, we shall have occa 
sion to consider more at length the actual influence of Science on 
the details and principles of Biblical Interpretation. Here we 
contemplate the beginning of Sacred Hermeneutics, and see that 
it originated in the effort to harmonize philosophy and Scripture. 
True, from the attempt came many evils; but the fundamental 
advantage was gained of a beginning, of the establishment of an 
idea, which was gradually with many struggles to work itself into 
form, and to come down to us as an inheritance of good. We 
must be struck by the way in which the Divine Providence, 
guiding the intellects not less than the bodies and souls of the 
followers of Christ, has used science, even in the moments of its 
greatest apparent hostility, as an auxiliary; and from the fierce 
contests, which the combatants thought threatened to swallow up 
truth, has emerged a beautiful, symmetrical unity. It is not to 
be supposed, however, that learning was at Alexandria merely an 
opponent of Christianity. It was, on the contrary, in spirit, and 
often in immediate results, a minister. But it had not reached 
the point of holding itself simply for the illustration of the Sacred 
Text. There was not much investigation of History and Geogra 
phy as aids to the understanding of the Bible. 'I'he best speci 
men of criticism, perhaps the sum of the critical labours of the 
~er~od, is found in the Hexapla of Origen, in which he sets down 
m six parallel columns four Greek versions of the Old Testament, 
and the Hebrew text in Ilebrew and Greek letters. Philology 
was as yet unknown. There was no thorough stucly of Hebrew, 
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and indeed very little of any sort. The outer aids to Bible study 
were few, and a subjective character was impressed on the lead 
ing public expositions of the Word. 
At Alexandria, then, emerged the two principles which give 

shape to He~·meneutics-grnmmatical criticism and spirituality of 
view-the body and the spirit, and it is the development of these 
which we are to trace in succeeding periods. The way in which 
the latter, spirituality, is treated, depends largely on the view 
taken of Inspiration. In a sense, we may say the Allegorizers 
and the Rationalists belong to the same school, in so far as they 
determine beforehand what the spirit of the Scriptures must be, 
and then force the text to accord with it-the one simply putting 
a false signification into the Divine Word (acknowledged by them 
as divine)-the other charging it with error, and modifying or 
rejecting it. This may seem a harsh statement to make of a class 
of Christians, many of whom are our own brethren ; yet it is 
nothing more than the facts warrant. Underlying Origen's mys 
tical interpretations is the principle, capable of becoming danger· 
ous, that the highest meaning of the W ord is perceived by a spe 
cial spiritual sense, which comes from communion with Christ. 
This is an error nearly allied to a truth. Spiritual sympathy, we 
repeat, is an essential element of sound interpretation. Only the 
Christian can properly understand the Bible, and expound it in 
the pulpit, in the Sunday-school, or in the printed book. But 
there is a spurious spirituality, based on conceit of knowledge or 
piety, which affects a superiority of essence, which claims almost 
the possession of a new sense, but which really sees only those 
things which its own fancy supplies. Such was the communion 
with God claimed afterwards by Mystics and Quietists, especially 
by Boehm and Swedenborg. This was the great error made by 
Origen. Connected with this, a consequence of it, indeed, was 
the failure to attempt an orderly scientific treatment of the typical 
and allegorical parts of Scripture, which would have been of 
essential service. 
After Origen's death (A. D. 25-1:), his successors pushed the 

allegorising interpretation to such an extreme that there naturally 
sprang up a school whose basis was a protest against these ex 
treme views, and which relied chiefly on the grammatical cxposi- 
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tion. This was the second great school, established at .Antioch 
towards the latter part of the third century, and numbering among 
its adherents Theodore of :Mopsuestia, Basil the Great, the two 
Gregori es of Nyssa and N azianzum, and Chrysostom of Constan - 
tinople. These writers are characterized by a logical, reflective 
application of the grammatical exegesis which was set on foot by 
Origen. And though the school is said to have fallen into a bar 
ren literalness from paying exclusive attention to grammar, yet it 
is among its celebrated men that we find the most satisfactory 
expositors of the time. They are far from meeting our wants, 
but they have usually nothing absurd or revolting. They fail in 
defect rather than in excess. Read the Homilies of Chrysostom 
on Genesis, for example. You will find a very different sort of 
exposition from that already referred to-of Clement and Origen 
-no false, strained allegorizing, but very practical and judicious 
and just remarks. It is a pious man bringing a well-balanced 
mind to the interpretation of the Inspired Word. In Homilies 
we do not expect such laboured criticism as in regular Comment 
aries ; but in neither the one nor the other do we find at this 
time much more than remarks, simple or involved, on the text. 
The School of Antioch contributed hardly anything more than its 
example to the science of Hermeneutics, and that example princi 
pally negative. It avoided a great many bad habits and principles 
of the Origenists, but it gave no system. It made no attempt to 
teach what portions of Scripture are to be regarded as typical and 
allegorical, and according to what rules they are to be explained 
-except in the occasional expositions of the Song of Solomon, for 
example-as in the case of Gregory of Nyssa, whose comments, if 
not always in place, are yet not strikingly in violation of the laws 
of interpretation. There were no important additions to philology, 
not even among the Syrians, who had a flourishing school at 
Edessa. Ephraem Syrus was a devoted Christian and useful wri 
ter, and his knowledge of Syria might have aided in understand 
ing Hebrew. But he seems not to have known anything of 
Hebrew. Ile and. his contemporaries were content to read the 
Scriptures in their own language, without consulting the original, 
and we have to deplore our losses consequent on their neglect. 
So the Antiochian School was rather the exponent of the sound 



Christian sense of the age, disgusted by the absurdities of the 
Alexandrians. 
The third of the great schools, the North African, came into 

existence somewhat later, toward the close of the fourth century; 
for Tertullian, in the preceding century, is hardly to be considered 
as having definite exegetical form, but belongs to the unconscious 
criticism of the second century. Culture showed itself first among 
Greek-speaking and Greek-writing races, and gradually made its 
way to the Latin, represented by Augustine and Gregory the 
Great. And the same general difference is to be observed in the 
Hermeneutics as in the Dogmatics of the two classes. The Greek 
fathers were more speculative-the Latin more practical; the two 
having nearly the same relation, as N eander remarks, as the Ger 
man and English writers of the present day. The former devel- 

· oped those theological questions which had a specially speculative 
interest, such as the relations of the Persons of the Trinity-Theol 
ogy, properly; the latter were principally occupied with Anthro 
pology-the relation of man to God. It was Athanasius who 
fought Arianism, and Augustine who annihilated Pelagianism. 
So, in Hermeneutics, the Latin Fathers avoid, usually, nice dis 
tinctions, and lay stress on general exposition, falling into many er· 
rors from the indisposition to scientific sharpness of hermeneutical 
distinction, and inheriting, also, errors from their brethren of Alex· 
andria. The Presbyter Jerome best represents the blending of 
the two schools. Eminently unspeculative in character, the op 
posite of a great original thinker, the defender of the superstitions 
which have come down to Romanism, and, therefore, the pet of 
Rome, he was yet an admirer of Origen, and a translator and stu 
dent of his writings. The most learned of the Fathers, he is the 
first who merits the name of Biblical scholar. Ile studied Greek 
and Ilebrew carefully, translated the Bible into Latin, made in 
vestigations in Biblical geography and the meaning of proper 
names, and wrote commentaries. Yet, he is chiefly interesting as 
being the pioneer in these general studies. Ile cannot be con 
sidered an authority in Hebrew exegesis, partly because a bad 
system led him astray, partly because bis knowledge of the lan 
guage was unscientific. It might be supposed that the writers of 
these times had peculiar advantages in studying the languages of 
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the Bible-living so near their native lands, and with persons 
around who actually spoke them. This would offer facilities, it 
is true, especially for knowledge of manners and customs, for 
geographical information, and for colloquial acquaintance with 
language. But this sort of acquaintance is far from satisfactory. 
The Hebrew of Jerome's time was very far from being the Ile· 
brew of Isaiah and Moses. It was not properly Hebrew at all, 
but an Aramaic dialect, with admixture of Greek and Latin. 
And, if it had been, there was no such thorough study as was 
necessary to explain the obscurity of poetical form and thought 
to determine accurately the laws of syntax and the significations 
of words; somewhat as a very excellent colloquial knowledge of 
English now, would not enable a man, foreigner or native, to ex· 
pound the meaning of Shakespeare. True, the Hebrew, like other 
Oriental languages, was subject to less change than modern Jan· 
guages; but there were changes in form and meaning of words, 
and necessity for serious study to make the signification clear. 
We have some examples of exposition of the Bible by Jews. 
There is the Septuagint version of the Old Testament into Greek, 
done at Alexandria by the most learned of the nation. The 
Greek of this version is by no means good, and the renderings 
differ very much from those of the English authorized version 
so much that it is supposed there must have been a different He· 
brew text from ours. But where the text seems to be the same 
we do not rely on the Septuagint, because the translators appa 
rently indulged in such fanciful renderings, and had so little con 
ception of the proper method to be followed in searching for the 
meaning of words, that we can never feel safe in following them. 
We consult them, weigh their opinions, allow it a certain value, 
but are careful to look to other sources before we agree with it. 
Still worse are the Targums, or Chaldee Paraphrases of parts of 
the Old Testament. They are of little hermeneutical value. They 
arc consulted, as able possibly to suggest a proper sense, but no 
one thinks of adopting a view simply because they favour it. 
Then still later, some time after Jerome, a body of learned He 
brews undertook to furnish the Hebrew text with accents and 
vowels, for before only the consonants had been written, and 
there had boon no di visions in the various books. These learned 
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men, called Masorites, must have spent a great deal of time on the 
sacred books, for they not only divided them into verses, and 
marked the middle verse of each book, and noted the repetitions 
of the same verses and the different significations of the same 
word, but also what letters are pronounced, and which are in 
verted, together with such as hang perpendicular, and the middle 
letter of the Pentateuch and the middle clause of each book, and 
the number of times each letter of the alphabet occurs in all the 
Hebrew Scriptures.* Their vowel-points and accents were of 
exegetical importance, for they determine the meaning of words 
and sentences, and were matters of tradition-especially the for 
mer. With the accents-that is, thtl punctuation-the case is 
somewhat different. Though there have been great debates about 
them, and persons who contended strenuously for their Divine 
origin, modern .scholars set them aside when the sense seems to 
require it. .As a part of the reading of the inspired Word, the 
Rabbis held that the punctuation was revealed by God to Moses, 
and handed down :finally to them; but now it is regarded rather 
as exhibiting the opinions of the Masorites, and is dealt with as 
any other ancient commentary. 
These examples show how little reliance is to be placed on 

merely colloquial knowledge of a language for purposes of exact 
exegesis. In Jerome's time there were no Hebrew grammars, 
and, though he is entitled to credit for having learned the language 
at all, he could not have gotten a thoroughly satisfactory acquaint 
ance with it. Yet he made a step in the right direction, and his 
Latin version, the ""Vulgate," was a great improvement on the 
old Italic version which had been in general use. Ilaving lived 

* Bishop Horne gives the following data of the English authorized version from an anony 
mons publication of the last century, which is said to have occupied three yenrs of the com 
piler's life I 

OLD TEST • NBW TEST. BIBLE. 

Books ........ .... . .... 39...... 27...... B6 
Chapt~rs................ 929...... 200...... 1,189 
Verses.................. 23,214...... 7,959... ... 31.173 
Words ...... _ .. .• .. .. .. 592,439.. .. . 181,25:3..... 773,G92 
Letters.................. 2,ns,soo.... .. S.38,380...... 3,567,180 
Middle Chapter......... Job 29 ...... Rom., betw. 13 and 14.. Ps, 117 
Middle Verse 2 Chron. 29: 17-18 .. . .. Acts 17: 17 Ps. 118 : 8 
Least Verse............. 1Chron.1: 25.... .. John 11: 35 
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a long time in Palestine, he was useful in hunting up Scripture· 
localities, and is good authority in these matters; but it must be 
said of him, as of the others, that he made no addition to her· 
mcneutical science. He is less given to allegorizing than the 
Alexandrians, belongs rather to the school of Antioch, and his 
Commentaries are valuable as the mature opinions of any student 
of the Bible must be, yet deficient in breadth and directness. 
Luther said of him, that bis occasional expositions are more valu 
able than bis labored efforts: a remark worthy of note, applicable 
to other commentators, and pointing to the evil effects of a bad 
system. 
If Jerome was learned without breadth and depth, Augustine 

was1 broad and deep without learning-a man of profound thought 
and experience, who dealt with things in the mass, and was of an 
unscientific turn of mind. A great thinker and attractive, inspir 
ing writer, he is one of the least satisfactory of commentators. His 
exegesis frequently bears no sort of relation to his text. Profusely 
mystical and allegorical, he not only has no method, but increases 
the already existing confusion by his reckless disregard of philo 
logical and grammatical principles. He will take the title of a 
psalm, relating to musical or other details, interpret it in the most 
fanciful and arbitrary way, and make it the text of the whole 
psalm. Ignorant of Hebrew, he deals in a shocking way with 
the Latin translation: and yet he preached admirable sermons ; 
and people were willing, as they are now, to listen to his eloquent 
denunciations of error and expositions of divine truth, in spite of 
his intolerable perversions of the meaning of the text; or perhaps, 
as now, they suffered his eloquence to seduce them into admira 
tion of his perfectly false exegesis. He must have done harm in 
this respect. His people at Hippo were devoted to him, and 
justly thought there was no such preacher in the world; and the 
young men who thronged to hear his discourses would very nat 
uraUy carry away what was easiest to lay hold of-namely, bis 
e~rors-while they would not in all cases imbibe his eloquence, 
his grandeur of thought, and breadth of view. And succeeding 
commentators were injured i for Augustine, by his masterly de· 
fence of the "Doctrines of Grace" azainst Pelagius, and in general 
by his intellectual superiority, 'became a leading mind, and so 
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continued for centuries. It is melancholy to reflect that a man so 
great in one direction should be so weak in another. 
But, though thus deficient in the learning and scientific culture 

requisite for an expounder of Scripture, it is interesting to note 
that his spirituality, his profound insight into the spirit of the 
Word, his profound sympathy with it, often carried him over the 
errors of his false method. Ile explained best when he did not 
set himself to explain at all-when he suffered bis soul to rest in 
communion with the truths of the Bible-when individual texts 
interwove themselves with his meditations; then he was capable 
of seeing and setting forth their depth of meaning, as we have all 
sometimes had occasion to observe in men of devoted piety but 
without culture. Yet he was a loser, and his influence was bad, 
by reason of this individualness of his expositions; for he himself 
missed much that he might otherwise have gained, and set an ex 
ample which others might follow to their hurt, being less blessed 
by God with power of insight. In his Confessions wo have 
examples of this sort of interpretation. 'In this wonderful book, 
unique (with one exception) in biographical literature, in which 
he lays bare his spiritual being with the calmness of an anatomist 
and the passion of a penitent, he has the Word of God always 
before him. His confession is directed to God, not to man; it is 
the sorrowful outpouring of a son who comes to the father that he 
has long looked to, and whose promises and commands he has 
pondered with the deepest solicitude. It is, no doubt, in the light 
of his own experience that Augustine reads the Bible. In the 
Confessions the applications of Scripture are i11 a sort interpreta 
tions, but with the presupposition that the grammatical sense is 
already known, and with the design to unfold the spiritual signi 
fication. Sometimes he gives more direct exegesis, and the three 
last books are devoted to the exposition of the first chapter of 
Genesis. Sometimes he seems to avoid an expression of opinion, 
as in the ninth book, where, speaking of a departed friend, Nebri 
dius, he says that he is now living "in Abraham's bosom;" and 
adds: "Whatever it is which is signified by that bosom, there 
N ebridius 'lives.' 77 But in another work he says distinctly: 
"Abraham's bosom is a. remote and secret seat of quiet, where 
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Abraham is; and it is called Abraham's, not as being his only, 
but because he is there placed as the father of many nations, to 
whom he is to be an exemplar." 
In the last part of the Confessions, however, treating of the Crea 

tion, he does assert a general and a special principle of interpreta 
tion, which are worthy of note as giving a clue to his method in 
both its elements, and as containing truth liable to be abused. In 
the Eleventh Book he proceeds to the discussion thus: " Let me 
hear and understand how, in the beginning, Thou didst make 
heaven and earth. Moses wrote this, wrote it and passed away, 
departed hence from Thee to Thee, and is not now before me. If 
he were, I should hold him, and ask him and beseech him by 
Thee to explain these things to me, and I should open my cor 
poreal ears to the sounds that should issue from his mouth. And 
if he spoke in Hebrew, he would appeal to my senses in vain ; my 
mind would gather nothing; but if in Latin, I should know what 
he said. But how could I know that he spoke truth'? And if I 
did, should I know· it from him? Within, as it were, in the abode 
of thought, Truth, neither Hebrew nor Greek nor Latin nor Bar 
barian, without mouth or organs of speech, without enunciation of 
syllables, would say to me, He speaks what is true; and I should 
straightway say with confident certainty to the man, Thou speak· 

· est what is true. Since I cannot interrogate him, thee filled with 
whom he spake the truth, thee, 0 Truth, I ask; Thee, my God, I 
ask, forgive my sins; Thou, who didst grant Thy servant to say 
these things, grant me to understand them." In this beautiful 
passage, penetrated with the devout conviction that God is Ilis 
own Interpreter, there is nevertheless a certain tone of carelessness 
in respect to outward appliances and aids for the understanding of 
the Scripture, and a dependence on the inner light which may be 
and has been perverted. We must join Augustine in this spirit 
ual-mindedness, in this lofty outcry of devotion which looks straight 
to God himself for enlightenment; but we must remember also 
that God vouchsafes His illumination to those who obey and honour 
Him by careful use of all means for learning the significance of 
His words. It is true that the truth is neither Hebrew, Greek, nor 
English ; but if she choose to put on the garments and assume 
the habits of these tongues, her friends must diligently study 
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these outward marks that they may always be able to recognize 
her. 
In the Twelfth Book of the Confessions, Augustine seems to 

lay down a Canon of Interpretation in this wise. In discussing 
the words, "In the beginning God made the heaven and the earth, 
and the earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon 
the face of the deep," he gives five interpretations of each sentence, 
and with the intimation that any of them is sufficient, that they 
are equally correct. It is unnecessary to quote them; we are con 
cerned with the fact that he regards them as different, and yet as 
equally satisfactory. It is impossible for him, he says, to assert 
that Moses meant this or that. He holds to his opinion; he al 
lows others to do the same, each for himself. "Behold, n;iy God," 
he exclaims, "I, Thy servant, who vowed to Thee the sacrifice of 
Confession in this Book, and beseech Thee that of Thy mercy I 
may render to Thee my vows, behold when I say confidently that 
Thou by Thine unchangeable W orcl hast made all things, visible 
and invisibile, do I say with equal confidence that Moses meant 
nothing else than this when he wrote: 'In the beginning God cre 
ated the heavens and the earth.' Not as I see this, sure in Thy 
truth, do I see in his mind that he thought it when he wrote,'' 
and more to the same purpose. Now, he may mean here merely 
that one rendering does not exhaust the Divine Word, or he may 
design to inculcate humility; but the passage rather UJ)pears to 
favour a fatal doubtfulness in the words of the Inspired Record, to 
look to the possibility of their meaning two different things, a view 
which is unworthy of the Divine Author and fatal to exactness of 
interpretation. "As a hammer," says the Talmud," (on Jer. 23, 
29,) "separates into many particles, so each text of Scripture has 
many senses," a dictum which has descended to our own times, 
and is endorsed and acted on by not a few preachers and ex 
pounders of the Gospel, and which subverts exegetics. It is im 
possible to suppose that the inspired writer had no distinct idea in 
his mind when he penned any given sentence. Words are sus 
ceptible of different uses, and sentences of different constructions; 
but the author must in any given sentence use them in a definite 
sense. This view is not opposed to what is called the Double 
Sense of Prophecy, in which there is reference at once to the Type 
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and the Antitype, in which there are, properly speaking, two 
forms of the same fact, and where, therefore, the meaning is per 
fectly definite. When the Prophet says, " Out of Egypt have I 
called my Son," we are to interpret it not as referring either to Is 
rael or to Christ, but as referring to both; there is no pause of 
hesitation to decide which application we prefer; we are shut up 
to the necessity of taking both. The Type and the Antitype are, in 
respect to analogy, identical. But in this Talrnudical method 
which Augustine adopts, there is the recognition of several dis 
tinct literal meanings, where is no question of typical significance, 
and the reader is helplessly to select one according to indefinable 
laws, or he is to take the absurd position that the Spirit of God 
meant to convey different ideas by the same form of words, or, hav 
ing one idea in mind, was unable to express it unambiguously. 
This is another application of the principle that the Word of God, 
being divine, must have a superhuman fulness of meaning, and 
this connects itself with an erroneous theory of inspiration. Not 
recognizing the other side of the fact, that the Spirit uses as instru 
ment the intellect of man in order to afldress itself to man as a 
thinking being, and so follows the Jaws of human thought, it falls 
into these grand. mistakes, of supposing that all human science is 
to be found in the Bible, and that the inspired Word must con· 
tain all that the most fertile fancy can conceive of as good and 
right. The adoption of such a principle is a proof of the unscien 
tific character of Augustine's mind. His interpretation is rather 
of the unconscious sort, and he suffers iri a comparison with Ire· 
nseus, He is not, therefore, to be taken as the representative man 
of the North African School, which is rather a blending of Jerome .. 
and Augustine, that is characterized by a practical application of 
learning with a leaning to discussions of things which affect man's 
relation to God and advancement in piety. 
If, after this general view of the hermeneutics of the Fathers, 

we inquire what they contributed to the sciences, we must admit 
the meagreness and unsatisfactoriness of the results. We seem 
to have nothing decided and clear, few statements of principles, 
and these not adhered to. But it was an unscientific, preparatory 
age. Hermeneutics is dependent upon Philology and Psycholo 
gy, and, as a separate science, supposes a sort of training that the 

3 . 
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Patristic Age did not have. We have seen, however, the begin· 
nings of two tendencies which are fundamental-the grammatical, 
philological study of the text, and the spiritual sympathy with the 
divine vVord. We have found these perverted and mixed with 
Talmudical errors; we have seen Philosophy, properly only the 
handmaid of Hermeneutics, assert authority as mistress, verbal 
criticism degenerate into slovenly uncertainty, and spirituality 
into fanciful allegorizing or mystical self-sufficiency. 'I'hese cle 
ments are all to mingle till the evil be purged from them, and a 
compound of truth be formed. After the time of the Fathers, 
through the Intermediate Period up to the Scholastic, say from 
the sixth century to the twelfth, there was no addition to Exege 
sis. It was the Dark Ages, in which, with a great deal of activi 
ty, everything was seething and foaming in the caldron out of 
which was to come modern civilization. There was John Scotus 
Erigena, who came to the Bible somewhat as Origen did, with a 
pre-formed system of philosophy which he got partly from Origen. 
There were others in Ireland protesting against the authority of 
Tradition. But we leant nothing from them of the mode of in· 
terpreting the Scriptures. The authority of the Fathers was para 
mount, and we may smile at the evidence of decay of originality 
in the fact that their opinions were gotten up for convenience in 
small compass in the "Sen ten tire Patrum," which sounds so much 
like the " Outlines" and" Beauties" and " Condensations" of our 
day. So it continued into the Scholastic Period, a remarkable 
age, when men, not being permitted to be original, were never 
theless original in spite of 1 heir masters. The schoolmen profess 
ed to follow the Church teachers, but, in doing so, gave them 
shape as suited them, as indeed they had great latitude of choice 
in the wide differences of the patristic writings. In illustration 
of what they did, it will be sufficient to quote from the Doctor 
Angelicus, Thomas Aquinas (Sum. 'I'heol., I., 1, 10), on the ques 
tion, "·whether Sacred Scripture has several senses under one let· 
ter," these senses being Historical or Literal, the Allegorical or 
Tropological or Moral, and the Anagogical. On the negative he 
adduces the confusion which comes from multiplicity of senses, 
the fact that Augustine's division (De util. cred. 3, 1) is different- 
namely, into Ilistorical, .LEtiological, Analogical, and Allegorical; 
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and, further, that the proposed list omits the Parabolical. On the 
affirmative· he quotes Gregory (Mer. 20, 1), who says that sacred 
Scripture transcends all sciences, even in its mocle of expression, 
under its historical statement veiling a mystery. He then declares 
himself in favor of a multiplicity of senses, God being able to use 
not only words, but things themselves, as significant. Words 
mean things, and this is the historical or literal sense. These 
things mean other things, and this is the spiritual sense, which is 
founded on the literal, and supposes it. The spiritual sense is 
threefold, as the Apostle (IIeb. vii.) says that the old law is the 
figure of the new; and the new law itself, according to Dionysius 
(Eccles. Ilierer. 5, 1), is a figure of the future glory; further, in 
the new law, the things which are done in its Head are signs of 
what. we are to do. Hence the three senses: the allegorical, ac 
cording as things of the old law signify things of the new ; the 
moral, according as things done in Christ signify what we ought to 
do; the anagogical, as they signify things in eternal glory. Aqui 
nas next shows that this multiplicity does not produce equivoca 
tion, because it is not one word with various significations, but 
these significations which have other meanings, and because all 
the other senses are founded on the literal. Then, as to Augus 
tine's division, he shows that it does not conflict with his own, 
for the Historical, ...£tiological, and Analogical, are all embraced 
in the Literal. Augustine's statement is, in fact, loose. By setio 
logical he means merely a passage of Scripture which assigns a 
cause for a command or other thing; and analogy is the agree 
ment of one part of Scripture with another. Finally, the Para 
bolical sense, he shows, is contained in the Literal, since words 
have a proper and a figurative signification. 

Undoubtedly, Thomas is superior to Augustine in distinctness 
and correctness. It is worthy of note with what deference he fol 
lows his master, carefully avoiding the semblance of disagreement 
with him, and yet how discreetly he puts aside his errors, supplies 
his deficiencies, puts his confused material into shape, The divi 
sion above given is very different from that of Origen, has no 
mysticism, no mere human philosophy in it, and, with some modi 
fication, might be adopted as a basis of interpretation. But there 
was then no people, no public to read the Bible. The few, who 
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could study the Vulgate, saw it through Patristic spectacles. 
Their theological beliefs were already determined for them by 
that impalpable, but terribly tyrannical phantom called the Church. 
There was no feeling of the need of a right method of interpre 
tation of the Bible, for it was not the Bible that they studied. 
They were relieved of that trouble by the Commentaries, which 
gave them all that could be thought and said concerning Scrip· 
ture, and much better than they could think and say it. The 
only advance in hermeneutics was the orderly division which has 
been illustrated above. 
And now, as we leave this gloomy period, we begin to see seri- 

ous and permanent progress in both the great departments of the 
science-in the spirit and in the letter. Scholasticism lost itself 
more and more in barren subtleties, and in the same proportion 
gave less satisfaction to th·e awakened living, religious craving, 
and the reaction of other tendencies became stronger. It died 
completely as the Reformation was about to burst out, towards 
the end of the fifteenth century. 'I'here had been, from time to 
time, protests against the prominence given to tradition, and now 
in this century these became so earnest that the friends of the 
Romish dogma were fain to come to its aid with arguments. The 
line of argument was the same as now. " Christ and his Apostles 
revealed the literal srnse; the Martyrs confirmed it; and the 
Church, by its decrees through its Councils, is its guardian. The 
Church does not exist for the sake of the Scriptures, but the 
Scriptures for the sake of the Church. Divine truth has always 
been in the Church, and the agency of the Holy Spirit by whom 
this truth is always maintained; the spirit giveth life, the letter 
killeth. The Church is not bound to the letter of Scripture, but 
alters it according to the needs of the age, yet, in so doing, does 
not alter Christ's commands; for the Church is Christ's body, and 
does nothing but what Christ wills." Against this miserable per· 
version, W yckliffe, W esse1, and others, had raised their voices, 
and there was now to be a decided uprising against it. This 
movement on behalf of the authority of the texts of Scripture, 
connected but not identical with the right of individual interpre 
tation, was synchronous with the revival of learning in Europe, 
which laid the foundation of the science of Hermeneutics. Its 
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spiritual and intellectual elements both awoke to life. There had 
been feeble movements before. No doubt the preceding cen 
turies had been gathering materials; but now the work began in 
earnest. With Luther, Zwingle, and Tyndale, came the revela 
tion of the living power and priceless worth of the Bible; with 
Reuchlin, Erasmus, and their compeers, the enthusiasm for the 
study of the Hebrew and Greek text. The ignorance of the 
Scriptures during the fifteenth century can hardly be exaggerated, 
and in proportion..to the ignorance was the superstitious venera 
tion attached to individual sentences and words. In the " Epis 
tolse Obscurorum Virorum," we may see the reasons of this igno· 
ranee on the part of the ecclesiastics : it was their idleness and 
debauchery. And the Bible had been confined to ecclesiastics. 
But now it, was given to all the world, and this indiscriminate 
distribution is thus bewailed by an old English churchman: "T'he 
master Wyckliffe translated into English, not an angelic: tongue, 
the Gospel that Christ committed to the clergy and doctors of the 
Church, that they might administer it gently to the laymen and 
infirm persons according to the requirements of the time and 
their individual wants and mental hunger. So by him it has be 
come common and more open to laymen and women who know 
how to read than it usually is to clerks of good understanding and 
a fair amount of learning. And thus the Gospel pearl is cast 
forth and trodden by swine. What used to be held dear by clerks 
and laymen has become like an amusement for both; the gem of 
clerks is turned into the sport of laymen, and what was once a 
talent given from above to clergy and doctors of the Church is 
forever common to the laity." We thank God for that which 
called forth tears from the eyes of the venerable Knighton. We 
rejoice at the increased faith and spirituality which resulted from 
the diffusion of the Scriptures in the vernacular, as we do at the 
augmented scientific study which was given to them in conse 
quence of the introduction of Hebrew and Greek. The general 
advance in thought manifested itself in the department of Bibli 
cal interpretation, as in others-there was coming to be greater 
clearness and more common-sense, as well as greater distinctness 
and accuracy of method. If we take Luther as the exponent of 
the opinions of the Reformation we shall find (in his Table-talk ' ' 
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for example) that the authority of men had been discarded. The 
Fathers are entitled to respect, he thinks, but not to be followed. 
Jerome is a heretic; not one of their commentaries on Romans is 
worth anything. In fact, says Luther, the multitude of books is 
a great evil; the Bible is buried under so many commentaries 
that the text is nothing reganled. He could wish that all his 
books were buried nine ells deep in the ground by reason of the 
ill example they will give, every one seeking to imitate him in 
writing many books, with the hope of procuring fame. But he 
recognizes the utility of books, and the necessity of systematic, 
scientific study of the Word, as in the following characteristic 
outburst: "AU men now presume to criticise the Gospel. Al· 
most every old doting fool or prating sophist must, forsooth, be a 
doctor in divinity. AU other arts and sciences have masters, of 
whom people must learn, and rules and regulations which must 
be observed and obeyed. The Holy Scriptures only, God's word, 
must be subject to each man's pride and presumption; hence so 
many sects, seducers, and offences.'' So far as any system is ex· 
pressed, Luther and Calvin adhered to the literal sense of Scrip 
ture, and stigmatized the allegorizing method as a tissue of 
absurdities. We have evidence sufficient to prove that Luther 
recognized on the one hand the value of philological studies, and 
on the other the necessity of deep spirituality. Ile had, he said, 
like Paul, a devil, which drove him by temptations and sorrows 
to the right understanding of the Bible. And we have a sum 
ming up of the results of the scientific development of hermeneu 
tics up to the encl of the sixteenth century, in the "Advancement 
of Learning," in which Bacon notices and criticises the various 
modes of interpretation, approving the moral and allegorical, 
which is based on the literal, and reprobating the enigmatical and 
philosophical. Under these two last names he comprises the 
abuses of type, allegory, and prophecy, and the attempt made by 
Paracelsus to find in the Bible the whole body of human science. 
"To seek philosophy in divinity is to seek the dead among 
the living; neither are the pots or lavers, whose place was 
in the outward part of the temple, to be sought in the holi 
est place of all, where the Ark of the 'I'estirnony was seated." 
Bacon's discussion 'of the subject, which forms the conclusion of 

• 
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the "De Augmentis Scientiee," is well worthy of study by the 
Biblical student; and it is from his time that we have to date the 
modern science of hermeneutics. We take it for granted here 
that his" Novum Orzanurn " laid the foundation of all modern 

0 

science; and it is since the appearance of that work that regular 
hermeneutical treatises have been written, and that those advances 
have occurred in other branches of intellectual effort which made 
it possible to be exact in the interpretation of the Bible, such as 
N atural Ilistory, Psychology, Botany, Zoology, and Philology. 
From this time on, we find so great a development of hermeneu 
tical inquiry, such a variety of views, that.it is impossible for us 
to notice them here. The study of the languages of the Bible 
daily gained ground. Not only Hebrew, but Arabic and Syriac 
were made to throw light on the text. Buxtorf wrote his great 
Talmudical lexicon; Ludovic us de Dieu discovered and publish 
ed the Syriac version of the Apocalypse; Asseman, at Rome, 
under the protection of the Papal government, prepared his "Bib 
liotheca Orientalis"; and Pococke, at Oxford, edited the works 
of Maimonides. At the same time, discussions were in progress 
as to the great principles of interpretation. Such was the move 
ment began in the seventeenth century, respecting the interpre 
tations of Types, dividing itself off into two schools-the Cocceian, 
which, with unguarded license, saw a type in every resemblance; 
and their opponents, represented later by Marsh, who made a di 
rect Scriptural assertion necessary to typical character. The me 
tbod of the former School may be seen in Glass's "Philologia 
Sacra," and an interesting account of the whole movement in the 
opening chapters of Fairbairn's "Typology." 
There was at the same time, in the history of the Puritans, a 

curious illustration of the effect on exegesis of political relations. 
The fanaticism which culminated in the Fifth Monarchy men, dis 
played itself to some extent throughout in the way in which the 
Puritans appropriated the prophecies, and histories 'of the Old Tes 
tament particular} y, and applied them literally to their own circum 
stances. The fierce and bitter spirit of partisanship which was 
called forth and nourished by the injustice of the royal govern 
ment, and the cstablishccl relizion naturally laid hold of the dark. . 0 , 

er side of the sacred writinzs and the "elect of the Lord" revelled 
Ol 
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in the anticipation of the condign punishment which was to be 
visited on their persecutors. As in the exegesis of the Rabbis, 
Rome was prefigured by Edom, because the latter represented the 
enemies of the ancient people; so the men of the seventeenth cen 
tury regarded the roy.al party, secular and ecclesiastical, as sym 
bolized by the people who from time to time came in conflict with 
the Jews, and accordingly regulated their conduct by tlrat of the 
Israelites. So an unhappy royalist potentate would find himself 
the victim of an interpretation, which regarded Samuel's treatment 
of Agag as pattern and warrant for like extremities. And the 
unfortunate Queen received from the mouth of a preacher the an 
swer to a petition for safe guard· to the coast, in the words "Take 
that woman Jezebel out, and bury her." 
This, though a temporary hermeneutical movement, illustrates 

the exegetical power of habits of thought, called forth by passion, 
and maintained by circumstances. Before referring to the present . 
condition of Biblical interpretation, we may mention two facts of 
interest connected with its history. The first is the utility of the 
Polyglott Bibles, which have been published from time to time. 
Mention has already been made of the Hexapla of Origen-a col· 
lection of Hebrew and Greek texts, which, prepared before the in 
vention of printing, must have required immense labour; it was, 
however, so bulky (fifty volumes), and so costly, as to be almost 
useless. Deposited in Cesarea, it was probably burned there by 
the Saracens, and only a few fragments now remain, the best edi 
tion of which is that of Montfaucon (Paris, 171'3). The first print 
ed Polyglott, the Complutensian, appeared in 1522, at Alcala, in 
Spain, under the direction and at the expense of Cardinal Ximenes. 
The Old Testament is given in Hebrew, Greek (the Septuagint), 
and Latin, with the Chaldee Paraphrase of Onkelos at the foot ; 
and the New Testament in Greek and Latin. In 1572, the Ant· 
werp Polyglott was published at that city, at the expense of Philip 
II., of Spain, and likewise contained the Old Testament in Ilcbrew, 
Latin, .and Greek, and the N mv Testament in Greek and Latin, 
with a Syriac translation in Ilebrew characters, for the use of Jews, 
for which translation it is now chiefly valued. The third, the 
Paris Polyglott, was completed in 1654:, and published in ten folio 
volumes ; it contains all that the Complutensian and Antwerp 
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Polyglotts have, with the addition of Syriac and Arabic Versions 
(with Latin translation) of the Old. and New Testaments. In 1657, 
the first English, the London Polyglott, was published, the editor, 
Bishop Brian Walton, being assisted by Pococke, Lightfoot, 
Samuel Clarke, and others. In this most valuable work, nine lan 
guages are given, though no one book is printed in so many. We 
have the Pentateuch in Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Arabic, Syriac, 
and Samaritan ; the Psalms in the same, with the exception of 
Samaritan, and the addition of Etbiopic, and the Chaldee Targum 
and the Gospels in Greek, Latin, Syriac, Arabic, Ethiopic, and 
Persian. The only Polyglott published in one volume is that of 
Bagstcr, the languages being-Hebrew (with the Samaritan Pen 
tateuch), Greek (Septuagint), Latin (Vulgate), German (Luther's 
translation), French (of Ostewald), English, Italian, and Spanish. 
Finally, there is the well-known Polyglott of Stier and Theile, the 
Old Testament in Greek, Hebrew, German, and Latin, and the 
New Testament in Greek, Latin, German, and English. 

To discuss the value of these works to the Biblical student, 
would be to treat of the value of versions in general, and of these 
individual versons in particular, and would demand more space 
than we can give. It must suffice to say that a version differs 
from the translation of a commentator only as it is the result of 
the combined study of many men, and as it is issued under the 
pressure of a deeper sense of obligation. The interest which at· 
taches to the mere ancient, as the Samaritan and Syriac, is easily 

. understood, and scholars have abundantly verified and proved 
their utility. A comparison of the modern versions, French, Ger 
man, Italian, and others, will be found useful; but care must be 
taken in referring to them, since they are not always reliable. 

The other fact worthy of notice is the gradual accumulation of 
works on Hermeneutics, books undertaking to give principles and 
rules of interpretation. It is unnecessary to mention those which 
were first produced, and which have been superseded. The first 
satisfactory work was that of J. A. Ernesti, published about the 
middle of the last century, and issued in English dress by the 
Messrs. Clark of Edinburgh. As a clearly-expressed and judicious 
collection of rules in small compass, it may be recommended to 
Biblical students as a valuable auxiliary. The same commenda- 
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tion may be given to the treatise of Parcau, which has the merit of 
conciseness, brevity, and straightforwardness. These two are for 
ordinary purposes better than the larger works of Marsh and 
Davidson, or that contained in Horne's Introduction. 'I'hese all 
exhibit Hermeneutics as a science, a methodically arranged set of 
rules depending on principles. Perhaps it is not necessary to in 
sist on their value. It will hardly be objected to them that they 
are contrivances to foist human ideas into the Word of Goel In 
fact, every man who interprets, -does so according to rules formed 
by the exercise of his judgment; and these books give simply the 
results of the same processes by judicious men, with an exhibition 
of the errors into which interpreters have been led by false princi 
ples. It is not pretended that such books can make an interpreter 
of Scripture, any more than study can make a preacher; but they 
may save him from serious faults, point out methods of procedure 
and sources of information, precisely as some venerable servant of 
God may, from the stores of his ex1)erience, instruct his younger 
brother in the mysteries of the Word, without intending to force 
opinions on him, or to diminish the fervour and activity of his per 
sonal effort. The Bible is a book, a collection of books, each of 
which has its own character, and is to be judged by its own stan 
dard-written by men, and therefore to be interpreted according 
to the laws of human thought-written· in the dialect of men, and 
of one particular set of men, and therefore to be judged by the 
laws of human language. The gems of truth are indeed divine, 
but the casket in which they are given us is of human workman 
ship, and its key made and applied by human skill. To this 
human side of interpretation, we may hold fast without weakening 
our grasp on the spirituality, which is its divine side. 
Having thus rapidly gone over the history of Hermeneutics up 

to the beginning of the present century, we may pause to inquire 
to what result the labours of men have brought them. \V c answer 
that the best judgment of pious men, ::inxious to comprehend the 
Bible, has settled 'into some such conviction as this: That the word 
of God has something in common with other books, and something 
different from all others-that the dictates of a piously enlightened 
common-sense are to be the foundation of all interpretation; that. 
the book itself must be patiently and lovingly studied, and made 
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to act as its own interpreter, and _that the method of procedure in 
the case of any given passage is as follows:. 
First: the meaning of the words is to be determined from our 

knowletlbcre of Ianguage whether the orizinal or that of a transla· bl b 

tion; secondly: .the content and exact bearing of the passage is to 
be learned fron its context--that is, from its position in the argu 
ment or narrative, or other train of thought--and, to this end, the 
nature and design of the particular book or pasE\llge, the character 
of the writer, and the circumstances and character of his place and 
time are to be considerod ; thirdly: (though this is substantially 
contained in the preceeding), the passage is to be varied in its re 
lations to the whole of the divine revelation of truth, and its ne 
cessary extensions and limitations admitted; and fourthly: (that we 
may recognize the second great element of interpretation) the 
Christian consciousness is to be consulted, with solemn invocation 
of the presence of the Holy Spirit, for deepening and especially 
for realizing the truth thus gained, and, in a guarded and humble 
way, for testing it. 
We must all feel that a definite statement of the relation between 

mere intellectual conviction and Christian consciousness is a task 
of very great difficulty. We believe ourselves warranted in say· 
ing that both are essential-that the first without the second will 
be jejuneness and deadness; that the second without the first will 
be fancy, vagary, and fanaticism; but to define precisely the work 
of each, the influence of each on the other, may be considered im 
possible. Their co-working belongs to those recondite mental 
acts that escape the analysis of consciousness, though they are per 
formed with sufficient ease and accuracy under the guidance of a 
real intellectual and spiritual power. Very many times, and es 
pecially of late, a supposed Christian consciousness has been made 
the instrument of destructive error. Thn,t really devout man, 
?chleiermacher, and after him N eander, both blessed with lofty 
mtellects and profound yearnings after truth, believed that they 
had the faculty of deciding unerringly on the authenticity of all 
writings pretending to be the Word of God, and pared and rejected 
as their feeling dictated. Even Luther could see nothing divine 
or edifying in the Epistle of James. And others have acted with 
greater violence. When men so act, they by claim to nothing 
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else than the ability so fully and conclusively to comprehend the 
whole scheme of revelation, so absolutely to enter into communion 
with the Divine Spirit that the slightest incongruity is patent to 
them, and. their finely-strung spiritual nature starts back from an 
alien doctrine or ungenuine narrative, as the sensitive plant shrinks 
from the touch of an intrusive and hurtful object. But when 
the Christian remembers his carnality and impurity, to say nothing 
of his :finiteness, he will hesitate to arrogate to himself any such 
ability; he will be guarded and humble in his judgments. 

The method indicated above takes for granted a theory of in 
spiration, namely, that under the absolutely perfect guiding influ 
ence of the Holy Spirit, the writers of the Bible have preserved 
each his personality of character and intellect and surroundings. 
Here we do no more than refer again to the fact that the theory of 
inspiration affects the system of interpretation, and that a funda 
mental principle of our Hermeneutics must be that the Bible, its 
real assertions being known, is in every iota of its substance abso 
lutely and infallibly true. 
These remarks will fail of their end, if they do not impress us 

with the conviction that there is need of worlc in interpreting the 
Bible, and that remissness in work will produce a highly culpable 
faultiness or superficialness of view. The whole world is engaged 
in illustrating the Roly Scriptures, by its good and its evil, vol 
untarily and involuntarily; in its life a commentary, in its activities 
a commentator, After all the study of past centuries, the past 
:fifty years have witnessed a surprising advance in the great work 
-not as surprising as the resuscitation of the Reformation, but still 
wonderful. We have come to a much better knowledge of many 
things; we have learned things that Fuller and Gill and Calvin and 
Luther and Augustine, Jerome, Origen, and Irenseus did not know, 
so that we do not think it arrogant to say that we understand the 
Bible better than those worthies did. We all understand it better; 
for those of us who are not able to make all sorts of investigations 
for ourselves get the results partially, somehow or other, and so, 
often without knowing it, arc enjoying the fruits of the labours 
of some quiet student or adventurous traveller. In the first place, 
the text of Scripture has been settled more satisfactorily. The 
changes which have been made are almost entirely in the New 
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Testament. It is generally known that there are no ancient manu 
scripts of the Old Testament now existing, and we owe our present 
text to the labours of the learned Jews who collated the Oriental 
and Occidental Recensions in the eighth or ninth century. All that 
we can now do is to examine the marginal readings, the Samaritan 
Pentateuch, the Septuagint, the quotations in the New Testament, 
the Talmud, and the Fathers, and from these no variation of great 
importance has been adopted. But, in the New Testament, not 
only have the old manuscripts and versions been examined with 
greater care and intelligence than ever before, but a very valuable 
new manuscript has been discovered, and some important changes 
made in the text. All these changes it is necessary for us to ex 
amine; we must weigh the evidence for and against them, and, 
after faithful investigation, accept or reject them, as those who are 
appointed by God guardians of his Word, and who must give ac 
count of themselves to him. We shall not here enter into a dis 
cussion of the character of these variations severally, or the impres 
sion which the knowledge of the possibility of uncertainty should 
make on us. This has been done fully by Dr. Broadus in the 
columns of the Religious Herald (1866 and 1868), in his criticism 
of the Revised Version of the American Bible Union, into which 
many of the variations have been introduced. We only repeat his 
remark, that the changes in question affect no fundamental truth of 
Scripture, and that the new reading will frequently be found to 
have greater pertinency and profounder meaning than the old ; and 
we add that the text, like the doctrine, is committed by God to our 
keeping, not as a heritage of sloth, but as a discipline of our watch 
fulness, sobriety, humility, and honesty. So also we ought to feel 
about the original languages of the Bible. It is inconceivable 
that a Christian man should not rejoice in any studies or discove 
ries which give us a greater mastery over the original expression 
of the words of God. Even if he knew no Greek and Hebrew, a 
follower of Christ must feel a profound interest in these languages. 
Let us consider: Moses and David and Isaiah actually spoke and 
wrote in Ilebrew; Matthew and John and Paul really wrote in 
Greek. What man is there who does not feel that a very uncom 
mon interest attaches to the words which express exactly the 
thoughts which the Divine Spirit thought fit to make the embodi- 
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ment of eternal truth? If translations were perfect, this would still 
be the case; but a new motive arises from the necessity of appeal 
ing to the original for the correctness of the translation. A knowl 
edge of the languages becomes a key for unlocking the mysteries 
of the Word. Any advance in acquaintance with the former ought 
to be as real an occasion of congratulation as the success of one of 
our missionaries in Africa or China ; and we may congratulate 
ourselves that the last half century has produced worthy fruit. A 
better apparatus of grammars and dictionaries has been produced, 
the nature of the languages has been better learned, and the sig 
nification of words determined with more accuracy. This is partly 
the result of improvement in the general study of language. Ilow 
wonderful are the ways of tbe divine providence! The discovery 
in India in the last century of the ancient sacred tongue of that 
country has totally revolutionized the study of language, and 
though the effects were first seen in the increased accuracy of the 
investigations in Greek and other dialects linguistically connected 
with Sanskrit, yet they have been carried over to the domain of 
the Shemitic dialects to which Hebrew belongs. The way was this: 
It was found out that these old Indian words were, many of them, 
substantially the same with words of the Greek, the Latin, or the 
English, only they were usually older, more primitive in form, and 
retaining more· nearly the old signification. Thus it became possi 
ble to learn more exactly the meaning of many Greek words, and 
so throw light on the New Testament. But, at the same time, it 
was seen how useful it was to compare related languages, and this 
was done more in the Shemitic group. This group contains, be 
sides Ile brew, the Samaritan and Chaldee or Syriac, and the Arabic 
and Ethiopic. The Chaldee or Syriac is especially interesting to 
us, because it is the language which our Saviour spoke on earth; 
but no book of the New Testament is written in it, and the only 
examples of it there arc a few phrases preserved, such as the excla 
mation of Christ on the cross, the words Abba, Moran-atha; and 
some others. But they arc all very like Hebrew, many of the 
words being identical in form and meaning, and therefore they 
illustrate it. Of late these languages have been much studied, and 
good grammars and dictionaries written, and portions of their lite 
rature published. It is now much easier to learn IIcbrcw and 
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Chaldce than it formerly was, and a little judicious expenditure of 
time under proper direction will give one such an acquaintance 
with them as will be useful, and as he may increase by his own 
efforts. There are not a few recent publications in this country 
and Europe which show how much firmer we can now be about 
significations of words than was possible for the older scholars 
those, for example, of the seventeenth century, who relied chiefly 
on J cwish explanations. The Jews of that time were not the safest 
guides; but it was then true of all scholars that they were deficient 
both in material and in method. Now we have reason to rejoice 
that the majestic tongue of the patriarchs and prophets, in which 
Goel himself spoke to Moses on the Mount, may be known by us 
with a very wonderful accuracy and fulness. 
Among the wonderful exploits of our time are the arch::cologieal 

discoveries in Egypt, Babylon, Nineveh, and Persia. The admi 
rable perseverance of explorers has dug down gigantic mounds 
and clisentombed cities, ancl their equally admirable sagacity has 
deciphered the inscriptions on the ancient pyramids and temples 
ancl palaces. The hieroglyphics of Egypt, and the cuneiform char 
acters of Persia, are now deciphered and interpreted with an accu 
racy which seems marvellous; and these ancient records, canying 
us back to the times of Daniel, Moses, and Joseph, corroborate the 
statements of Scripture, ancl illustrate the precepts of the Law, the 
histories of the kings, ancl the utterances of the prophets. Contra 
dictions l~ave been explained, obscure allusions made clear, and a 
new Listorical life given to all, and, in connection with this, as 
has been intimated, languages discovered which are destined to 
throw light on that of Scripture. Mr. Reginald Stuart Poole (in 
Constitutional Press Magazine, June, 1860), after dwelling on the 
light thrown on the Mosaic system of rewards and punishments 
by Egyptian archreology, the proofs deri vcd from this source of 
the accuracy of Bible statements, and the illustrations of the fulfil 
ment of prophecy which it affords, remarks that the science has 
the highest human interest, and should not be left to those who 
arc indifferent or hostile to the best purpose of honest and earnest 
inquiry. 
This very just and important sentiment suggests the question 

already touched on, of the relation of scientific discovery-espe- 
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cially the advances of the Physical Sciences-to Biblical interpre 
tation. The exceedingly rich results of the present century, par· 
ticularly in Astronomy, Geology, Ethnology, and the history of 
plants and animals, have revived the discussions which every new 
advance of science seems to call forth. The result of former dis· 
cussions ought to set our minds at rest in respect to the contact of 
the two revelations-the natural and the supernatmal. Science 
has usually approached in the attitude of an antagonist, flourish 
ing in triumph its unassailable facts, and the defenders of the 
Bible have offered a firm and defiant front. Then follow attacks 
and repulses on one side and the other, with yarying success, but 
always with increase of embittered feeling, till each side, weary of 
the contest and conscious of wrong, begins to lower its demands, 
and, a parley taking place, the combatants arrange terms of agree 
ment, and march under the same banner. We say that each side 
becomes conscious of wrong ; for the devotees of Science seek to 
convict the Scripture of untruth, and the friends of the Bible un 
dertake to annihilate Science with the letter of Scripture, and each 
must abandon its impossible aim. Galen and his successors, an 
cient and modern, saw, in the anatomical and physiological per 
fection of the human body, the demonstration of its independence 
of God, and of the untruth of the Mosaic account of man's crca 
tion. But we accept the order, and regard it as a proof of the Di· 
vine wisdom. Galileo was imprisoned for asserting that the earth 
went round the sun; for was he not contradicting Joshua, who 
commanded the sun to stand still ?-which would have been impos 
sible if the sun did not go round the earth. But when, two years 
ago, a similar outcry was made against Astronomy, in the name of 
Joshua, in the most literary city of Europe, the Christian world 
received it with a smile of pitying contempt-knowing that Joshua 
described phenomena, things as they seem; aucl Science, things as 
they are. Afterward the world was thrown into trepidation by 
the Marquis de la Place, who announced his belief that the suns 
and planets, and other bodies of the universe, were produced. by 
the rotation of a mass of nebular matter; but, after much trem 
bling, the conviction was arrived at, that God, who formed the 
nebulous mass and made it rotate according to law, was, therefore, 
certainly the Creator of suns and planets. Next, Geology came 
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forward with the assertion that it had found out that a long time 
was required to form the strata of the earth's crust, and had dis 
covered remains of plants and animals far down beneath the sur 
face, and that it could not have been clone in six days, as Moses 
said. To which the friends of Moses replied, that God was able 
to do anything; that the researches of the geologists were unrelia 
ble; that the Creator probably placed the fossils in the ground to 
excite our curiosity; th;it Moses did say six days of twenty-four 
hours each; that if this position were abandoned, the divinity of 
the Bible must be given up. However, it was seen that the facts 
of the geologists were correct, while their deductions were wrong. 
Moses did not necessarily mean days of twenty-four hours each; 
he might mean long periods ; and this view was seen to be per 
fectly in accordance with the laws of interpretation, and to give a 
much grander character to the first chapter of Genesis than had 
before been perceived in it. Very recently the same science has 
advanced one step further, with the assertion that such remains of 
human skill and human bodies have been discovered in the Ter 
tiary strata as show the race to be certainly more than six thou- • 
sand years old-perhaps twenty, perhaps a hundred thousand. 
In the midst of the contest produced by this assertion we now find 
ourselves, and the usual war of words is in progress. It contra 
dicts Moses, say both parties; therefore, concludes one, Moses is 
wrong; therefore, concludes the other, Geology is wrong. Let us 
rather learn wisdom by the past. Let Geology first arrive at a 
satisfactory conclusion, and we may rest in the assured conviction 
that it will not be in conflict with the inspired record. So may 
we feel about the ethnographic researches that are now aiming to 
fix the origin of races, welcoming all established facts, and pa 
tiently awaiting the conclusions which shall be fixed by the laws 
of science. ·yy e may extend this patience in repose even to the 
Development Theory of Darwin and others. Not that we are 
called on now to accept it, for it is by no means demonstrated. 
But we may be sure that the researches which it occasions will 
produce valuable results, and will illustrate rather than denude 
the Scriptures. 
For all acquisitions of Science have ended in furthering the un 

derstanding of the Bible, proving themselves aids in Exegesis and 
4 

,. 
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Hermeneutics-that is, in the explanation of particular passages 
and in the establishment of a general rule. Very slowly the Chris· 
tian mind has come to the conclusion that the Bible is not a teach· 
er of science-that such a character would interfere with the intel 
lectual development of the race, or would make its language, which 
would necessarily in that case be conformed to perfect science, un 
intelligible up to the moment of the culmination of man's studies 
-that it rather conforms its language to that phenomenal observa 
tion which will probably last to the end of time, as is demanded of 
a book intended for all time-that its standpoint is not that of 
science, and the emphasis which it puts on things not a scientific 
one, since it uses all the array of worldly facts and experiences sim 
ply as framework for the scheme of redemption. Holding fast to 
this conviction, it can watch with pleasure the increasing light which 
men's discoveries throw on the Word of God ; and it must guard 
against the continually returning disposition to pledge that Word 
for, and stake its truth on, a scientific theory. This is the hermen 
eutical principle to which we seem to have come--namely, that, 
at the point at which the Bible touches secular science, we have ab· 
solutely nothing to do but to sit still and wait for the interpreta 
tions of that science. Other canons there are none ; meanings of 
words, design of books, general aim of the Scriptures, are here all 
valueless, except after the truth has been otherwise established. 
Science may be said to be hid in the Scriptures, as botany in the 
plant; but they, no more than the plant, have voice to tell of their 
treasures, which must be brought to light by man's industry and 
sagacity. 

• Here it would be appropriate to refer to a question which mod· 
ern Metaphysics has again made prominent-the relation of Reason 
to Faith, in the interpretation of the Bible. Many books have 
been written with the design of setting forth the laws of this rela 
tion, more or less unsatisfactory. Sometimes one clement has been 
suppressed, sometimes the other, and sometimes Reason has been 
enthroned under the name of Christian consciousness. The length 
to which this Address has already extended itself, forbids us to ex· 
hibit the views of different parties, or to discuss the general sub 
ject. The most important practical remark seems to us to be this 
-that the harmony of Reason and Faith is impossible, except in 
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the regenerated heart, as the immediate work of the Holy Spirit- 
that it exists, at least in germ, in every child of God, and comes 
gradually more distinctly into consciousness as the mind and soul 
grow together in s~rength-that its essence and laws cannot be 
~ado intelligible to the worldly mind-and that its best exposition 
Is the intellectual and spiritual life of the thoughtful, humble, in· 
telligent believer in Christ. 
The last department in hermcneutical labour of our century, to 

which we shall refer, is the rehabilitation (if we may so term it) of 
the Bible, by researches in Geography and History. Palestine, Sy 
ria, Asia Minor, Greece, and Rome, have been carefully explored. 
Sites of towns, scenes of occurrences, have been identified ; the to· 
pography of Jerusalem has been diligently studied, and a subterra 
nean J erusalem brought to light. Geographical myths have been 
sifted, and doubts dispelled. Manners and customs of nations, 
surroundings of individuals, have been searched out, and the old life 
of the men and women of the Bible reproduced, just as they have 
"restorations" of Greek temples. Abundant material has been 
gathered for the formation of the historic consciousness, for the at 
tainment of historical sympathy with the persons and events of 
Scripture-history. For the understanding of the Bible this is of 
no little importance. It is a series of pictures. Between even a 
very good narrative of an event, as the Destruction of Jerusalem, 
and a faithful and well-conceived painting, what a difference I In 
contemplating the latter you have a consciousness of reality, and 
a sympathy with a reality. You stand on the spot, you see the 
despairing look, and hear the cry of agony ; the flames burst forth, 
the hope of a nation is departing. This is historical consciousness, 
and it not only gives vividness to impressions, and heightens the 
enjoyment of the pleasant, or deepens the pain which we feel at 
the sad, but enables us better to comprehend everything. Men 
and things arc all complex, and to understand them we must know 
all the clements. Truths of Scripture are enclosed in outward facts, 
and arc set forth in their fulness only when we comprehend these 
facts-of time, place, and manner. For such comprehension we 
have now better opportunity than ever before, so broad and dili 
gent have been the researches of modern scholars. 

Of the innumerable contributions in particular exegesis, or to 

• 
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departments of Hermeneutics, we say nothing. W c have designed 
to call attention to the progress made during the past few years, 
and to the general course of Biblical Interpretation, since the canon 
of Scriptures was completed, that om ardour in the study of the 
Bible may be increased, and our sense of personal responsibility 
heightened.. For. though the W orld, the Flesh, and the Devil, 
make their contributions, the custody of Interpretation is given to 
the people of God-to the Church universal. This Church, com 
posed of those who love our Lord Jesus Christ in sincerity, alone 
capable of a just appreciation of the Sacred vV ord, and of identifi 
cation with it in interest, must exhibit all the sleepless watchful· 
ness, keen insight, and sharp foresight of tender and devoted af 
fection. It must be in sympathy with all the powers which affect 
the understanding of the Scriptures, must watch their movements 
with patience and coolness, ready to act with decision when occa 
sion requires, ignoring or neglecting nothing that can make the 
Bible more a reality, broad in its sympathies, humble and teach 
able in spirit, yet bold in the name of Christ for the interests of 
His cause. 

And let us, as Baptists, make the application specially to our- 
selves, and ask what it behooves us to do. Undoubtedly at once 
to recognize our duty to give the Scriptures in its fulness to the 
world-as bishops of the flocks, as evangelists and missionaries, 
as private members of the churches, to Jay hold of the Word of 
God, on its divine and on its human side, in its intellectual and 
in its spiritual elements. We have tried to point the necessity for 
both of these, and have adverted to the fact that our service, as a 
denomination of Christians, has been rendered chiefly to one-to 
the supreme authority of Scripture, and the necessity of the enlight 
enment of the Holy Spirit to its expositors. This has been our 
position since we have had a continuous history. From the days 
of Luther and Menno and Zwingli, in Holland and Germany and 
England, through imprisonments, scourgings and burnings, in ad 
versity and in prosperity, we have never receded, and have often 
stood alone. On one point and another, others more numerous 
and powerful have agreed with us. The truth bas been gradual 
ly better apprehended and more generally received. But we 
stand to-day where we stood three hundred and fifty years ago, 
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and our theory, which is that of our despised brethren of that day, 
has now the suffrages of almost all the Christian world. The Pro 
testant Reformation set out with the declaration that the Scriptures 
were the infallible guide of the Christian in matters of faith and 
doctrine. But, after nobly combating the destructive heresies of 
Rome, the reformers, eRpecially of the Lutheran and Anglican es 
tablishments, proved untrue to their own principles, admitted 
Romish errors, and particularly substituted human for divine au· 
thority, by setting up, as standards of faith, the decisions of the 
General Councils of the first four centuries, or the Apostolic, Ni 
cene, and Athanasian creeds. 'Even the English Puritans, while pro· 
testing against the Romish tendencies of the establishment, and in 
sisting strenuously on rigid conformity to Scripture (for which 
they deserve honor), admitted practices for which there was no 
Scriptural authority. The Baptists, though then socially and po 
litically insignificant, protested against such admissions in their 
sermons and books, and were willing to die for their faith. In 
this last they were not peculiar; many others died. But they 
alone have always maintained to the full the necessity of Scrip 
tural grounds for all beliefs and practices. 
In respect to the spirituality of the interpreter, we have noticed 

that this has been emphasized by individuals from time to time, 
though often lost sight of by sects and establishments. It is in 
deed an almost necessary result of the union of Church and State 
that it should be ignored. And, as many Protestants at the Re· 
formation fell into this error of secularizing religion, both in Ger 
many and in England, the human element in interpretation got the 
upper-hand. Ilum::m direction could provide requirements of 
mind, but not of soul. The Government could guarantee that 
ministers of the Gospel should be learned, though it could not an 
swer for their piety. To this was added the sacramental error, 
that the consecrated minister was ipso facto endued with the IIoly 
Ghost, and a competent expounder of the mysteries of the faith. 
It was doubtless true, besides, that the controyersies with Rome 
called into play all the resources of learning, and led to too exclu 
sive reliance on it. Gradually the evil developed itself till it 
attained such shameful dimensions, both in England and in Ger 
many. Ungodly men were recognized teachers of the Word of 
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God; or, if a decent morality were required, there was no deep 
spirituality-no need of experimental acquaintance with truths of 
Scripture-a little reading, ability to write or copy a discourse, 
some general acquaintance with the Bible, was all that was essen 
tial. Against this evil the Baptists protested at the outset. Learn 
ing, they said, was not sufficient; the mind must be quickened by 
the Iloly Spirit into spiritual apprehension of the truth. They 
seemed thus (and rpay erroneously have clone so) to set the teach 
ings of the Spirit over against the labours of the human mind, and 
were charged by their opponents with contemning the Gospel and 
the sacraments. "Never," said Sebastian Frank," "will the exter 
nal word change a wicked. heart. Only those are in condition to 
understand. the Scriptures who have received from above a super 
natural light, wherein they have a perfect understanding of Scrip 
ture, and whereby they comprehend. all theological truth." And 
to this truth, which does not reject intellectual effort, but is sim 
ply a protest against the alleged. sufficiency of unsanctified learning, 
they have always remained. faithful. They hold it now, along 
with many of their brethren of other names; they held it when 
great bodies of Christians had. lost sight of and abandoned it. 
We ha Ye as great need now as ever to maintain these principles 

of interpretation. Formerly, poor and despised, we were in little 
danger of yielding to social pressure. To men who are banished 
from polite society, and who may expect to-morrow a prison or the 
stake, it is a small thing that they should be called exclusive and 
narrow-minded; but now, risen into some social importance, a 
power not to be ignored, ha Ying come into not unpleasing relations 
with our fellow-men, we may feel keenly the unjust charge or 
taunt of bigotry, which, constantly, with incredible ignorance, 
repeated, is not without its effect, it is to be feared, on the minds 
of some of our brethren. When thus assailed, let us take refuge 
in the principle that the Bible alone is our guide, and that no in 
terpretation can denude it of the doctrines and commands ou which 
we base our faith and practice, Let it be remembered, also, that 
commentaries are not of equal authority with the Bible, and that 
he who neglects the fountain of living waters for these more or 

• Quoted by Underhlll. 
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less broken cisterns, suffers loss. As a Baptist, he violates his own 
principles when he elevates any human utterance into the position 
of infallible guide-a thing not so difficult or so rareas might at 
_first be supposed. 

Impressed as we are with the importance of this part of our-duty, 
we must yet venture, at the risk of repetition, to record a caution 
against two errors into which we may be led by our anxiety to be 
faithful-two oxtrernes to which inconsiderate zeal may cany us. 
First, it is possible for us to pervert the doctrine of the illumina 
tion of the Holy Spirit into a plea for fanaticism. It has often 
been done, and by persons of very different character; Montan us, 
Swedenborg, and Schleiermacher have held substantially the same 
views with some modern preacher guiltless of the arts of reading 
and writing. Strange illustration of how extremes meet! Perhaps 
it is not probable that we shall fall into any outrageous heresy or 
absurdity. But we may injure our own souls, mar our interpreta 
tion of the Word of God, mar our influence for good by assuming 
that our impressions are always right. The Holy Spirit teaches 
all truth, even as he sanctifies; but man is no more infallible than 
he is holy. Even as the suggestions of Satan sometimes present 
themselves as the promptings of the Divine Spirit, so are divine 
illuminings counterfeited by human fancies. Commonly the source 
of the error lies in a miscomprehension of the promises of God, in the 
failure to use such means as He puts at our disposal. To expect 
to know the Scripture without study is as grievous a mistake as to 
expect harvests without ploughing and planting and tending. 
The study is not necessarily at the table with heaps of bo~ks-it 
may be at the morning or evening family prayer, it may be on the 
sea, on the street, in the counting-room or at the plough, but it 
must be serious thoughts, with use of all good help. "God helps 
them that help themselves," is a worthy saying, though not of the 
Scripture, but it is more than comprehended in the word of our 
Saviour: "Unto every one that hath shall be given, and he shall 
have abundance, but from him that hath not shall be taken away 
even that which he hath." 

This suggests the second caution, against neglect of learning. 
The word, perhaps, is not a happy one to use, for with many per· 
sons "learning" means dryness and general incapacity to do any- 
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thing but read books-tow hich allegation Moses and Paul arc surely 
sufficient answer: Moreover, there may be" a little learning" which 
shall be not "a dangerous thing," but a blessing. Baptists for a 
long time showed no inclination to avail themselves of the re-~ 
sources of erudition. The reasons for this from their history have 
already been hinted at. But these reasons no longer exist, and 
we are coming to see that there is no necessary connection between 
knowledge and worldliness or ignorance and piety-that the true 
use of learning is to develop the natural qualities which God ~as 
given us, and to use them for his glory. We must then recognize 
the obligation to use the natural means without which the sense of 
the Scriptures cannot be elicited. We must bring into requisition 
all the resources of human knowledge, because, as guardians of the 
Sacred Oracles, we are responsible before God for discovering and 
spreading abroad their true meaning-because, as a Denomination, 
it behooves us to have within ourselves the means of testing all 
theories, of accepting the good and rejecting the bad, instead of 
taking our conclusions from others. We may be sure that the. 
Devil does not neglect learning; let us rescue so noble a gift of 
God from Satanic uses and make it a minister of the Divine Will. 
This applies to all departments of study. Suffer us, however, to 

make a special appeal in behalf of the study of the original lan 
guages of Scripture-the Greek and the Ile brew. Some of us are 
not without inclination to question the wisdom of the Divine 
Providence in selecting these languages in which to record the 
truth, and secretly think it would have been better if English had 
been employed, We shall not now enter into a defence of the 
Divine scheme, which, however, it would be easy to make. A 
sufficient reply to such a feeling is given in Rom. 9 : 20 ':-"Nay 
but, 0 man, who art thou that repliest against God?" It is an 
undeniable and unchangeable fact that God bas spoken specifically 
in two particular languages, and all our pledges of devotion and 
obedience to him, ancl all our sentiments of reverence and love, 
and the demands of tender conscience, call on us to know them, if 
it be possible. 
For some of us it is not possible; there are circumstances, per 

haps, which make it right that a servant of GoJ should pass by 
the original utterances of the Holy Spirit, and accept, instead, the 



• 

_57 

translations of men. This question of right, let each man deter 
mine for himself, knowing that he must" give account to God; to 
his own Master he standeth or falleth. For many of us it is pos 
sible; and, if possible, obligatory. For this is a fundamental 
<t!ty; it is not learning what may make Scripture more interest· 
ing, or clearer, but it is learning the Scriptures themselves. The 
objections which usually present themselves are founded on im 
perfect c011ceptions of duty, or on something worse-is it unjust 
or unkind to say, on slothfulness? Of the first sort are those 
which plead the pressing demands of the ministerial or other 
work, and which assert ~ifect confidence in the authorized 
English version of the Bible, or in the expositions of better-in 
formed brethren. But these deny the obligation of self.develop 
ment and of independence. Here is something which will enable 
you to do your work, whatever it is, more accurately and more 
fully. You profess to teach the truth : here is something which 
will not only probably save you from errors, but stimulate you to 
earnestcr study and fresher thought--will give you greater power 
in the pulpit and in your pastoral intercourse, by giving you more 
correct knowledge of the truth, and so making you a more efficient 
instructor, and by giving you greater individuality and realness in 
the possession of the truth, It is right for you to delay your 
superstructure, that you may lay a better foundation; it is wisdom 
to defer your starting on a long and difficult journey, that you 
may get a competent guide. It is the duty of the churches, to 
themselves and to God, to forward the more thorough preparation 
of young ministers, knowing that they are thus working in the 
interests of the cause of Christ, and interference with such prepa 
ration too often amounts to dwarfing the powers of those whom 
Goel has called to work for him. Time is valuable, and the world 
is full of work· therefore choose the best things-what things will ' bring you nearer to the truth, and give you greater mastery over 
it. This is the true Christian economy. This is also the true 
Christian independence-to be able to test opinions for one's self. 
Our English version may be good, but are you to know it merely 
because you are told so? And how do yo~ know what faults, 
and of what magnitude, exist in it? You do not choose your 
church-relations on the representations of others. You are what 
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you are, because you hold it consonant with the truth of God. 
This ought to be our standard of judgment always, and we ought 
always to search for means of making up an independent opinion 
-of appealing to original authority. 
we have said that the acquisition of languages is not now as 

difficult as it once was, there being now a much better apparatus 
of aid. We would not entice any into studying Greek and He 
brew by representing their mastery as a very easy thing. No 
good thing in the world is very easy. There is some dry work 
with grammars and dictionaries, and we must have patience and 
perseverance. But, in the first plac4' it is worth taking trouble 
for; and, in the second place, with existing helps it is not so for 
midable. Half the labour we expend on some other things will 
give us creditable acquaintance with these languages. Every 
where books and teachers may be found, classes may be formed, 
and continued labour will bring good results. But let it be un 
.derstood that a distinct, serious purpose must be formed. We 
may be fascinated by a scheme to put us in possession of such 
a treasure as the knowledge of a language, pleased, at first, with 
the novelty, and soon tire at the serious work. First count the 
cost, then make the preparations, and then carry through the plan 
with that certainty which is the prerogative of every earnest mind. 
We do not forget the interruptions and discouragements; but we 
know that what we propose is feasible, and that it has been clone. 
And now, having spoken so strongly in favour of the study of 

the original text, we are glad to be able to say, that, it being im 
possible to prosecute such study, we have an ample field of work 
in our common version. It has many faults which it were well 
were corrected; but it gives, substantially, the truth of God. It 
imperils no doctrine, and conceals none; it falsifies no fundamen 
tal command; it perverts no history or prophecy. Being only a 
rendering into English of the original assertions of the inspired 
writers, and, therefore, only slightly of the nature of a commen 
tary, it offers some of the same difficulties as the original, and per 
mits and demands the same sort of study. All that has been said 
of interpretation pertains to it. There is necessity for the student 
of the English version to consider rules of exegesis, to examine 
words and phrases, to learn the usages of the several writers, and 
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the wider principles which nm through the whole Book. From it 
he can get the grandest of all conceptious, the purest of all charae 
ters, the highest morality, the tenderest of stories. Out of it he 
may declare to his fellow-men the salvation that is in Christ Jesus. 
vV ell for him if he is a diligent student of its pag~-if he appre 
hends its difficulties as well as its plainness, its shallows as well as 
its heights and depths. It is not wise to dispense with helps. Ile 
who does not know the original language must go to him who 
does. He can exercise his judgment in accepting one opinion or 
another. Ile may question his Christian consciousness concerning 
its concurrence in this or that view. But. there will always be left 
a great mass of work in the study of the English text. The fault 
which we have to find with ourselves is, that we neglect this 
English Bible for men's comments on other things. None of us 
can dispense with it. It is in our vernacular; it comes home to 
us with greater force; it exhibits the connection of the thought so 
much more clearly; it is, for most of us, realer reading. We 
have a right to be proud of its noble diction, as well as of its 
general correctness, and to feel the greater blameworthiness if we 
do not most earnestly apply ourselves to it. 
This is the view which the Baptists of the South have taken in 

the constitution of their Seminary. They have provided for the 
study of Greek and Hebrew, because they recognize the obliga 
tion to be thorough. They have made provision also for the study 
of the English Bible, not only because they looked to the needs of 
those who were without the requisite linguistic preparation, but 
also because they believed it a desideratum for all. They have 
conceived of the Seminary as furnishing aids to ministerial useful· 
ness-not as creative, but as developing. Its mission is to train 
the overseers of the churches into thorough study and correct 
inte11)retation of tho Word of God, distinct comprehension of its 
doctrines, ability to proclaim them effectively, and capacity right 
ly "to behave themselves in the house of God." In establishing 
it, Southern Baptists have given decided expression to their con 
viction that, as servants of Christ, they are bound to provide for 
tho extension of his truth in its purity-that truth which is the 
divine instrument of freedom and sanctification. They have reit 
crated this expression in the· affectionate liberality with which they 
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have sustained it. IG is a work on which they may lawfully ask 
the blessing of the Head of the Church. It is Christ's work, we 
may humbly and hopefully say, and can subsist only by His 
approval. 
The problerriin Hermeneutics which the Christian world bas to 

solve is the blending into harmony and symmetry of the co-exist· 
ing intellectual and spiritual elements of interpretation. We have 
seen how the two tend to hold alternate sway, as indeed our whole 
life resolves itself into a harmonizing of contradictions. In this 
case, to attain to perfect unity of principle, we should need per 
fected intellect and sanctified heart=-e consummation towards 
which, if it be not attainable in this life, we must always strive, 
and every approach to which is a blessing. We have shown sym 
pathy with both branches of the problem-have shown that we 
value both the illumination of the Spirit and the results of learn 
ing and thought .. Let us strive to lay hold of both and unite them 
in a life of holiness. The l1eginning of our work must be a reve 
rent love for the Holy Scriptures, because they are the revelation 
of the Most High God, because they announce to man deliverance 
from sin and wrath, because they are the embodiment of all that 
is beautiful and good and true. Approaching them, then, with 
humility, and in their study consecrating ourselves to God, body, 
mind, and soul, we have the promise that we shall rise to continu· 
ally higher and higher heights of knowledge. We are thankful 
for the light which God has permitted men to see-men learned 
and unlearned-men of action and of contemplation-preachers 
and hearers-light beaming wonderfully on the simplest mind that 
interpreted the Word by its own experience-emerging from some 
patient analysis of argument or investigation of words-in all ways 
and at all times men have been blessed by the Holy Spirit. But 
there is no need to measure the possibility of blessing by the ex 
perience of the past, or to put any bound to it. The Holy Spirit 
has a method of interpretation; his law is that we work, as if all 
depended on us, and trust as if nothing depenJed on us. In one 
or other of these injunctions we have all failed. And if God 
vouchsafe such ample harvest to our failure, what would Ile not 
grant to our obedience! There is, for each of us, and for all to 
gether, the possibility of higher attainments in the future-views 
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of the glory of the divine Word which shall fill our mouths with 
praise-wonderful things to behold in the Law-glimpses of ful 
ness and delights unutterable-a preparation of mind and heart 
for the life to come, where we shall enter on a higher study of the 
same truths-where, with purified and exalted natures, we shall 
spend eternity in a· constantly progressive contemplation of the 
same inexhaustible revelation. 
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