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01/ Talmidim Theology
Talmidim Tasks

___ Memory Verse:  2 Timothy 2:15

___Bible Reading: Matthew 5,6,7.  Luke 24. Acts 8:26-40.  Acts 15.

___Journal 1 entry this week

___Supplemental Reading: 

· How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth, Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart.  (purchase)  

· How to Read the Bible Book by Book, Gordon Feel and Douglas Stuart (purchase)

· Philip Yancey, The Bible Jesus Read.  (not required, but suggested if you would like to dabble in some cultural insights.)

· Philip Wesley Comfort, The Origin of the Bible.  (not required, but suggested if you would like to enhance your knowledge of Textual Criticism).

A Talmidim Hermeneutic 

By Jeffrey Garner

The next quadrant will deal exclusively with the Torah.  Our reasoning is simple.  If we want to come to understand God and life as the disciples did we really must tackle the teachings, history, and Sacred Writings that molded their lives.  We need to hold their assumptions in our hands and value their angle.  See life their way.  

Imagine holding a map.   See the trails and paths switching back and forth across the paper terrain?  Next you locate where you are on the map.   Then you identify your destination.  On this little piece of paper you have a shrunken picture of where you are and where you are going.   But if you don’t have a compass, or point of reference, showing you where North is and what direction you need to face in order for the map to accurately reflect your position and destination, then the map is useless. In order for us to orient ourselves in the right direction of understanding the Word we need to stand in the same direction as those who wrote the text.  Missing this step in the process of Divine direction is akin to forgetting which direction is North and not aligning the North arrow on the map with the North Pole.  When I orient myself to their assumptions, their view of God, and their understanding of how the universe and life functions I am facing North and readying myself to journey.   

We each bring our own presuppositions to the trail.  We read a word like “gospel” and I may think the first four books of the NT.  You may think of an evangelist coming through your church preaching fire and brimstone sermons and calling you to believe the “gospel” or you will be lost.  Each of us has these unchallenged and uncontested assumptions or presuppositions.  Words and phrases, verses and quotes that we take for granted.  We heard someone discuss it at one time or another and we suppose we know all there is to know about that verse.  Back to the word, “gospel” those who first heard "gospel" understood it to mean the celebration of the accession, or birth, of a king or emperor. In the world of Paul the main "gospel" was the news of, or the celebration of, Caesar.  So when we hear this word we think of someone preaching or standing on a corner and yelling at people.  But for Paul is was more like a herald shouting out the good news that a Caesar had been born or ascended to the throne.  

Presuppositions can be the cause of different people reading the same verse and walking away with different meanings.  “Born-again” to those who have been spirit-filled may mean speaking in tongues and water baptism.  They read John through the lens of Acts never realizing that John was written to people who didn’t have Acts.  John was inspired Scripture by itself and it didn’t need another book of the Bible to help make sense of it.  When a person reads the Bible looking for proof of their belief they are proof texting which is a gross violation of the Word of God.  As an example, if I read John 1 looking for proof that Jesus is a mere man and not Jehovah (a doctrine of the Jehovah Witnesses) then I will find proof of that but I will also miss the Truth.  I will be so engrossed in my personal doctrinal belief that I will force everything in the Bible to match that and when it doesn’t I will deny that verse or avoid it.  

Presupposition shapes interpretation.  What we must do is read the Bible as if we are reading it for the first time, empty of our personal held views, stripped of our pet peeves, and void of what we want it to say.  We must try our best to imagine what these words meant to the first hearers.  So what did ‘born again’ mean to Nicodemus?  And better yet what did it mean to Jews who had just witnessed the fall of Jerusalem and were wondering about the legitimacy of Jesus’ teachings?  John was written to Jews who were still trying to come to an understanding of who Jesus Christ was and what his teachings meant.  

To illustrate the importance of removing our presuppositions lets look at the following:  First, quite literally Jesus said, ‘be born from above’.  Which John interprets in the first chapter as a new way of thinking and a new source for receiving this thinking—namely the Spirit.  Nico says, “We know you are come from God because we have seen you perform miraculous signs.”  Jesus says, “One cannot see the kingdom of God unless he is born from above.”   Jesus affirms that Nico’s perspective is Divine, from above.  He didn’t arrive at this conclusion because of his study at the Yeshiva.  He didn’t arrive at these conclusions because of merely seeing the miracles.  There were many who saw the same miracles but didn’t believe.  Nico has come to believe because he is undergoing a heavenly birthing

Jesus claims that the born-from above experience is a work of the Spirit as opposed to a work of political parties (think Pharisees and Sadducees).  It is a work of Spirit as opposed to one of personal study.  The Gospel of John from cover to cover is an unveiling of what happens when people come to believe in Jesus Christ.   You see this expressed over and over.   Samaritans believe in him.  The Blind.  The dead man Lazarus.  Philip.  John the Baptist.  Thomas.  The disciples. Some cry out, “My Lord and My God!”  Others, say, “You are the prophet which is to come!!!”  And others still, “I believe you are the Christ the Son of the Living God!”  Each time someone says it it is not in a formulaic manner but it is a gushing spontaneous burst of words that are clamoring for authentic expression in the face of the revelation received from God.  

This insight into who Jesus Christ is is a work of the Spirit! When these moments happen where the spiritual lights go on and people see Jesus for who he is they experience the new way of seeing life, God, and purpose.  It is as if they are starting life over and fresh, new and uninhibited.  But this time they receive an existence from above.  They see Jesus, as God in flesh, and they are immediately transformed by this revelation.  When you see God in the face of Jesus Christ you will never be the same!  Your view of the world changes.  Your heart melts in the ray of this love.  You live differently.  Everything changes when you see God in Jesus.  This is what it means to be born from above.  It means you have a whole new existence because you have seen God in Christ.   And lest you be mistaken, this kind of revelation does not come via books, lectures, degrees, political affiliations.  It comes only from above. 

If we define words in our own language differently and view the world differently from people that live next door to us can you imagine how radically different our view of life is from those who lived 2,000 years ago, many languages ago, and gaping cultures ago.  When Jesus says, “in my Father’s house are many rooms . . . .”  we miss the significance of 1st century Jewish culture where the bridegroom would ask for the hand of his bride in marriage and then leave her to return to his home and build a room onto his Father’s house.  The Patriarch of each family added rooms onto his house wherein his sons and their wives would live.  

My passion and movement has been to recover the perspective of the first century believer as much as possible and allow that to give way to a right hermeneutic.  To which we now turn our attention.   

As we excavate the ruins of first century Palestine we discover in village after village that there was only one synagogue per community.  Compare that with the fact that we have hundreds of churches in each city today.  Each church separating itself from the others based on their interpretations and views.  But in Israel this was not the case.  Diversity of thought was hashed out and debate and discussion in community.  

There were liberal and conservative theologians and lawyers and scribes, but one synagogue in each village (since each village could only afford one text) and one temple for the whole nation.   Rabbis of various persuasions were invited to teach and share their interpretations with the community.

Life pivoted around the Torah. Politics came from Torah and the community’s interpretation of it.   Lifestyle was a Torah interpretive issue.  Torah was the centerpiece of life.  In Galilee most everyone was seeking to live the Torah, but hundreds of variations in how it was obeyed and lived. Rabbis provided guidance and authority in the interpretation process.   But then again there were many rabbis with many different views.    Take a verse like, “Remember the Sabbath and keep it Holy.” What does it mean to “remember”?  Or “keep”?  Some Rabbis said since it’s a day of rest you cant walk more than a mile.  Other rabbis would interpret this command at a different length of distance.  And as technological advances happened they would be forced to adjust the interpretations.  For example, is it work if the car is working but you are sitting?  Most would say, yes.  To drive a car is to not keep the Sabbath.

Hundreds of interpretations existed on one verse.  If a hen laid an egg on Sabbath, the egg was unholy since it came as a result of sin.  To climb a tree, to ride, to swim, to clap one's hands, to strike one's side, or to dance was to break Sabbath.   But again this was one interpretation.  During the time of Jesus the big debate was “Did one keep the Sabbath day of rest if they practiced medicine or healing?”  Some said, “NO! It is work and violates the command for a holy day.”  Others said, “Sure, healing someone is a good thing.”  And other’s still said, “Only in the case of life or death situations.”  

In the NT Jesus is haggled, debated, jeered and snuffed at since he holds to an unconventional view, but notice they can’t stop him from teaching in the synagogues or in the temple.  Jesus confronts the religious elite by performing miracle after miracle on the Sabbath.  In some cases asking men to take up their bed, a no-no by contemporary standards.  The experts agreed kneading flour, dirt, or clay on the Sabbath was to disobey keeping the Sabbath holy.  One could not anoint on Sabbath.  And when you watch Jesus he violates these interpretations again and again.  Kneading dirt, anointing the eyes of the blind man, and telling the blind man to wash across town angered the experts in the law.    When Jesus emerged on the scene these experts had begun to place their interpretations on the same pedestal of the Word of God.  Jesus attacks this.  

Rabbis could never change the Torah, but when it came to living it they had latitude in interpreting it.  When the Rabbi would allow something specific in this interpretation it was known as “loosing.”  When the Rabbi would prohibit something, it was known as “binding.”  So one rabbi may loose his students to practice medicine on Sabbath, while another may bind his students from practicing medicine on Sabbath except in the case of life or death.   When Jesus says to Peter, “whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven” Jesus is calling Peter to a ‘Chief Rabbi’ role in his community and giving him authority to interpret Scripture through the Jewish binding and loosing manner.

So as the Rabbi developed his interpretation of these things, he would bind/prohibit some things and loose/allow others to show the Talmidim how to live out the Torah.  

Each Rabbi developed his own interpretation to the Torah.  In order for a disciple to connect or engage the Torah he needed to take on a rabbi’s interpretation.  This was referred to as his “yoke.”  Remember Jesus’ words on take my yoke upon you?  This was a word picture of attaching oneself to the Torah though an interpretation.  When did Jesus speak these words?  As he walked through a field on Sabbath day and picked grain and ate it.  Jesus’ yoke was easy it allowed people to pick grain and eat it on Sabbath.   Whereas the yoke of the Pharisees and the Baptist bound them from picking grain on the Sabbath. The Apostles talk about “yokes” in Acts 15 and again it is used in reference to interpreting the Torah.  “We will not put a yoke on the gentiles that we ourselves were unable to bear.”  Disciples in the first century then were first and foremost those who aligned themselves with the “interpretations” of a particular Rabbi.  John’s Disciples interpreted Torah according to John, as an Essene.  The Pharisees rallied their students to follow their method and rules of interpretation.    If you notice the debates that Jesus has with Pharisees and Sadducees it is always over interpretive issues?  “What is the greatest commandments?” No where in the Torah is there an explicit statement on which commandment is the greatest.  In fact, Jesus doesn’t even quote one of the ten.  

“How is it that David calls his Son Lord?”  Again an enigma in a Patriarchal society.

 “Teacher, Moses told us that if a man dies . . . “  

“Is it right to pay taxes to Caesar?”  All of these are issues that force a Rabbi to state how he interprets the Torah.

Matthew 5:1  “his disciples came to him.”  In the context of discipleship Jesus tells his students his interpretation on this mount.

Matthew 5:17  “I have not come to abolish the law or the prophets but to fulfill them.”  I have come is a Hebrew idiom that implies purpose and intent.  Jesus is saying that part of his purpose in coming to earth was to bring a correct hermeneutic.   When a sage felt that a colleague had misinterpreted the Torah he would say, “You are destroying the Torah.” Typically the colleague would respond with, “Not so.  I am fulfilling it.”  Or I am giving it, its full meaning.”  This destroying and fulfilling was hermeneutic jargon.  

Jesus begins the process of making disciples by teaching them how to interpret Torah.  Before he reveals his identity (Matthew 16) or his mission (16/17) or their mission (28), he must teach them how to interpret Torah.   Look how he interprets in chapter 5.  “You have heard it said,” and then he quotes the Torah.  These are exact quotes from Moses.  He then turns around and says, “but I say to you” he elevates his words above Moses.  He does not destroy but fulfils.  He interprets them accurately.  And notice Jesus goes to the heart in each issue on the sermon on the mount.  

All of that to say,

1. Learning how to interpret faithfully, diligently, truthfully and with integrity is what discipleship is all about.  Jesus method of interpretation got him killed and his followers killed.  The reformation was at the heart and soul a reformation of interpretation.  No longer would some leader in a religious building tell the people what the Sacred Text meant by means of allegorizing and spiritualizing.  Instead the people would read it in is simple and common form.

2. Interpreting Scripture is not easy.  We bring so much baggage, peer pressure, and presuppositions to the text.  Haddon Robinson said, “Most people think once in their life, Earnest Hemmingway said he thought once a year and preachers must be willing to think once a week.”  Its hard work.  As disciples we must be committed to the Truth and not to our opinions and personal experiences. 

3. As pure as our hermeneutic is is as pure as our discipleship will be.  If we have no integrity with our interpretation of Scripture then we have no integrity in our walk as disciples.  

4. If we make the Scriptures say things that they don’t say then we rape God’s word for our own pleasure against his will and we will be held guilty of such treason to God.  If we, as disciples of God, say, “Thus saith the Lord,” when the Lord never said thus we lie, deceive and worse yet do so in the name of God.

5. If we make decisions and teachings based on fear of what others will say, fear of what happened to others, or fear of any nature and not of faith we are not following Christ.  Fear must never be our motivation, only faithfulness to the Sacred Text.
Discussion Questions

What presuppositions are you aware that you bring to the text?  What assumptions do you have about God and life that may not be accurate?  

Think if the following words: cross, lamb, altar, Passover, Pentecost, Kingdom of God, Kingdom of Heaven.

What do these words mean to you?  How do you define them?  What did these words mean to those in the first century?

Have you ever misunderstood or misinterpreted a verse in the Bible?  If so, what was it?  
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