CAN WE UNDERSTAND
THE BIBLE ALIKE?
By Brett Hickey

Of all the themes in the New Testament, the unity of all
believers is among the most predominant. In fact, pleas for
unity in the faith and in understanding the word of God
resound throughout the scriptures. Jesus Himself prays for
unity when he speaks to God on behalf of the apostles,
entreating that they be “one” so “that the world may believe
that you have sent me...” (John 17:20-23).

Professing disciples in every age have expected their own
prayers to be heard but have shown little interest in
responding to Jesus’ prayer for unity. Some say embracing all
belief systems will lead to unity, but this conclusion ignores
Jesus’ earlier teaching that God’s word is the basis for unity
(John 17:17

The apostle Paul made a similar plea in 1 Corinthians 1:10,
“..speak the same thing... that there be no divisions among
you, but that you be perfectly joined together in the same
mind and in the same judgment.” While some find many
bodies, faiths and baptisms acceptable, the Holy Spirit speaks
of “one body...one faith, [and] one baptism” (Ephesians 4:4-
5; Jude 3).

We can “speak the same thing” only if we “rightly divide the
word of God” (2 Timothy 2:15) and determine whether or not
a word, phrase, or passage is used literally. Failing to do so
leads inevitably to doctrinal error and division.

Howard Hendricks’ Living by the Book and D. R. Dungan’s
Hermeneutics provide commonly accepted rules to use in
recognizing figurative language in the Bible. Consider one of
these rules: a word or sentence is figurative when the literal
meaning is impossible. Always take the literal sense unless
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the literal sense makes nonsense. In John 3:3, Jesus says,
"Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of
God." We cannot literally re-enter our mother’s womb. The
new birth is figurative: one born of water and of the spirit
(John 3:5) arises from the waters of baptism a new creature;
hence, Jesus’ figure directly implies baptism is required to
enter the kingdom of God.

Jesus says in Luke 9:60, “Let the dead bury the dead.” A dead
man cannot bury another dead man, so, we know “figurative
language” is employed. Jesus is saying the spiritually dead
should bury the physically dead.

In 1 Corinthians 11:26, Paul writes, “For as often as you eat
this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death
till He comes.” We cannot drink a literal cup, so figurative
language (metonymy) is used to refer to the literal contents
of a literal cup. Warning: figurative use of a word in one place
does not redefine the meaning of the word.
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If a man tells his wife the kettle is boiling, he must refer to the contents,
not the kettle. The husband could later ask his wife where she got the
kettle. Since the second use of kettle can be taken literally, it must be

taken literally.

Similarly, we know Jesus used baptism figuratively when he asked, “Are
you able to be baptized with the baptism that | am baptized with?” We
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cannot superimpose that figurative use on a passage where baptism can
be taken literally. The literal meaning of baptism, incidentally, is to dip,
plunge or immerse in water or in some other liquid. This definition is
critical, for instance, in Galatians 3:27 where the Bible says, “For as
many of you as were baptized into Christ have put on Christ.” Does
literal baptism make nonsense here? No! Therefore, we must take this
passage as a literal reference to baptism.

We must distinguish between literal and figurative language to
understand the Bible alike. Arbitrarily picking and choosing which words
and expressions are figurative is really squeezing the Scriptures into a
preconceived doctrinal mold. It will result in an inconsistent application
of rules of interpretation, and we will be reading into the Biblical text
instead of getting out of the Bible what God intended.

Audio / video library, transcripts and other information )
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www.LetTheBibleSpeak.com

Check out Let the Bible Speak on Facebook. Post
guestions and interact with Brett Hickey and others at:
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