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Preface

If the church has learned anything over the past two thousand years we have

certainly learned that the interpretation of Scripture is no small task. There have been bitter

quarrels, factions, divisions, and even countless killings – all in the name of a certain

approach to interpreting Scripture. And yet the interpretation of Scripture is central to the

Church of Christ and always must be.

One of the problems, I believe, is that we have approached the interpretation of

Scripture with a sort of naïve optimism. We viewed the Scripture as a matter of method (to

borrow Gadamer’s phrase), and we have failed to recognize that there are a myriad of other

complex factors that interact with each other and make the interpretation of the Bible

difficult. In his book Canon and Criterion in Christian Theology William Abraham calls

this “exegetical optimism.” The point he makes, that I would echo here, is that in the past

the church has failed to recognize the philosophical roots of biblical interpretation.

This paper is an attempt to recognize (as many already are recognizing) the need to

dig deep in our philosophical roots to examine what presuppositions we have that our

driving our biblical interpretation. In the process, then, we will all exercise a little more

grace and humility as we approach our own interpretation and the interpretations of our

brothers and sisters in Christ.

Introductory Remarks

I think that a comprehensive examination of my philosophy of hermeneutics would

carry us far beyond the requirements of a 10-15 page paper.  Therefore, for the sake of

brevity I would like to focus on a central aspect of my philosophy of hermeneutics.

Specifically, I wish to discuss the relationship that epistemology has to biblical
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interpretation and how a rejection of the epistemology of the past will lead us to a more

accurate and appropriate hermeneutic.

I hope to accomplish this by briefly defining the epistemological internalism of the

past several hundred years or so that has been foundational to the modernist philosophical

thought process.  I will then show how the doxastic nature of internalism has molded the

way biblical interpreters have approached hermeneutics and how this is not tenable or even

desirable in light of current philosophical and hermeneutical developments.  In the last part

of the paper I would like to begin to wrestle with the consequences of abandoning some of

the internalist’s presuppositions and evaluate how this will affect our view of biblical

interpretation.

I would also like to pose a few suggestions for viewing hermeneutics if internalism

is no longer acceptable.  Specifically, my suggestion is that hermeneutics is more a matter

of what happens to us and is not restricted to our own interpretive efforts.  Some of the

results may be a bit unsettling and uncertain, but I believe that they put us on the path to a

more faithful and realistic biblical interpretation.  I believe that this also allows the

Christian to recognize and incorporate, in a more real way, the divine element and the

illumination of the Holy Spirit as an integral part of the hermeneutical process.

Epistemology and Internalism

Epistemology is the study of the nature and effect of knowledge.  This branch of

philosophy is perhaps the most foundational of all because it addresses the issue of how we

think.  Epistemology answers such questions as “How do we know what we know”?  Or,

“How can we be certain that a statement or idea is true”?  Often times theologians and

biblical interpreters take these questions for granted and proceed without seriously
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addressing epistemological issues.  Yet regardless of how much time one devotes to

epistemology, it provides the framework of thought that will necessarily determine the way

in which a person answers questions of factuality, morality, science, and even

hermeneutics.  In many ways, our theory of epistemology will determine, in advance, not

only the answers to the questions we confront, but even the questions we will begin to

answer.

I would like to suggest in this paper that the task of hermeneutics has previously

been done largely within the epistemological framework of internalism.  Internalism has

largely been the dominant view of philosophers to such a great extent that most of us

simply would see it as an obvious fact.  Indeed, in explaining what the internalist

perspective entails, most of us have a difficult time grasping how there could be any

competing views of epistemology.

As the name implies, internalism views justification as an internal process.1  Alvin

Plantinga states, “The basic internalist idea, of course, is that what determines whether a

belief is warranted for a person are factors or states in some sense internal to that person.”2

I think that the most simple way to develop a definition of internalism, and the aspect of

internalism that is most relevant to my purposes in this paper, is to think of internalism in

terms of duty or obligation.  That is, an individual can be justified in his knowledge if he

has done his duty and performed his obligation by investigating and thoughtfully defining

and developing his thoughts in such a way as to produce the most reasonable conclusion.

Internalists differ widely on what is one’s duty or obligation.  Yet they all are in basic

agreement that if a person performs his epistemic duty, then he can truly be said to hold

knowledge.
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Plantinga notes that two of the most significant players in the development of

internalism were Rene Descartes and John Locke.  Though they had very different ideas of

what it was to fulfill epistemic duty, they nonetheless both believed that if a person were to

accomplish their obligation, then that person would be justified in their belief.

“Justification (unlike, say, a strong constitution) is not something that happens to a person;

it is instead a result of her own efforts.”3

Note that even if an individual is actually wrong or incorrect in a belief, then  the

internalist would still hold that this individual is still justified due to the fact that he has

followed the carefully developed process of justification.  That is, he has done all that he

could possibly be expected to do – he has done his epistemic duty.

The Internalist Influence on Hermeneutics

I think the implications for biblical hermeneutics become obvious as we develop

this line of epistemological thinking from an internalist’s perspective.  We have

traditionally viewed the hermeneutical process as being primarily a matter of duty, and

biblical interpreters have then developed a virtual labyrinth of rules and regulations that

govern what we believe is the proper method of interpretation.  We develop complex

guidelines for good interpretation and also outline an equally impressive number of

fallacies that would lead to bad interpretation.  Though traditional exegetes may differ and

argue on the rights and wrongs of the various rules and methods, it is striking that the

epistemological foundation is the same:  Proper hermeneutics is a matter of doing one’s

duty by following the proper methods.

Notice that just as the epistemic internalist places no blame on someone who is

incorrect but still follows his or her epistemic duty, so the hermeneutical internalist will
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pass no judgment upon someone who has thoroughly followed the prescribed guidelines

for “good interpretation.”  As long as one’s hermeneutical duty is done, then the process is

deemed a success.

As we flesh out the internalist’s perspective, the parallels between epistemology

and hermeneutics become more striking.  We can clearly see that the task of biblical

interpretation has been viewed, almost exclusively, from the epistemological foundation of

internalism.  We conceive of hermeneutics as being a task that is reduced almost

exclusively to an internal process of implementing the proper rules and regulations of

interpretation.  The hermeneutical internalist can thus sum up biblical interpretation by one

word: method.

Scarce thought and little time is spent in evaluating the idea that biblical

interpretation involves more than the completion of one’s duty.  I would like to propose in

this paper that this foundation of internalism and the typical practice of academia within

the church have been extremely imbalanced due to the conscious or unconscious

acceptance of the epistemological foundations of internalism.

A few comments by way of preface are in order, though, before I delve into the

heart of my proposal.  First, I do not mean to say that the church has given no consideration

to the external forces that press upon biblical interpreters.  What I am proposing, rather, is

that our academic discipline of hermeneutics has developed a philosophy of interpretation

that is driven exclusively by internalist presuppositions and the result has been that any talk

of external forces is primarily lip service.  I think that the tide is turning in this area,

however, and that even though the premise of internalism does not always get addressed,

many of the current developments of hermeneutical scholars reflect a rejection of these
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premises.  (Sometimes these premises are being rejected even while working within the

framework of internalism.  As one would suspect this results in much confusion!)

Second, I want to state that I am, in no way, undermining the efforts of biblical

interpreters who have spent much time developing methods of interpretation.  I believe this

has been time well spent.  In fact, I would make a call for even greater effort to be extended

in this area.  In many areas of interpretive method we have only begun to scratch the

surface of the importance and relevance that these areas may have to the hermeneutical

task.  What I am calling for is not a reduction of efforts in regard to method, what I am

proposing is that interpreters have been operating within a particular epistemic framework

that has absolutely paralyzed them to seeing anything other than method.  Hermeneutics

has been strictly a matter of duty, and the duty of a biblical interpreter is to follow the

carefully prescribed methods of a good exegete.

Rejecting Internalism

The last century or so has seen a shift in hermeneutics that also represents a move

away from the philosophical foundation of internalism.  One of these Copernican

Revolutions is to recognize the significant role of the reader in the process of

interpretation.

According to the tradition that operates within an internalist epistemology, little

attention is given to what the reader brings to the hermeneutical process.  The primary

attention is given to rules and methods for interpretation.  However, as many post-modern

authors have pointed out, the reader brings much more to the process of interpretation than

has previously been recognized.  Though I do not give a complete endorsement to

deconstructionalist methodologies, I believe that at the very least they make us second-
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guess some of the assumptions that we have previously held without consideration.  I

would like to focus on these considerations.

I would like to show that the many presuppositions we bring to the hermeneutical

table make it impossible for us to ever develop an absolutely correct set of rules and a

completely objective method.  This is because our presuppositions, themselves, affect the

way in which the methods are developed and prohibit us from ever fully understanding the

methods of communications used by anyone else.

Consider the first half of this statement: Our presuppositions affect the way in

which hermeneutical methods are developed.  Whether we care to admit it or not, we

develop our thought process within a specific context.  This context forces upon us a

specific grid or framework for thought.  Our context includes the greater culture around us

such as the general culture of the society of the United States, but it also includes a more

specific cultural context such as the “Midwest” or the “West Coast.”  And even these

labels are still far too generic because any two individuals may find themselves within the

same context as the west coast of the United States, but still belong to radically different

situations.  One individual may be born into a wealthy and elite family for example, while

another individual may be born into poverty and a dysfunctional family system.  And even

wealth does not guarantee the guarantee a functional family as many scenarios from

Hollywood can prove!

The various cultural contexts (whether more generic or more specific) all interrelate

in a very complex manner and this impacts each person in a very unique way.  Whatever

the individual situation, these contexts necessarily shape our framework for understanding

the world and then for communication with each other.
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Though we may initially view these frameworks as negative due to their limiting

nature, it is probably more appropriate to see them as a very necessary part of thought

formation and philosophical reflection.  How could we ever begin to make judgments or

assertions about anything if we did not start out with some sort of philosophical framework

within which to make these claims?  In fact, I do not believe that any person, at any point

in his or her life, is ever able to view the world outside of a framework.4

These frameworks, then, are a very necessary and indispensable aspect of human

thought.  They are inherent in the mind of each individual human being.  And yet despite

their intrinsic nature, these frameworks and grids through which we view the world are still

very limiting.  They limit the perspectives that we have and as a result, they limit our

ability to communicate with each other.  Let us revisit my earlier assertion:  Our

presuppositions, themselves, affect the way in which the methods are developed and

prohibit us from ever fully understanding the methods of communications used by anyone

else.  I turn now to focus on the second part of this statement – the fact that our

presuppositions and frameworks prevent us from fully understanding each other.

Our frameworks contain many presuppositions.  These are not just lofty

presuppositions such as “There is a God” or “The universe is composed of only naturalistic

causes and effects.”  These foundational presuppositions are certainly extremely important

and very crucial.  But the frameworks that we operate within contain even the most simple

presupposition such as “When a person speaks in short sentences and shifts their eyes in

such and such a way, then they usually do not wish to remain in this conversation.”  There

are a myriad of various presuppositions of this nature that impact human communication

but that all originate and develop from our own, unique framework.  But if each person
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operates within a unique framework, how is it ever possible to fully understand a person?

This is the question I would like to pose.

Because we operate within different frameworks, it seems virtually impossible to

every fully understand another person.  Now, this does not mean we cannot understand a

greater or lesser amount of what a person is saying, it simply means that the greater the

differences in our framework or philosophical grid, the greater the difficulty in grasping the

intent of the communicator.  So, the farther removed one individual is from the framework

of another individual, the greater the communication gap that develops.  Imagine the

potential for comedy from the scene of an elite lady from the Victorian age who is trying to

understand the lyrics to a rap album produced by one of today’s hip-hop artists.

(Personally, I find it difficult to discern the intent of today’s hip-hop artists, and I find

myself living within the same time period!)  But for an individual that is a part of this

immediate context (hip-hop culture) and thinks within a similar framework, the message is

much more clear.  Yet even for the person within the most specific and immediate context

there are still often misunderstandings and confusion that develops.  Consider the most

specific context available – the family.  Do family members always understand each other?

Hardly!  

The point that becomes clear in these instances is that we cannot ever know with

absolute certainty what any other person is trying to communicate – particularly the farther

removed we are from their context and individual framework.  We can know with greater

certainty or with less, but there always will remain a sense of ambiguity.  This is true in the

most egregious way when we think of the monumental task of trying to grasp the intent of

authors from antiquity, such as the biblical authors, for whom it seems difficult to think we

can ever fully grasp their framework and, hence, their intent.
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The Effects of External Forces Upon Hermeneutics

At this point, it may seem as though I have strayed far from the original path on

which I had begun.  I started by sketching out the roots of internalism that pervade the

modernist’s hermeneutic.  The result was that hermeneutics in the last several hundred

years, up through the present, has been operating as thought biblical interpretation were a

matter of duty and obligation; that hermeneutics was a matter of doing one’s best in

applying various tools of interpretation.  I then proposed that our ability to interpret one

another is dependent upon whether our personal presuppositions and interpretive

framework give us the ability to understand another person.  But if we really believe this

second idea – and it seems like we have good reason to do so – then we are forced to the

somewhat unsettling conclusion that hermeneutics is greater than simply the development

of a good exegetical method as the internalist would suggest.  Rather, there are many

external forces that are molding and making us.  These external factors are molding our

individual framework for interpreting each other and, in essence, making us into the

interpreters that we will be.  

The individual framework that we each develop and the presuppositional baggage

that we bring to the interpretive task, is primarily the result of external factors.  These

frameworks that we have are due, in large part but not exhaustively, to outside

circumstances over which we have no control.  We do not, for example, choose our parents

who provide us with a substantial amount of our initial presuppositions.  We do not choose

the general or more specific cultures and subcultures of which we will be a part in our

formative and most influential years.  And we certainly do not choose the time in which we

will live; first century Palestine, for example, or twenty first century America.  As crucial
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as these factors are, many more can be mentioned that serve to show how we are being

made as interpreters rather than us making interpretation as has been the belief of the past.

Even if we could divorce ourselves from the entire myriad of external influences

that affect how we apply our interpretive method, we must still acknowledge that this

interpretive method must be developed in the first place.  And, in whose hands does it lie to

develop the sacred method of biblical interpretation?  Why, in the hands of people who are

bound by external influences, of course!  So, the end result is that even the development of

our method cannot escape external factors that are determined by forces that are, in large

part, beyond our control.

It seems to me that in the past we have taken our internalist’s roots largely for

granted.  We have done this, in one way, by failing to note that the Scriptures themselves

do not provide for us any method for biblical interpretation.  As a result, the task of

method-development is left to us:  people who are shaped and molded by a myriad of

complex and inter-relating factors.  I believe recognition of this fact must become more

pronounced in our hermeneutical process and in our interpretive philosophies.

Additionally, we have operated upon a hidden premise: the idea that I, the biblical

interpreter, could transcend my framework by method application.  The basic idea here was

that developing a purely objective method would allow me to operate in such a way that

my presuppositions were not largely influencing my ability to understand the intent of the

author.  Yet this ignored the fact that the development of the method itself was externally

influenced.  Further, it ignored the fact that the authors of Scripture were themselves

operating within a restrictive framework of complex presuppositions and that even if I

could somehow transcend my own philosophical, spiritual and cultural framework (which I

cannot do), then I would still have to find some way to enter the individual grid of the
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authors of Scripture.  These authors, at this point, are thousands of years removed from my

own context and, as such, the enormity of the interpretive project becomes almost

daunting.

Moving Towards a More Appropriate Hermeneutic

But I do think that there is hope.  Though the reason for the hope that I have does

not lie in clutches of an internalist epistemology.  I believe that hope lies in understanding

that the process of hermeneutics is more a matter of what happens to us and is not

restricted to our own efforts.  Also, we must recognize that interpretation is necessarily

limited and that the quest for absolute certainty, at least from a human vantage point, is

futile.  In the past we have focused upon interpretive method and hermeneutical obligations

that tended to ignore the reality of external forces.  With a recognition of the reality of

external influence – that the interpreter is, in large part, made – we can more toward a more

accurate hermeneutical philosophy.

I believe that this shift in hermeneutics away from an internalist epistemology will

also more faithfully recognize the role of the Holy Spirit in biblical interpretation and the

role of the Divine in the process of inspiration.  That is, I believe a model along the lines of

what I am suggesting will more accurately represent the intuitions of common believers

who, despite their lack of access to the latest interpretive trends have still managed, over all

these centuries, to glean great truths from the Scriptures.  

It has always been somewhat mysterious to the traditional biblical interpreter that

any Christian, who may be best characterized as a “hayseed-hick,” could come to any right

conclusions at all.  Without access to the Seminary training of the more enlightened, it is

cause for much discussion just how these Believers could come to know anything.  Many
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Christians of great faith and deep theological reflection do not even have the equivalency

of a high school education.  Indeed, they may know little more than how to read the words

of text!

Yet if we recognize that interpretation is more a matter of what happens to us rather

than the product of our own internal efforts, then it becomes much more clear how these

so-called intellectually backward brothers and sisters can develop such a deep and intimate

understanding of the Scriptures.  They gain this knowledge not strictly by method but also

as a result of the illumination of the Spirit of God.  I believe that this illumination is not

even restricted to the revelation of truth itself by supernatural impression, but is also

present in the hermeneutical method.  Thus I do not believe it is radical or even improper to

say that the Holy Spirit can guide the process of interpretation to such a degree that He is

even guiding the method itself.  That is, the illumination of the Holy Spirit is not just

limited to a spontaneous discovery of truth for a believer, but that illumination may even

guide believers through the process of biblical interpretation at times with the Christian not

even being fully aware of how this is happening.  

Viewed from this perspective, we see that the interpretive process is very complex

and interrelated.  So much so, that we can never fully dichotomize the work of the Spirit

and process of developing an interpretive method.

The above thoughts may be rather frightening for the typical evangelical modernist

of today.  However, I would assert that the reason for the discomfort has to do exclusively

with the philosophical presuppositions of modernity and all of the implication that these

philosophies have had upon our perception of biblical interpretation.  Having shed some of

these, I feel quite at ease in developing a position that I believe is more faithful to the work
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of the Spirit and more in line with the experiences of Christians down through the ages;

even if it happens to be a bit more subjective.

As a side note, I will always seek to preface remarks of this nature by saying that I

believe that the development of method is important; indeed, it is vitally important.

Though we may see unschooled and untrained believers accurately handle the Scriptural

texts, we also see inaccurate and downright sloppy exegesis leading to a myriad of errors.

These errors can have damning effects upon the church body and upon individuals.  So we

can never dichotomize method from the hermeneutical task.

Does Hermeneutics become Relativistic?

Now, in light of the proposal that there is no absolutely objective way to go about

applying an interpretive methodology and no purely objective method, this would seem to

imply that not only does hermeneutics happen to us in a way that we have failed to

recognize, but it also follows that the process of biblical interpretation is far less objective

than we have previously thought.  If we begin to realign hermeneutics in the way I am

proposing - and it seems most likely that this currently is happening - then it seems that we

will have to introduce a certain amount of subjectivity to biblical interpretation.  So, how

should we respond to the charge that shedding our internalist skin will reduce hermeneutics

to subjective relativism?  

I think that, for reasons already cited, hermeneutics is necessarily subjective.  I

believe this is, in fact, a necessary part of the interpretive process, for it is bound up in the

fact that we operate within frameworks of complex and interrelated presuppositions as well

as a variety of forces (spiritual, psychological, etc.).  The search for objectivity, as the

modernist has sought out is a fallacy.  The modernist has needed such objectivity in order
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to have certainty of the truth.  Biblical interpreters have thus tended to think that by making

hermeneutics a strictly rational process and by developing the great and mighty objective

method that we could escape subjectivity and gain this certainty both personally and

apologetically.

In response to the charge of subjectivity I would simply ask a question: Is this kind

of subjectivity all bad?  Maybe a greater awareness of the subjective side of biblical

interpretation will develop within us a greater amount of humility as we approach

hermeneutics.  This, I would say, is a positive development.  In addition, the increased

recognition of subjectivity may increase our recognition and dependence upon the Holy

Spirit.  As Christians, we are not simply human beings attempting to interpret the writings

of other human beings.  There is a third party.  The work of the Holy Spirit, as we saw in

the earlier part of this paper, should become a more recognized part of the hermeneutical

process.  This would take place in illumination of truth, in the understanding of the

author’s intent and also in working to break down individual barriers (spiritual,

psychological, etc.) that we might not even be aware which inhibit us from seeing the truth

of Scripture. 

The Modernist’s quest for pure objectivity was a chasing after of the wind.  It is an

unfortunate fact of human experience that we cannot know anything with absolute

certainty.  Pure objectivity must come from a completely transcendent being, thus true

objectivity only exists for God himself.  As a result, our link with God on the subjective

level holds a great deal of promise for us on our quest to know truth and to properly

understand and interpret the truth in the Scriptures.



Hermeneutics and Epistemology Page 17

Conclusion

By way of conclusion, then, my suggestion is that the hermeneutical internalist has

focused exclusively on method and has excluded from the hermeneutical task any other

factors that are not internal or a matter of interpretive duty.  It is time that our philosophy

of hermeneutics involved the explicit recognition of other influences outside of method.

That is, interpretation is more than simply doing our hermeneutical duty; it involves factors

and forces outside of method and even outside of ourselves.  Hermeneutics should be

viewed more as something that happens to us.  I do not believe this is a negative conclusion

for the Christian who has the Holy Spirit as a permanent resident within his or her heart.

To comment on this essay go to: 

http://theosproject.blogspot.com/2005/09/philosophy-and-hermeneutics.html



Notes

1.  Justification is the third component of what many traditional epistemologists have
claimed is needed for knowledge.  Hence knowledge is justified true belief:

“Ever since Plato’s Meno and Theaetetus (c.400 B.C.), epistemologists have tried
to identify the essential, defining components of knowledge.  Identifying these
components will yield an analysis of knowledge.  A prominent view, suggested by
Plato and Kant among others, is that propositional knowledge (that something is
so) has three individually necessary and jointly sufficient components:
justification, truth, and belief….This is the tripartite definition that has come to be
called the standard analysis.”  Paul K. Moser, The Cambridge Dictionary of
Philosophy 2nd Edition (New York, NY: Cambridge University Press) p. 274 ed.
Robert Audi

2.  Alvin Plantinga, Warrant: The Current Debate (New York, NY: Oxford University
Press, 1993) p. 5.  Much of my discussion and ideas regarding the role of internalism in
epistemology have been generated by Plantinga’s highly regarded Warrant Trilogy
(Warrant: The Current Debate, Warrant and Proper Function, and Warranted Christian
Belief).  See pages 5-29 of Warrant: The Current Debate.
3.  Plantinga, Ibid p. 15.
4.  Even though it is a necessary aspect of human thought that we must operate within a
framework shaped by a myriad of factors, philosophical and otherwise, it is still possible
to gain a more broad perspective and a greater understanding of that framework and how
it affects our actions and philosophies.  So, even though we always operate within a
framework we can, in a sense, widen this framework.


