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The last two letters addressed the development of the Bible and some of its translations. While this is very interesting and helpful, such a study could be done about any ancient book. It remains to briefly discuss why we should spend time studying the Bible and applying it to our lives. The Bible is not just an ancient book. It is a revelation of God to His children of all time. It is important to know that the Bible is the inerrant word of God, meaning that it contains no errors in the original manuscripts. The Bible is not just a history book, but where it discusses history it must be correct. Some historical aspects have been in question and only resolved lately. When the Bible touches on science it also must be inerrant since God is the author of both. I have often said that the Bible and science are never in conflict when both are interpreted properly. It may be difficult to properly interpret both but it is necessary to do so. 

We do not have the original manuscripts but some of my previous letters have demonstrated the accuracy of the copies. Scholars have spent considerable efforts to determine the accuracy of the oldest Greek, Hebrew, and Aramaic manuscripts. What most of us have are translations of those languages and we briefly discussed those in my last letter. But what sets the Bible apart from other ancient manuscripts is its inerrancy, meaning that the text is free of any error. The origin of Scripture is God and He cannot produce a document with errors. God breathed out the words (the meaning of the word “inspired” below) we have from the prophets and apostles: 
2Tim 3:16-17 All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in righteousness; 17so that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good work.
By this we do not mean that the men who wrote or dictated the words of God did so as automatons. They each wrote in their own styles and with the particular concerns they had about the topic. However each author wrote only what was true from God. Jesus told His disciples to teach that truth:  "Sanctify them in the truth; Your word is truth. (John 17:17)

It is also critical for Christians to know how to interpret Scripture. Since it is infallible (never fails) and inerrant, it cannot contain contradictory meanings. Thus a verse cannot have one meaning to one person and a contradictory meaning to someone else. First we must strive to know what the writing meant to the author and recipients for a verse cannot mean something today that it did not mean when it was written. There may be different applications today than when it was written but the basic meaning must be the same. Thus we must know something about the people at the time of the writing. There are some basic rules that must be followed if our interpretations are to be correct. I have mentioned these before but repeat them here for context. Please read these carefully and discuss them with someone else to make sure you understand the principles:

Proper methods of Biblical interpretation:
1. Historical-cultural analysis considers the historical and cultural background in which the Biblical author functioned so that we can understand his allusions, references, and purpose for writing.  A contextual analysis must also be done to consider the relationship of a passage to the entire passage around it.  “A text without context is a pretext” is a phrase often used to indicate the importance of context (called the seven-letter golden rule).
2. Lexical-syntactical analysis is done to understand the definitions of words used (lexicology) and the relationship among the words (syntax) so that we can better understand the original meaning intended by the author.
3. Theological analysis is done to understand the level of theological understanding of the author and the original recipients at the time of the writing.  This analysis also considers related Scriptures to the passage regardless of whether they occurred before or after the passage under consideration.
4. Literary analysis determines the genre of the passage.  We must know if it is historical narrative, letters, poetry, doctrinal exposition, proverbs, or apocalyptic since each genre has a unique method of expression and interpretation.  
5. Comparison with other interpreters is next done after doing the above in a tentative fashion.
6. The last step is very important and that is application of the passage.  It is only after we understand what the passage meant to the people at the time of the writing that we can develop any principles regarding the passage and then apply it to our time and culture.  Of course we also must understand the people to whom we are applying the passage regarding their theological background and culture.

Proper study of the Bible is not to be undertaken lightly. I have heard testimonies from people that they had read the entire Bible several times but never began to really understand it until they studied it properly being guided by a Bible teacher. Now that we understand the time frame for the inserting of verse numbers and chapter numbers we should not be quick to take a particular sentence out of context. It is important to keep a book handy that lists where particular Greek or Hebrew words are used throughout the Bible to help us understand the meaning of the word in particular applications. Since the Bible does not contradict itself it is important to study a particular verse in relation to similar occurrences in other portions of the Bible. This requirement is called the analogy of faith. If a particular interpretation leads to a contradiction with some other verse’s interpretation then further study is needed for both cannot be true. Authors tend to write in a particular genre and knowing what that is will help us interpret the section. The fifth step is to read what some interpreters write about the passage, but we should know the theological basis of that person since his position might color his interpretation.  If he is a strong postmillennialist, that stand will often shift his interpretation toward that position. 

Below is an application of an interpretation that I hope will be helpful:
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The Mormons use the following verse to justify baptizing for the benefit of people who have already died: 1Cor 15:29 “Otherwise, what will those do who are baptized for the dead? If the dead are not raised at all, why then are they baptized for them?” They then baptize for “Uncle Pete” who died without being baptized to assist him in the afterlife. They do this for many people throughout the world and have one of the most extensive lineage records in the world. When we read this verse in context we see that such a usage would have been an enigma for Paul, the author of the passage. This verse begins with “otherwise” so what proceeds it is involved in the verse.  The verse also contains “those”, “they”, and “them” that are pronouns whose antecedents have to be properly identified. 

In context, Paul has been writing beginning with verse one of chapter 15 about the importance of the resurrection of Jesus. If He was not resurrected then our faith is worthless and we and all who have died believing in His resurrection are without hope. Our death will just be the end for us. Paul then emphatically states that Jesus was resurrected and we also will be resurrected. The word “otherwise” then is in contrast to what Paul has been developing about the relationship between the resurrection of Jesus and the validity of Christianity.  He is saying that if Jesus was not resurrected and ruling now then there is no reason to be baptizing new converts to replace those who have died in the Christian faith. An analysis would be an army that was serving a king who did not really exist. If there were really no king then there would be no need to replace the dead soldiers with new ones. If there is no King Jesus, then we Christians may just forget about church and witnessing and just eat, drink, and be merry for this is all there is to life. The word “those” represents the people who have been baptized to take the place of Christians who have died. The “they” are the new converts and the last “them” is for the dead brothers and sisters in Christ. Substituting these meanings into the verse it then reads: what will new converts do who are baptized to replace those who have died? If he dead are not raised why then bother to replace those who have died with new believers?

Some people believe that Paul was implying that some churches in the area were really doing what the Mormons now do but there is nothing in the Bible to indicate that this was happening. We can easily be misled by taking a verse out of literary context and by making false assumptions about historical context. The meaning seems to be very simple. If Jesus is not God then why bother with anything associated with such a false religion as Christianity? We should just let the membership die out without being replaced and enjoy life in the context of no god. Of course we know that Jesus was resurrected, He is God, He rules in heaven now and one day we will also be resurrected to live with Him. We are the church militant and we will continue to baptize new converts who will replace those who physically die and go to be with the Lord. Until our death we will then serve Him gladly, after our death we will be with Him spiritually, and after our resurrection we will live with Him forever in our glorified bodies.  Praise God!  


