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 INTRODUCTION vii

Introduction

I knew it would happen eventually. I just didn’t think it would be so soon. 
Aft er all, I had made a serious vow long ago: never would I get sucked 
into an online debate by posting a comment aft er someone’s article. But I 
slipped up, and the ensuing melee consumed half my week. 

Yes, I know. I shouldn’t have broken my vow. But the temptation was 
irresistible as the statements of the author were practically screaming for 
clarifi cation. And then the “post your comments” link at the bottom of 
the article just glared at me—a steely, piercing, relentless stare—for what 
seemed like eternity. I refused, vehemently at times, but it wouldn’t be 
moved. Eventually, I blinked.

Th e article in question was one evangelical writer’s critique on 
what he considered gushy worship music that portrayed God as hav-
ing romantic love for his people. He took the lyrics of a popular song 
and picked them apart, blasting away at the unfounded ideas contained 
in each line. He emphasized the majesty and holiness of God and our 
rather severe need for justifi cation by faith. God’s love, he said, is not 
gooey. We aren’t loveable, and the almighty Creator doesn’t yearn for us. 
He saves us because we need saving, but we’ve watered down the gospel 
by exchanging his loving-kindness for romantic mush. And that, in his 
opinion, has no biblical basis whatsoever.

I understand, of course, what the writer’s concerns were. He was 
reacting against what can sometimes seem like overfamiliarity with the 
sovereign Lord and righteous Judge of the universe. He lamented the fact 
that many people have a much-too-casual approach to God and never 
realize the holy ground they stand on. And I agree that this is an impor-
tant point to make. What bothered me was his sarcastic and condescend-
ing tone toward some songwriters who are genuine Christians and really 
do seem to love God—and who were using an entirely biblical image. I d
couldn’t let his insulting verbiage or some of his unfounded and unbibli-
cal overstatements go unchallenged.

So I challenged them. I quoted verse aft er verse illustrating that God 
presents himself in Scripture as the Husband of his people and Jesus as 
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the Bridegroom of the church. I cited many passages from the Psalms 
and prophets that reveal God’s tender heart toward us, and I pointed 
out the pervasive interpretation throughout history by both Jewish and 
Christian theologians of the Song of Songs as an allegory of God’s love 
for his people. With great satisfaction, I thought, Yes, the Bible is clearly on 
my side. Th e critics will have nothing to say in response. 

Surprisingly, most didn’t get the point. In fact, I was amazed at some 
of the responses to all of the biblical examples and quotes I and other 
like-minded posters provided. “Th at’s unbiblical!” one said. “Th is is a 
blasphemous idea,” wrote another. “We’re really on dangerous ground 
when we try to remake God in our image like this,” warned several.

So I posted another response, in which I cited the Jewish interpre-
tation of the Sinai covenant as a betrothal ceremony, an interpretation 
found even within the pages of the Bible itself (see Jeremiah 2:2; 3:8-14; 
31:32; and Ezekiel 16:8, for example).1 I reminded other participants in 
the discussion that Israel’s idolatry was quite oft en referred to as “adul-
tery,” that God said he would rejoice over his people as a bridegroom 
rejoices over his bride, that God does use the language of yearning and 
brokenheartedness in numerous places in Scripture, that prophets like 
Ezekiel and Hosea used rather graphic terms and lifestyles to illustrate 
the romantic heart of God, and that the Bible and history culminate with 
a wedding. I made it clear: this is not a minor biblical theme.

And because the author of the article and many others who posted 
responses seemed to feel that this idea of a romantic God is a newfan-
gled plague sweeping across a compromising, pseudo-Christian church, 
I cited great fi gures of Christian history like Jonathan Edwards, Charles 
Spurgeon, and Hudson Taylor, who all saw this romantic imagery and 
interpreted the Song of Songs as a picture of God’s love. 

What I found most fascinating was my critics’ contention that I was 
picking and choosing Bible verses according to my faulty understand-
ing and ignorance of the plain teaching of Scripture. In other words, 
all of my Bible quotes, though by no means taken out of context, were 
unbiblical.

Th at’s like a friend I once knew who thought Jesus’ declarations of 
woe on the religious leaders weren’t very Christlike. I’m pretty sure that 
the defi nition of Christlike is being like Christ, and since Jesus is the 
Christ, then by defi nition he’s Christlike. Same goes for all the Scripture 
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references I pointed out. Th e fact that they were taken directly from the 
Bible kind of qualifi es them as biblical.

But my detractors didn’t see it that way. Th ey have every right to 
agree with the underlying purpose of the original article and to dis-
agree with the tone of the song in question, but they have no case when 
they start calling Bible verses unbiblical. When people are so set in their 
theology that they think Scripture
is unscriptural—and call an obviousd
biblical theme nonsense and garbage—
something is seriously wrong.

I joke about my online experience, 
but it’s really a symptom of an alarming
problem. Somehow we’ve developed a
system of norms that is derived from
the Bible but fails to capture the spirit
of the Bible. We know detailed chap-
ters and verses without grasping major
themes. (Case in point: One of the com-
mentators in that discussion informed
me that he had done a word search and
the word romantic did not appear in any version of the Bible. Th erefore, c
it wasn’t biblical. Meanwhile, huge portions of the prophets and wisdom 
literature remained unaddressed.) Th is is why some of our doctrinal dis-
cussions turn into either/or debates. In my experience, Christians typically 
gravitate toward one of two extremes: God is holy, awesome, majestic, and 
righteous; or he’s gentle, tender, intimate, comforting, and loving. Isn’t it ob-
vious from Scripture that he’s all of that and more? Both ends of that spec-
trum are well attested in the Bible. Yet our mental framework oft en tries to 
force one or the other, because apparently he can’t fi t both descriptions in 
the same human mind. Does God save us for his glory or because he loves 
us deeply? Are his thoughts infi nitely higher than ours, or do we have the 
mind of Christ? Does he save us from our sin or our loneliness? Is he strong 
and mighty or tender and aff ectionate? People actually choose sides about 
such things—and claim, rather stridently, that theirs is the biblical view.

But apart from the possibility of initiating or getting pulled into some 
heated online debates, what’s the danger of adhering strictly to our under-
standing of biblical principles? Aren’t biblical principles essential? Don’t 

Somehow we’ve 
 developed a system 

of norms that is derived 
from the Bible but fails 

to capture the spirit 
of the Bible.
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they keep us on the straight and narrow? Don’t we need some clear defi -
nitions about what we do and don’t believe? 

In one sense, this is true. Holding fast to these standards can prevent 
us from getting sucked into the false doctrines of a cult. Th ey help us 
focus on the essentials of our faith. Th ey keep us anchored in truth.

But these benefi ts can also become a real problem. In preventing 
us from hearing the strange doctrines of a cult, they also immunize us 
from any radical, paradigm-shift ing messages from God. In keeping us 
focused on essentials, they make us vigilant and even obsessive about 
what an “essential” is—which can turn out to be any minor doctrinal 
detail—and cause us to split with believers who happen to have a diff er-
ent set of  “essentials.” And in keeping us anchored in truth, they can keep 
us anchored—period. Even when the Spirit wants to move us.

Th ough our principles may give us a sense of safety and prevent us 
from making some wrong moves, they can also give us the false impres-
sion that we’ve got it all fi gured out. Th e result is an air of smugness 
fi lled with the unpleasant odor of misdirected zeal, and it’s hardly attrac-
tive or helpful to those who are hurting—or even to those who simply 
crave a dynamic relationship with a nonformulaic God. People who are 
struggling generally have questions that aren’t easily answered by broad 
scriptural principles. We need a personal touch. And hyperdoctrinalism 
is anything but personal.

Let me be emphatic up front that I’m not arguing against doctrine. 
Th e Bible spells out some absolutes for 
us that can’t be compromised.2 Never-
theless, the voice of God almost always 
stretches us beyond what we thought 
we understood. Th e more specifi -
cally we try to set in stone what we un-
derstand, the more shattered we’ll be 
when God tries to interact with us. 
When we assume we can anticipate 
how life will work out, we’ll eventu-
ally be disillusioned with our faith. Cir-
cumstances, the sovereignty of God, 
and the dynamics of the Holy Spirit 
can get pretty messy. 

Circumstances, 
the sovereignty of God, 

and the dynamics of 
the Holy Spriit can get 

pretty messy.
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If you do with doctrinal defi nitions what the Pharisees did with the 
law of Moses, you’ll probably miss out on some adventures with God. 
You won’t have “ears that hear” when he calls you out of your comfort 
zone and invites you to participate in some unique avenue of Kingdom 
building. You’ll also be less likely to encourage others who are being chal-
lenged by the Holy Spirit to step out in faith. In fact, in many cases, you’ll 
actually discourage them. Why? Because “God wouldn’t/doesn’t/can’t” do 
what they think his voice is telling them.

I have a friend, for example, who has sensed God calling her to leave 
a ministry organization to put herself through cosmetology school so 
she could minister to women about their potential beauty and iden-
tity in Christ as she’s beautifying their outward appearance. To me, that 
sounds like a wonderfully creative mission that comes straight out of 
God’s heart, but she has had to listen to “deep concerns” over her plans. If 
she heeded all this godly, biblical advice—“You’re too gift ed for this,” “I’m 
worried about your faith”—she would try to deny herself and cru cify 
that desire. But if the desire came from God in the fi rst place, wouldn’t 
that be tragic?

Our tendency to stick doggedly to our expectations of how God is 
supposed to work is remarkably reminiscent of a certain group of priests, 
scribes, and religious scholars who lived about two thousand years ago. 
Th ey used a very similar approach to determine that the teachings and 
works of a particular Messiah could not have been from God. Th eir rea-
soning? What he said and did wasn’t scriptural. Th ere were no specif-
ic references authorizing some of the claims he made. In fact, several 
aspects of his ministry seemed to directly contradict the plain teaching 
of Scripture. Th erefore, he was a false teacher. And because his claims 
were so extravagant, his false teachings were blasphemous. So he was 
summarily executed.

Fencing the Gospel
Don’t misunderstand: I believe in the absolutes of Scripture, and I’m 
deeply committed to the fact that God breathed his Word into the peo-
ple who wrote it. It’s all true, from Genesis to Revelation. But let me also 
emphasize that I wholeheartedly stand behind the absolutes of Scrip-
ture, not the assumptions of evangelical culture, of historic Christianity’s 
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time-honored interpretations, or of our various expressions of system-
atic theology or denominational practice—what I refer to from now on 
as “biblical principles.” 

Th ese can involve doctrinal defi nitions, but I’m thinking more spe-
cifi cally of the set of principles that cause us to write books, preach ser-
mons, lead Bible studies, and so on, that focus on “how to _____.” Topics 
like “Six steps to eff ective prayer,” with the implication that God rarely or 
never hears prayers that miss one of the steps; “How to heal broken rela-
tionships,” as though anyone who follows these biblical principles will get 

along with everyone; or “When God 
speaks, he will always ___________,” 
as if God’s voice could be reduced to a 
formula to fi gure out. We make a lot of 
assumptions when we turn guidelines 
into formulas, and those assumptions 
easily become sacred. We then fi nd 
ourselves having a wonderful rela-
tionship with principles rather than a 
wonderful relationship with God. And 
only the latter will satisfy, because we 
were never designed for the former. 

It’s not that I think these princi-
ples are always wrong. All of them can 
be accurate and helpful—to a point—

and all have signifi cantly shaped my Christian growth in positive ways. 
But we have to understand them for what they are—guidelines derived 
from Scripture—rather than as the scriptural answer for such-and-such a 
problem. I don’t believe in our infallibility as interpreters of God’s Word, 
and I’m convinced that we oft en approach it in much the same manner 
as some scribes and priests did a couple thousand years ago. We end up 
with a well-developed Christianity that has little room for Christ.

Here’s an example of what I mean. God gave Israel the Torah (the law 
and teachings of the fi rst fi ve books of the Bible), which included some 
very specifi c commandments for righteous behavior and forms of wor-
ship. Because God’s warnings against breaking his commandments were 
rather strong, over the course of time ancient rabbis instituted quite a 
few laws as a “fence” around the Torah. Th ese were their binding instruc-

We make a lot of 
assumptions when we 
turn guidelines into 
formulas, and those 
assumptions easily 

become sacred.
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tions that would protect people from getting too close to breaking God’s 
commandments. For example, the laws for Sabbath forbid work on the 
seventh day of each week, but a rabbinic law forbids picking up an imple-
ment of work. Why? Because the one holding it might accidentally use it 
before remembering that it was the Sabbath, thereby breaking the orig-
inal commandment. So over time, layers and layers of such boundar-
ies were placed around God’s law and actually became laws themselves. 
Whenever someone—let’s say Jesus, for example—broke one, he would 
be charged with doing something unbiblical, even though only the origi-
nal law was in the Bible.

I think many Christians do the same thing today, both literally and 
fi guratively. One example of the literal sense involves the principle of not 
causing a fellow believer to sin (derived from 1 Corinthians 8:1-13). I’ve 
encountered various cautions along these lines, ranging from the obvi-
ous (like not off ering an alcoholic a drink) to the hardly necessary (like 
forbidding men from wearing shorts when they play church-league soft -
ball because there might be a woman nearby who has a thing for calf 
muscles). Most, of course, fall somewhere in between these extremes.

Developing an extrabiblical behavioral norm is one thing, but the fi g-
urative ways we fence the Word raise the stakes considerably if they con-
strain the Spirit. For example, we know that many can be enticed from 
godly living by their own desires3 and that the world and its desires are 
passing away,4 so we’ve developed a theology that comes very close to say-
ing that our desires are so misleading that they must always be sacrifi ced 
for God’s will—which, of course, assumes that his will is usually the polar 
opposite of our desire. It’s true that our desires can be misleading, but that’s 
not the only side of the story; if we delight in the Lord he gives us the de-
sires of our heart,5 and if we live in fellowship with him, we can ask what-
ever we wish and it will be done for us.6 We’re so afraid of people abusing 
that privilege—that’s always a possibility—that we throw lots of cold wa-
ter on the fi re of those promises. Th e problem is that it isn’t always biblical
cold water, but it still eff ectively puts out the fi re in those who would other-
wise believe that perhaps a deep desire was given to them by God. Count-
less Christians are currently trying to crucify a desire that God put in their 
hearts in the fi rst place. Why? Because we’ve drawn boundaries around the 
dangerous truth and said, “Believe it, but don’t get too close.”

Th is “death to all personal desire” is just one example of the many 
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evangelical ideals we’ve developed. Many of these ideals have reached 
mythical status as an overarching, self-evident truth of Scripture, though 
a closer look at other related passages shows them to be anything but 
self-evident. We’re right to want to adhere to the principles set forth in 
God’s Word, yet we need to admit that God does not always act as we 
expect him to. We can see evidence of that if we reread passages about 
the prophets, the apostles, and Jesus himself and then honestly evalu-
ate our reaction to their words and deeds. Based on our assumptions 
about how God works, we would have more than enough wise advice 
to fi x people like Abraham, David, Isaiah, and Paul. If they walked into 
our churches today, we would counsel them not only against the fl aws 
they had and the mistakes they made, but also against the things God 
told them to do. We wouldn’t tolerate their obedience because it wouldn’t 
look like obedience to us.

In the characters of the Bible, we have enough evidence to undo the 
following Christian myths:

Desiring anything other than God himself is unspiritual.+
Worshiping God for the benefi ts we get from him is unspiritual.+
Th e Holy Spirit’s work will never confuse us or contradict our +
biblical principles.
God won’t answer our prayers if they’re mixed with impure +
motives.
God doesn’t speak to us in dreams or visions anymore.+
Embarrassing behavior doesn’t come from God. It comes from +
the world, the fl esh, or the devil.
God doesn’t want you to base your faith on someone else’s +
experience. If he wants you to believe a truth contained in 
someone’s testimony, he’ll prove it to you directly. 
Any guidance that hints of immorality is not from God.+
When you fi nd yourself standing alone against the advice +
of godly counsel, you can be sure you’re not following God.
God wants us to have faith, but he doesn’t want us to be+
unreasonable.

I realize that many of these are valuable beliefs that have helped a lot 
of people, but they aren’t infallible rules that can be universally applied 

Fixing.indd   xivFixing.indd   xiv 11/24/2008   6:37:10 AM11/24/2008   6:37:10 AM



 INTRODUCTION xv

to everyone across the board. Th ey are good principles derived from bib-
lical truth, but they aren’t biblical truth itself. And in some cases, they’re 
just wrong. I’ll demonstrate why in the pages of this book, as we see how 
dangerous our wisdom can be when used as a blanket for everyone. But 
that’s the unfortunate nature of principles; they don’t bend with each sit-
uation.7 Th ey cause us to make incorrect judgments of people who devi-
ate from them.

It’s a Matter of Principle
A more signifi cant problem is this: these principles can quickly and 
silently become the substance of our faith. As Frederick Buechner has 
said, in unapologetic bluntness, “Principles are what people have instead 
of God.”8 Th at’s tragic, because the substance of our faith should be a real, 
dynamic relationship with the Holy Spirit who lives in us. 

God gives us a great illustration of how we are to be guided by the 
movement of the Spirit in the way he led Israel in the wilderness. He 
never allowed them to develop a set of guidelines for wilderness wan-
dering. “In all the travels of the Israelites, whenever the cloud lift ed from 
above the tabernacle, they would set out; but if the cloud did not lift , they 
did not set out—until the day it lift ed” (Exodus 40:36-37, niv). Neither 
would he allow them to stock up on manna—except, of course, on the 
day before the Sabbath, in which case stocking up for the extra day was 
perfectly fi ne. He had given them plenty of rules and regulations, and 
they were to obey them strictly. Th at consistency is an important part 
of following him. But the law was not the substance of their relationship 
with him. Obedience to a written code of conduct could never become 
a substitute for obedience to his voice. He had called them and delivered 
them before establishing his commandments, and he insisted that they 
follow whenever and wherever he led. In very irregular movements, he 
gave them personal guidance that wasn’t contained in the law. 

Jesus essentially said the same of people who follow him. “Th e wind 
blows wherever it pleases. You hear its sound, but you cannot tell where 
it comes from or where it is going. So it is with everyone born of the 
Spirit” (John 3:8, niv).9 Th at verse is more than a little problematic for 
most Christians, because we like to know where things are coming from 
and where they are going. We don’t like the uncertainty of a spiritual life 
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without well-defi ned parameters. But Jesus made it abundantly clear—in 
these words, in his ministry, and through the movements of his Spirit in 
Acts—that the Christian life is not predictable. We can never say “Th is is 
how God always works” or “God wouldn’t say something like that” unless 
we know for certain all the details of a situation and are talking about his d
absolute, unchanging, clearly revealed attributes. Like it or not, there’s no 
formula for following the Spirit. Guidelines, yes. But no formulas.

Jesus made this point when some rigid disciples of the law pointed 
out that he and his followers were violating the clear dictates of Scrip-
ture by gathering some grain to eat on the Sabbath. And they were right; 
he was breaking a clear scriptural principle. Jesus could have told them 
that their understanding of the law was completely off  base, but he didn’t. 
Neither did he give his followers license to disregard the law at will; 
instead, he simply informed the Jewish leaders that breaking that law 
had a clear scriptural precedent. When David and his companions were 
hungry, they went into God’s house and ate sacred, dedicated bread—
bread that had been off ered to God according to the requirement of the 
law. No one was allowed to touch that bread but a priest, and then only 
under certain conditions. Jesus was clear: this “was not lawful for them to 
do” (Matthew 12:4, niv). But David and his companions did eat it, God 
approved, and Jesus held him up as a positive example. Th at’s unpredict-
able and way beyond formulas. 

Th at doesn’t fi t the religious convictions of most committed Chris-
tians today. Th at’s because discipleship in much of contemporary Christi-
anity is largely a seminar-type process. We go to lectures—we usually call 
them sermons—where we sit passively and learn. Th en, if we’re diligent 
and committed, we fi ll in the gaps between sessions with our own study 
of the Bible and related materials. We like clear defi nitions, so even when 
God doesn’t off er them, we come up with some and enforce them.

Our faith becomes a matter of knowing the right things and, one 
would hope, putting them into practice. God’s Word goes into the mind 
and out through the mouth, the hands, and the feet. Rarely are emo-
tions or intuitive perceptions considered an integral part of the disci-
ple’s walk because those things aren’t measurable and accurate. (Neither 
is our objective reasoning, by the way.) So while we may be encouraged 
to spend time listening for God’s voice, we’re warned against putting too 
much faith in the words we sense the Spirit is speaking to us. 
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What Is Jesus Doing?

Th ere’s no legitimate Christian alternative to an ongoing, dynamic, con-
versational relationship with God. Th at’s why “What would Jesus do?” 
is usually the wrong question to be asking. It sounds awfully hypotheti-
cal for someone who’s interacting with us in some pretty intimate ways. 
Th e better question is, “What is Jesus doing?” An even better question is, 
“Jesus, what are you doing right now in this situation, and what role do 
you want me to have in it?” Actually, that’s two questions in one. But this 
does a much better job of acknowledging that your relationship with 
God is actually a relationship.

We evangelicals are great at emphasizing this need to have a per-
sonal relationship with God, but we blow a gasket when someone’s rela-
tionship gets personal in unconventional ways. In reality, too oft en we 
advocate a close but supervised connection with God, not a deeply per-
sonal experience. For example, quite a few Christians get really nervous 
when someone says God spoke to them, even though two-way commu-
nication is integral to any real relationship. In some circles, any off er-
ing to God that is much less or much 
more than 10 percent of gross income 
is highly suspicious for its weak faith, 
on the one hand, or its excessive zeal, 
on the other—even though any real 
relationship rises and falls in intensity 
and varies in its needs and demands, 
depending on the season. In our desire 
for a consistent walk with God, we far 
too oft en strive for a predictable walk 
and feel guilty when it doesn’t happen. 
So for all our talk about personal rela-
tionships, apparently what we really 
want is for people to follow conven-
tions and get to know a static God. And that is not biblical discipleship. 

Anything that puts your discipleship on cruise control inhibits a 
real relationship with God, and that includes a set of principles. It also 
includes a systematic theology that bends the Bible to fi t its logic rather 
than bending its logic to fi t the Bible.10 Th eology is certainly important, 

Too oft en we advocate 
a close but supervised 
connection with God, 
not a deeply personal 

experience.
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but we oft en turn it into a structure that the Bible doesn’t support. We 
treat Scripture like a box full of puzzle pieces that we have to fi gure out 
how to put together. Haven’t you ever wondered, though, why God didn’t 
give us a systematic theology to begin with? He gave us an inspired col-
lection of experiences and stories that express who he is without reduc-
ing him to defi nitions. I believe he gave us historical narratives and poetic 
wisdom and real-life experiences because our categorical thinking inev-
itably reduces him in our minds. If he spelled out our theology for us, 
we’d develop a relationship with the theology rather than with him. Th at’s 
formulaic spirituality, and it deludes us into thinking we’re relating to 
God when we’re not. Whether it’s theology, law, marriage, employment, 
friendship, or anything else, a rigid structure can squeeze the breath out 
of all that’s good. “Th e letter kills, but the Spirit gives life.”11

Our systematic tendencies oft en lead to a militant attitude when we 
encounter “unbiblical” ideas and unclear theology. Many evangelicals see 
themselves as troubleshooters, watchdogs on the prowl for any hint of 
doctrinal impurity.12 We can be really condescending toward other Chris-
tians who don’t see things the way we do. And a lot of times our logic 
about whether something is biblical or not comes out of thought process-
es that aren’t biblical in themselves.

Here’s one way that works: You’ve certainly heard the kind of logic 
that says something like, “If verse A says this, and verse B says that, then 
doctrine C is obvious.” Th at’s good, Greek, linear logic, and it can be help-
ful, but it isn’t infallible logic in the Kingdom of God. For example, imag-
ine you’re a sincere teacher of God’s law in Jesus’ day.13 Th e Law was very 
explicit in its prohibitions against eating the blood in animal meat, to 
the degree that the very idea of eating or drinking any amount of blood 
was considered grossly immoral. And this wasn’t just a cultural taboo; it 
was divine law given at Mount Sinai by a thundering voice from heaven. 
“As for the life of all fl esh, its blood is identifi ed with its life. Th erefore I 
said to the sons of Israel, ‘You are not to eat the blood of any fl esh, for the 
life of all fl esh is its blood; whoever eats it shall be cut off   ’  ” (Leviticus 
17:14).14 With this fi rmly in your mind as an eternal, divine ordinance, 
imagine listening to Jesus teach one day and hearing the words, “Truly, 
truly, I say to you, unless you eat the fl esh of the Son of Man and drink 
His blood, you have no life in yourselves. . . . For My fl esh is true food, and 
My blood is true drink” (John 6:53, 55, italics added).
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As a faithful, obedient follower of God, what would your response 
be? If you approach the situation with the thought processes and criteria 
almost universally applied in Christian circles today, you would be com-
pelled to reject him. Defenders of the faith would say something along 
the lines of, “I’m not sure exactly what he means by that, but this is clear 
enough that we can safely say he’s contradicting the revealed will of God. 
God says emphatically that consuming blood is strictly forbidden. Th is 
man says we must drink his blood. Even if he means it symbolically, it’s a 
slap in the face of scriptural principles. Th erefore, Jesus cannot possibly 
be the Messiah, because he’s advocating something God has forbidden.” 
And as a faithful believer in God’s Word, that would make perfect sense 
to you. Someone’s words might be an enigma, but you can always count 
on the plain meaning of Scripture to keep you anchored.

Can you see why most of the teachers of the law rejected the Sav-
ior himself, not just on the basis of this incident regarding the blood, 
but also because of his clear violations (in their minds) of the Sabbath, 
his abrasive words and frequent public confrontations, his propensity 
to participate in dinners where a lot of alcohol was being served, his 
extremely arrogant claims, and so on? Th is kind of thinking might lead 
any of us today to miss the Messiah too. 

Seeing with God’s Eyes
Why is this so important? Because, I believe, we are in an age when the 
strange and marvelous works of God are on the rise. God is pouring out 
on his people fresh insights about himself and his ways—not new truth, 
but new perspectives and deeper understanding of the truth. Like a bril-
liant, multifaceted diamond, the truth that has always been there displays 
its beauty in new ways when under a diff erent light, or against a diff er-
ent background, or with newly developed technology to study it. Th e 
diamond hasn’t changed, but its visual manifestations sometimes do. As 
the age-old gospel is applied to modern situations, spiritual insight shift s 
and even expands. And externally, the Spirit seems to be showing his rep-
ertoire more prominently than during many other stages of church his-
tory. Reports of signs and miracles seem to be dramatically increasing 
in frequency. Along with this fl owering of the Spirit’s work are plenty of 
fake revelations and miracles; counterfeits always cling closely to the real 
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thing. And that’s where an authentic experience with the Spirit of God—
that real relationship that can’t be substituted with principles, as we’ll 
explore throughout this book—becomes absolutely critical.

Many have rejected entire movements because they’ve noticed a few 
counterfeits. (Interestingly, they don’t stop handling all U.S. currency 
when they’ve spotted a counterfeit bill, but this knee-jerk reaction seems 
perfectly normal when applied to spiritual issues.) Th e typical Christian 
response to unfamiliar movements of God is to come up with several 
verses that “clearly” dictate against it, interpret the statements of key peo-
ple in the worst possible light, demonstrate how these people violate “the 
plain teaching of Scripture,” and then marginalize any preacher/teacher 
who looks like, smells like, or talks like he or she has brushed up against 
that movement. And if you look closely enough in the Gospels, you’ll see 
exactly the same approach applied to Jesus and his followers.

It is not possible in these days or in the future to apply biblical for-
mulas to what God is doing. If we do, we’ll miss him just as surely as the 
priesthood of Jesus’ day missed the time of their visitation. No, an intel-
lectual understanding of the Bible will only get us so far; if we really want 
to encounter him, we’ll need to be open to the possibility that he may 
actually defy our expectations once in a while. 

He may use people who look foolish to see if he’s more important 
to us than our own sense of sophistication. 

He may stretch our doctrinal understanding to see if we’re more 
in love with the Spirit than we are with our education. 

He may pit our logic against our experience so we’ll have to choose 
between scientifi c laws and supernatural faith.15

In these days (as always), he’s looking for those who are more com-
mitted to him than to their own understanding.

In this book, I’ll be arguing for a change in the evangelical perspec-
tive in several areas. Specifi cally, we need:

A more textured, multilayered view of the Bible.+ Th e people in
Scripture were real people with real struggles and real questions
about God’s will. Th ey didn’t know at the time how their story 
would turn out, and many of them wondered if God would
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really vindicate their faith. Some, like John the Baptist sitting in
prison while Jesus preached about setting captives free, seemed 
to wrestle with the idea that they had missed God’s voice and 
gotten themselves too far out on a limb.16 We have to read their
stories with these things in mind. Th eir lives are more textured 
than we think, with a lot of dynamics and infl uences and
second-guessing going on around them. Th eir actions and 
attitudes are also much more layered than we think; in addition
to the obvious surface meanings, they’re oft en fi lled with deeper, 
symbolic, spiritual signifi cance.

Where we see our Scripture in black and white, we need 
to start seeing it in color. It isn’t a two-dimensional text, it’s a 
multi dimensional image. Th e diff erence between the way we 
read it and the images it portrays is stark. We listen to its words
like we’re listening to a single-speaker radio when, in reality, 
we should be absorbing it as if we were in the presence of a full
orchestra. Otherwise, we’ll become very frustrated with our faith 
when life doesn’t fi t our one-track expectations. 
A willingness to answer theological questions with “I don’t know” +
and not really be bothered that we don’t have it fi gured out.
Th ere’s no biblical imperative to fi t everything into a systematic
theology and force it to make sense. Th ere’s no law saying that
God must fi t into the logic of a Western, modern (or postmod-
ern) worldview. He has not obligated himself to be explainable 
in terms that a fi nite mind can sort out. Neither has he obligated
his people to be explainable to fellow believers. Accountable, yes. 
Predictable, no.
A gentler apologetic toward fellow Christians who don’t have the+
same doctrinal positions we do. Th ere are essentials, of course:
the nature of God as a triune being (including the deity of 
Jesus); the nature of salvation as a gift  received by grace through
faith in the death and resurrection of Christ; and the inspiration 
and authority of Scripture. In broad strokes, those are the core 
beliefs of our faith that can never be compromised. But there’s 
no need to be abrasive about the nonessentials or to label people 
who love God within those core beliefs as “heretics,” as many are
prone to do. 
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An open mind toward the fascinating ways God is moving in our +
generation. Th is is really the main purpose of the book. As I’ve 
explained, I believe from what I’ve observed that we are in an
era of the unexpected, a time in which God’s Spirit is moving
through his people in remarkable ways. If our expectations of 
how he works are rigid, we’ll miss him in the same way that the
devout religious leaders missed Jesus. Like Christians in any 
era, if we don’t have a vision of what the Spirit is doing at a 
big-picture level, we risk falling short of his purpose for our 
individual lives.17 It’s entirely possible for us to be saved but
unfruitful, or at least on the outer fringes of God’s most fruitful 
fi elds. An overly critical, faultfi nding approach that jumps on
any variation from traditional understanding or methods will
put many in that marginal place, or sometimes even in the
unfortunate position of opposing God’s work. We do have to
be discerning about counterfeits, but we also have to be open 
to God’s unpredictability. Th at’s why a real, intimate, dynamic 
relationship with him is essential. If we’re operating strictly on
biblically derived principles rather than with the living Word— 
a diff erence we’ll explore as we proceed—our discernment 
won’t be accurate. We’ll throw the genuine out with the counter-
feit and miss God. 

Perhaps the best way to address some of our assumptions and re-
focus on the true nature of God is to take another look at the people 
he has used throughout history. Imagine the words of ancient Scripture 
 being spoken in our midst today by people who don’t have silk robes 
or halos—regular people with personality quirks and occasional body 
odor, the kind we might or might not be able to have a decent conversa-
tion with if they sat next to us on a bus. Th e very same words God spoke 
long ago would be roundly rejected if the very same people spoke them 
to us today, even if they put them into our cultural context. And we’d 
have plenty of advice for all of them because we have plenty of “biblical” 
 advice for everyone.

In the following pages, we’ll explore many of these issues by look-
ing at this overarching question: How would Christians today respond 
to biblical heroes if they walked into our lives and our churches? What 
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advice would we come up with to try to fi x Abraham? What would we 
say to Ezekiel? How would we counsel Paul? What reactions would we 
have if we saw and heard Jesus without two thousand years’ worth of the-
ology coloring our perspective?

Let me acknowledge up front the 
challenges of bringing biblical charac-
ters into a modern context. Obviously 
these hypothetical case studies contain 
anachronisms and a few added periph-
eral details. Aft er all, we don’t always 
know exactly what these heroes were 
thinking or how, in light of cultural 
practices of their day, their behavior 
would have been received by others.

However, the essence of each char-
acter’s story has been retained. Bringing 
their stories into the present illumi-
nates the many unconventional ways in which God works—oft en through 
unconventional people. Th e point is not to tear down what we believe, but 
to highlight those areas in which we’ve let rigid yet unbiblical convictions 
blind us to some of the unpredictable ways God works. I believe that in 
many respects we’ve missed his heart because we’ve been too dogmatic 
with our own reasoning. In some cases, as we’ll see, we’ve developed even 
higher standards than the Bible lays out for us. And in the process, we’ve 
opposed some things God has wanted to do among us and argued against 
truths he has wanted to teach us. My hope is that this will change—that 
as we see how easy it is to fall into the trap of trying to “fi x” Abraham and 
many other servants of God in these illustrations, we’ll go a long way to-
ward fi xing ourselves.

Th e very same words 
God spoke long ago 
would be roundly 
 rejected if the very 
same people spoke 
them to us today.
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“NO,” SHEMUEL KEPT TELLING HIMSELF. “I won’t be deceived. I t
won’t disobey. I t won’t neglect the law. I’ve bound the words of the Lordt
(blessed be his name) to my hand and my forehead. I’ve hidden them in 
my heart. Th ey’re on my doorposts. I won’t fall for lies. I just won’t. Th e 
Lord (blessed be his name) will keep me in truth.”

Th at wasn’t an unusual attitude for a Jew in the time of Jesus. Th e 
raw determination to rigidly follow the law and the prophets was one 
of that era’s most admirable characteristics. It’s refl ected in the Phari-
sees and priests who, for the most part, were honest, faithful followers
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of the Torah handed down to them from the time of Moses. Neglecting 
that law had gotten them in plenty of trouble in the past—a long exile in 
Babylon, for one example—and it was now the only thing that kept them 
from assimilating into Greco-Roman society. Stubborn adherence to the 
revealed will of God was paramount.

It still is. Scripture tells us not to be carried away by every wind
of doctrine and to stay away from empty philosophies and arguments. 
Our potential for being deceived is made abundantly clear in God’s
Word, so we are rightly zealous about guarding ourselves from false-
hood and training ourselves in truth. Discernment is a vital aspect of
being a Christian.

But what if our discernment is based on the wrong criteria? What
if, like the religious leaders of fi rst-century Judea, our zeal for the details 
of Scripture causes us to miss the big picture? What if our theological 
arguments have become the very kind of deceptive talk we’re trying to 
avoid?

Th at can happen when a relationship with God turns into only a
religion about God. It’s a very subtle temptation, a constant urge to nail
down scriptural parameters that, in all likelihood, don’t take into account 
the whole of Scripture. But we do it. We’ve all done it. And in the process,
we’ve become so discerning about God’s patterns that we miss his pecu-
liarities. Th e standards of our discernment don’t always line up with the 
standards he applied to people in the Bible—and they aren’t the product 
of living in his presence. Th e result is that God’s voice sometimes sounds
deceptive to our ears.

+ + + +

Fixing.indd   2Fixing.indd   2 11/24/2008   6:37:24 AM11/24/2008   6:37:24 AM



 Creative Interpretation 3

hapter 1Ch

Creative 
Interpretation

Transcript of NT101 lecture/session 6, Dr. Ferris E. Didaski, professor 
of biblical hermeneutics, Th eologicus Institute of Religion, June 6

All right, folks, let’s get started. You’ll notice from your syllabus that we’ll 
be talking about foundational hermeneutic approaches the next couple 
of weeks, and the reason for this emphasis is the absolutely critical need 
in our ministries, especially in our preaching, to get the right message 
from the biblical text. I won’t bore you today with endless examples of 
how the Bible has been misinterpreted and misapplied because you can 
come up with quite a few examples off  the top of your head, I imagine. 
You’ve probably heard Aunt Mabel’s philosophy on sparing the rod or 
Brother Jim’s earnest desire just to lift  Jesus up in worship so all will be 
drawn to him as he ignores, of course, the plain interpretation that John 
spells out for us in that text.1 In one of your outside reading assignments, 
which we’ll probably discuss next time we meet, we fi nd quite a few 
examples of this kind of misinterpretation, proving that spurious biblical 
hermeneutics have a long history of abuse and distortion. I want to open 
your eyes to this—to tear down what you think you know about how the 
Bible came to us and reconstruct for you a more realistic approach.

Remember rule number one. Don’t ever forget this, as long as you 
live—or at least as long as you preach or teach classes or write articles. 
Rule number one is “context.” Th e context is the key to understanding 
any passage. If you miss the original intent of the author in the con-
text in which he wrote, you will fi nd your doctrine corrupted with all 
sorts of misunderstandings. Th at is why this class will focus so intensely 
on the background of the biblical text. You may wish at times that you 
could just get to the meat of the passage itself, but you will fi nd in the 
long run that understanding the context in which these sacred Scriptures 
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were written will save you from error. We don’t want any false doctrine 
springing out of this group down the road, do we? So remember, context. 
Context, context, context.

Now in order to understand the context, you’ll need to have a fi rm 
grasp of the original language—that’s why most of you are muddling 
through Greek or Hebrew 101 this semester and hating it. Consider it an 
investment in your commitment to orthodoxy. You’ll also need a clear 
understanding of the history and the cultural and social dynamics of the 
time, and a very objective approach. Th ese sacred writers did not write in 
a vacuum, as most people sitting in the pew might imagine. Th ey had their 
own biases, their own perceptions and observations, and a wide range of 
infl uences bearing down on them and coloring the lenses through which 
they looked. Th ey may have been quite subjective—in fact, they certainly 
were, without exception. But you are not aff orded that privilege.

You must train yourself not to do as they did because they have the 
authority of apostleship and inspiration behind them and you do not. 
Adding your subjectivity to theirs will only take you further off  course. 
You must become a Sherlock Holmes of sorts and investigate exactly 
what the author meant and how his readers understood it. Th at, my dear 
students, is how you may become a scholar and a sage instead of a seller 
of shallow sentiments. Th e church has too many of the latter. Now, where 
was I heading with that point . . . oh, yes. Th e reading. Interestingly, Mat-
thew’s Gospel aptly illustrates the hermeneutics we are trying to avoid. 
But never forget: his writing of the Gospel was inspired. Your interpre-
tation of it is not. Remember that, for as you read it, I want you to see 
how many misapplications of Scripture you can fi nd. Th is document will 
quote extensively from the Hebrew Scriptures, but if you’re familiar with 
said Scriptures, you’ll hardly recognize them. I’ll give you a few examples 
to get you started. For instance, there’s a prophecy in the book of Isaiah 
in which God tells the prophet that he will preach to a people who will 
hear but not understand, and see but not perceive2—a prediction that 
was rather unambiguously fulfi lled during the course of Isaiah’s minis-
try. Yet roughly seven centuries later the writer of this document quotes 
this passage and says “now it is being fulfi lled” in his own day.3 Or, for one 
a little more egregious, a Hosea passage clearly referring to Israel’s exo-
dus from Egypt4 is applied to the Messiah fi gure5 as though the primary 
meaning of the prophecy had never even occurred to the writer.
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Th is is clearly not proof of the Messiah, though the writer evident-
ly thinks it is. And again, Micah’s assessment of the Israelites’ lamentable 
condition in his own day is used by Matthew to depict how the Messiah 
would pull families apart!6 Or, if you need more to go on, a passage in Jer-
emiah about the Babylonian captivity is applied to the children of Bethle-
hem centuries later.7 We even have one example where the scribe quotes a 
verse in Jeremiah about thirty pieces of silver, not noticing that this pas-
sage occurs nowhere in Jeremiah but in Zechariah instead.8 Th is list could 
go on and on, of course, but that’s for you to discover as you read.

I hate to cast aspersions on our most revered New Testament  writer, 
but Paul appears guilty of careless interpretation at times as well. You 
may recall Romans 1:17, the verse that, in some degree, launched the 
Reformation: “the righteous will live by faith” (niv). Now what does that 
mean, do you suppose? It could mean that those who are righteous will 
live in a faithful way; or that those who are righteous came to be so 
because of their faithful living; or that the just shall survive, i.e., not 
be condemned, because of their faith; or so on. And, in fact, when we 
turn to the original passage, Habakkuk 2:4, it seems more likely that 
the prophet intended to say that those who are righteous will live in a 
faithful manner. But Paul seems to apply the verse to matters of fi nal 
judgment or present justifi cation; and Martin Luther certainly under-
stood the verse this way, crediting it with opening his eyes to the doc-
trine of justifi cation by faith alone. Th e question I would pose to you, 
and which we will discuss on Th ursday, is that as this truth is being 
bounced around like a beach ball, who blew it up to begin with? Obvi-
ously, Habakkuk did. So we should rightly defer to his intentions for the 
right interpretation. Th is will be our guiding principle in this course 
and, I hope, yours for the rest of your life.

Now, let’s turn our attention to the related matter of exegesis—
drawing truth out of the original text—as opposed to the scandal of 
eisegesis—by which we mean reading our own interpretations into the 
text. . . .

+ + + +

I recently heard a well-known Bible teacher lecturing about hermeneu-
tics—one’s method of interpreting the Bible—on the radio. He opened 
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his talk with an illustration of a former student of his, a young woman 
who was in zealous pursuit of a husband. Not a particular husband, just a 
husband. As I recall the story, she had recently broken up with a man and 
was feeling rather despondent over her prospects. But one day she came 
to this professor with a bright smile on her face, declaring in all sincer-
ity that she was soon going to meet her husband and get married. How 
did she know this? the professor asked. She had indulged in “lucky dip-
ping” the night before, she explained. Th at was her term for the practice 
of opening up the Bible and reading the verse your fi nger lands on, hop-
ing that it’s God’s word to you for the moment. She didn’t normally do 
this, she said, but she felt inspired to do so that evening, and the results 
were very encouraging. Whatever verse she landed on, it resonated with 
her, telling her that her desire would be fulfi lled shortly and that it would 
even happen within a couple of weeks.9 She was convinced the Spirit had 
told her that it was a promise from God.

For obvious reasons, the professor was amused at the attempt. Th at’s 
not a very scholarly approach to Scripture. So as he was fi nishing describ-
ing this negative example on the radio program, he introduced his topic 
for the day: keys to biblical interpretation. And he almost got fully into 
the “right” way to study Scripture without mentioning the end of the 
story, but he couldn’t resist. “Now as it turns out,” he said (and I’m para-
phrasing), “she did happen to meet a man a couple of weeks later and 
they ended up getting married. I keep in touch with them to this day. But 
I tell her that God did that in spite of her faulty hermeneutic rather than 
because of it!” And he laughed.

No off ense to this respected Bible scholar, but that’s the worst pos-
sible illustration he could have used to introduce his point. I have no 
idea whether that girl’s promise from God actually came from God, but I 
suspect that in her situation it did. Would I recommend “lucky dipping” 
as a regular practice? Obviously not. But neither would I say God nev-
er works that way. In this case, he apparently did; what she believed did 
happen, down to the specifi c detail. But because this preacher’s theology 
couldn’t bend to that possibility, he believed it happened “in spite of” her 
superstitious approach to God’s Word. 

I’ve read, heard, and participated in numerous doctrinal discussions 
in which a phrase like “Th at’s not what that verse means!” or “Th at’s taken 
out of context” occurs. Th at’s because we have essentially one approach 
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to biblical interpretation: that of the professor in the fi ctitious lecture 
transcript above. 

We can always stop a heresy in its tracks by appealing to “original 
context” or the “original language,” as well as to our principles of logic. 
But in doing so, we’re basically undermining the many ways the writers 
of the New Testament employed Hebrew Scripture in their Gospels and 
letters. If we held people like Matthew to our hermeneutical standards, 
he would be laughed out of any respectable seminary today. Th ose  verses 
pulled from the Old Testament would be “proven” to have little to do 
with the Messiah and therefore not applicable to Jesus through any rea-
sonable method of interpretation. Yet Matthew was inspired by the Holy 
Spirit to write those things. His hermeneutic was apparently acceptable 
to God.

How can this be? Why would God authorize bypassing the plain 
meaning of a verse and using it in a secondary or even symbolic sense 
that had little to do with the original context? One answer lies in nor-
mal biblical interpretation at the time the New Testament was written. 
Rabbinic interpreters from ages past used four main interpretive meth-
ods for understanding Jewish Scriptures. Th e fi rst was p’shat: the literal 
meaning of a text, the plain and simple objective facts. Th at was the pri-
mary hermeneutic then, and it’s still our default hermeneutic. It’s foun-
dational for developing doctrine and should form the backbone of all 
other interpretations. But with the Jewish sages, unlike with us, it didn’t 
end there. Th e second means of interpretation was the remez: the deep-
er meaning hinted at in the subtleties and nuances of the text. Th ird was 
the drash or midrash: the comparative, allegorical, metaphorical meaning 
drawn from the verse as it related to others using similar symbolism or 
terminology or even word forms. And then there was the sod: the hidden 
meaning, the philosophical meanderings prompted by the text, the secret 
or mystical interpretation. It was very subjective and, though acceptable 
during certain periods of Christian history, has remained very unwel-
come in Christian interpretation for the last few centuries.10

I’ve heard seminary professors and well-known pastors issue strict 
warnings against looking for some passage’s “hidden meaning.” But New 
Testament writers and early Christians relied on sod sometimes.d 11 All 
four modes of interpretation came into play, and there was nothing con-
temptible about any of them. You wouldn’t build doctrine on the more 
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mystical interpretations, obviously, but you wouldn’t ignore them either. 
Th ey would supplement your faith and inform your more objective inter-
pretations. All were fair game.

Th is puts us in a diffi  cult spot. Today we have a hermeneutic that 
forbids the kind of hermeneutic used by the inspired writers of the Old 
and New Testament and even by Jesus himself.12 In other words, our lim-
ited mode of interpretation doesn’t match God’s broader intentions for 

his Word. To me, that sounds like a 
pretty indefensible position.

Our rigid interpretations have 
led to some pretty harsh criticisms 
of people who quote the Bible or 
explain how God spoke to them 
through his Word. If those people 
don’t quote the verse with the exact 
meaning and original context in 
mind, a chorus of accusations aris-
es: that person must be “ignorant,” 
“unbiblical,” or even “heretical.” 
No other symbolic or imaginative 
interpretation is allowed, no hints 
and subtleties, no intuitive impres-

sions—nothing but clear, objective fact. Some of the words I used in the 
previous sentence would be extremely alarming to many biblical schol-
ars and Christian teachers and apologists, but that’s only because we for-
bid hermeneutical approaches that the Bible itself allows. Th at’s an odd 
position to be in, isn’t it? In our zeal to be biblical, we’ve become decid-
edly unbiblical.

Obviously, I have no reason to criticize Christian versions of p’shat
and remez. I think the objective, contextual approach to Scripture is vital. 
Th is is where we get the plain meaning of God’s Word and discover the 
truth about God’s attributes and the plan of salvation and all sorts of 
doctrinal essentials.

But this kind of interpretation will never give specifi c guidance 
in specifi c situations not covered in Scripture. I was once profoundly 
encouraged and fi lled with faith when the words of a passage jumped out 
at me. It was a passage making a spiritual application from an agricul-

Today we have a herme-
neutic that forbids 

the kind of hermeneutic 
used by the inspired 
 writers of the Old 

and New Testament  and 
even by Jesus himself.

Fixing.indd   8Fixing.indd   8 11/24/2008   6:37:33 AM11/24/2008   6:37:33 AM



 Creative Interpretation 9

tural principle, and when it mentioned “rain,” I knew what it meant sym-
bolically for my situation, even though my situation didn’t really fi t the 
original context. Th e Holy Spirit spoke at that moment—and on count-
less other occasions since—by taking a phrase or metaphor in Scripture 
out of its immediate context and applying it to my personal issues. Th is 
happens quite oft en in personal guidance, as well as in broader biblical 
interpretation when the Spirit unfolds layers of his truth. 

For example, depending on what you’re going through and how the 
Spirit has been working in your life, the statement that “No eye has seen, 
no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for 
those who love him” (1 Corinthians 2:9, niv) can mean diff erent things. 
To someone at a funeral, it speaks of promises of eternal glory. To some-
one making a decision about a career or a mate, the Spirit can use it 
for reassurance of God’s good plans for us in this age. To those going 
through a spiritual awakening, the Spirit may inspire a vision for going 
well beyond the “normal” or “status quo” Christianity that most peo-
ple experience. And what did it mean in the original context? Well, that 
depends on which “original context” you’re talking about. Paul was refer-
ring to God’s revelation of his deep, mysterious wisdom—the plan of the 
ages—through the nascent church. But Paul was actually quoting Isa-
iah, who had been inspired to write this statement about how God acts 
on behalf of those who wait for him.13 One inspired statement, multi-
ple inspired interpretations and applications—some of them not even 
 hinted at until hundreds of years later. Th at’s what it means to read the 
living Word.

Th is idea makes a lot of people nervous, and there’s certainly some 
basis for that. Scripture has been distorted and manipulated, used for evil 
purposes, or simply misunderstood by noninspired interpreters. Cults 
have sprung up from a few twistings of Scripture for selfi sh or ungod-
ly purposes. But it grates against my understanding and experience of 
who God is to believe that people who are humbly seeking truth and 
asking the Holy Spirit to guide them while affi  rming a willingness to be 
corrected by other parts of Scripture will make such an error. It’s gener-
ally pride or an underlying agenda, not a faulty hermeneutic, that leads 
people to false interpretations of the Word. In fact, I’d argue that hum-
ble interaction with the Spirit is much more likely to lead someone into 
truth than strictly logical study of Scripture would.
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 10 FIXING ABRAHAM 

Th e most common biblical objection to approaching Scripture as 
the Living Word is 2 Peter 1:20: “No prophecy of Scripture is a matter of 
one’s own interpretation.” But no one in rabbinic circles of long ago or in 
the church today, as far as I know—there are always fringe exceptions—
would say that this fourfold approach to interpretation falls in that cate-
gory of self-interpretation. Just as the Holy Spirit inspired people to write 
the words of Scripture, he opens the reader’s ears to hear what he wants 
them to hear. He is intricately involved in the interpretation, just as he 
was in the inspiration. If we say one end of that process is reliable and the 

other isn’t, we have a pretty strange 
doctrine of the Holy Spirit. Th e fact 
that the Bible is his own breath during 
any moment when it is being written 
or read opens the door for hearing the 
Spirit in full and exciting ways.

I’m a huge proponent of intel-
lectual understanding, but experi-
encing God is not simply a matter of 
knowing biblical truth. Th e Bible is 
much, much more than a sourcebook 
for divine principles. When read by 
someone in fellowship with the Spirit 
who authored it, it becomes a living, 
breathing companion that may sur-

prise you at some point in the conversation. It’s interactive, inviting you 
to ask questions and hear answers not only about doctrine but about 
what, specifi cally, to do with your life the next couple of years or whom 
to associate with. And it’s the beginning of the conversation, not the def-g
inition of it. Your interactions with the Spirit will go in directions that 
never contradict the Word but oft en expand your understanding of it, 
even uncomfortably at times.

I have several friends, for example, who have wrestled with their ex-
periences at worship services that seemed very disorderly, which, in their 
understanding, violated 1 Corinthians 14:33 and 40: “God is not a God 
of disorder but of peace. . . . Everything should be done in a fi tting and 
orderly way” (niv). Th is struggle is common to visitors at an Orthodox 
church, a charismatic church, and everything in between. Why? Because 

Your interactions with 
the Spirit will go in 

 directions that never 
contradict the Word but 

oft en expand your 
understanding of it, even 
uncomfortably at times.
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 Creative Interpretation 11

what’s orderly to one person isn’t necessarily orderly to another. Mem-
bers of highly liturgical churches oft en fi nd Baptist and Methodist ser-
vices much too casual and disorganized, while Baptists and Methodists 
can make little sense of a Catholic service on the fi rst few visits. Orthodox 
services have no concrete beginning or end, and a standing and pacing 
congregation seems at times to be rather detached from the priestly duties 
being carried out. And charismatic worship services are seen by many as a 
free-for-all. Any of the above can be a violation of “fi tting and orderly” by 
someone’s standards because order is in the eye of the beholder.

In every one of these cases, however, those who have been immersed 
in the “culture” of the given church can easily see the parameters and 
predictability in their own worship services. In each fl avor of Christian 
expression, there’s a sense of what’s appropriate and what isn’t, of the 
right and wrong times for whatever takes place, of doing things in their 
proper order. But a rigid defi nition of Paul’s instructions about “fi tting 
and orderly”—a defi nition that a person most oft en equates with his or 
her own upbringing—might keep a person away from a fellowship the 
Holy Spirit is guiding him or her to become involved in. Th e Spirit is 
under no obligation to comply with our expectations.14

Yet reading the Bible as a living, dynamic, organic voice makes people 
afraid. It just opens it up to all kinds of misinterpretation, some say—as 
though the purely objective, contextual hermeneutic has led everyone 
to the same conclusions. Regardless of the interpretive approach, the 
 Spirit is a necessary companion. When 
he’s ignored, misinterpretation is likely. 
But when he’s involved, God speaks. Is 
that infallible? Nope. But neither is 
anyone else’s hermeneutic. And I’d 
rather walk hand in hand with the 
Spirit through Scripture than trust my 
objective reasoning alone.

I fi nd it rather liberating to know 
that my interpretation of a passage of 
Scripture isn’t necessarily my inter-y
pretation—that the Holy Spirit is stir-
ring up within me an understanding 
that he has long desired to impart to 

Whenever the Spirit 
is ignored, misinter-

pretation is likely. But 
whenever he’s involved, 

God speaks.
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me and anyone else who will listen to him carefully. Are there dangers in 
my belief that he speaks hidden meanings? Of course—there are dangers 
in any kind of interpretation of Scripture. But I know from the overt, lit-y
eral meaning of Scripture what his character is like and how he works, 
so that’s a guardrail of sorts. He won’t violate that. So if I tell him that I’m 
trusting him to speak in a way I understand and to keep me from error, 
I can be confi dent that he’ll do that. When I (or any other Christian) ask 
the Spirit to unfold his truth—and to guard my heart and mind from 
error—hints and parallels and images seem to come to mind much more 
oft en. Th ese, in turn, can be sift ed through and examined in the light of 
the rest of Scripture just as any sermon or book would be. But almost 
always, such interpretations deepen one’s understanding of the Bible and 
off er guidance in current circumstances. Why? Because just as the Spirit 

was in the hands of the writers who 
penned Scripture, he’s in the hearts of 
those reading it.

I have a recurring mental picture 
of evangelicalism’s doctrinal guard-
ians criticizing someone—let’s say me, 
for example, since that’s usually who’s 
in my picture—applying a verse in a 
way that’s unconventional and doesn’t 
pay enough homage to the original 
context. Charges of “mysticism” and 
“distorting God’s Word” and “ignor-
ing the plain meaning of the text” are 
fl ying all over the place. Th en I envi-
sion Matthew walking over to me and 

saying, “Why are they so mad at us?” And I answer, “Me, because I heard 
God say something. You, because you misused the Bible when you wrote 
the Bible.” And then we get into a discussion of the irony of an “unbib-
lical” hermeneutic becoming biblical by authenticating itself within the 
pages of Scripture.

I’m strongly convinced that there’s nothing in Matthew’s interpreta-
tion of Scripture that needs to be fi xed. I love studying the original con-
text and languages of the Bible, and I do it almost obsessively. But there 
are other ways—intuitive, philosophical, mystical, metaphorical, etc.—

Just as the Spirit was 
in the hand of the 

 writers who penned 
Scripture, he’s in the 

heart that’s reading it.
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 Creative Interpretation 13

of hearing God’s voice in the Word. Really all it takes is to ask him and 
be open to how he leads and reveals himself and his Word. Th ere are no 
special techniques, no formulas, no step-by-step instructions. Just ask. 
And expect. And if it’s still uncertain, ask him about your uncertain-
ties. Th e Holy Spirit was there at the inspiration of Scripture, he has pre-
served it over the centuries, he has opened countless minds and hearts 
to its truth, and he’s right there with you as you read it, discern it, and 
discover new aspects to it.

But opening ourselves up to more layers of meaning requires loos-
ening our exclusive grip on the ones we already know. If we want to 
have more intimate fellowship with him, we’ll need to learn how to hear 
him unconventionally. Not unbiblically, mind you, but unexpectedly and 
unashamedly. And always true to who he is.

Forgotten lessons from Matthew:
Th e Bible is alive, constantly moving and breathing into us—+
and the Spirit can speak through it however he chooses.
Today’s rigid hermeneutic is only part of true biblical interpre-+
tation. By itself, it’s insuffi  cient for hearing and understanding
God’s voice as a means of specifi c guidance in a personal 
conver sation with him.
Th e Spirit was there when the Bible was inspired, and he’s there+
when we read it. It’s okay to trust him with the text.
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NOTES

INTRODUCTION
 1. See also Marvin R. Wilson, Our Father Abraham (Grand Rapids: Wm. B.

 Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1989), 205.
 2. I cling to those doctrines that involve (1) the nature of God (including the 

 Trinity and the deity of Jesus); (2) the means of salvation (justifi cation by grace 
through faith in Christ); and (3) the inspiration and authority of Scripture, 
which, though prone to a variety of interpretations, is God’s revelation of eternal 
truth. Th ese core beliefs are, in my opinion, a bare minimum for defi ning ortho-
dox Christianity, as I’ll emphasize later as well.

 3. 2 Peter 2:10, 18
 4. 1 John 2:17
 5. Psalm 37:4
 6. John 15:7 (also John 14:13-14; 15:16; 16:23-26)
 7. I’m not proposing situational ethics, at least not in the sense of applying true 

biblical absolutes selectively. Th e situational nature of our principles applies 
to those we only think are biblical.

 8. From a Time magazine review of Wishful Th inking: A Th eological ABC, 
http://www.time.com/time/magazine/article/0,9171,907053,00.html.

 9. John 3:8. I realize that in this verse Jesus is speaking specifi cally about how the 
Spirit brings people to saving faith; however, I believe this is the particular appli-
cation of a larger truth—that this is how the Holy Spirit works in general.

10. I’m intentionally not using the term systematic theology very precisely here—at y
least not in a formal, academic sense—because we all have a systematic theology 
to some degree. Formally, systematic theology draws truths and principles and 
doctrines out of the narratives and discourses of the Bible, which did not come 
to us in very systematic form at all. Th eologians do this on a grand scale, but we 
all do it some, and in most cases, we do it rather appropriately. For example, we 
read of the Red Sea parting, we draw some conclusions about God’s character 
(like “He’s a merciful deliverer”), and we add that to our descriptive profi le of 
who God is. Th at’s good and right, but when this profi le becomes the extent of 
our understanding of God, we have head knowledge about God’s character 
without having any “Red Sea” experiences ourselves. And that’s where God 
prefers to interact with us—in experience and at a heart level.

11. 2 Corinthians 3:6
12. I realize that I’ve assumed the role of a troubleshooter in this book, so there’s 

some level of hypocrisy in my complaint. I do admit a need for watchdogs of the 
faith; I just want to make sure they’re watching the right things, barking only at 
the dangers worth barking about, and not trying to chase the Holy Spirit off  of 
their turf.
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13. Th ough no teacher in Jesus’ day would have considered himself to think like a 
Greek, Judaism had been dramatically aff ected by Greek culture over the previ-
ous three centuries. Th is was certainly true of “Hellenized Jews”—those scat-
tered across the Roman empire—but even the religious leaders in Jerusalem 
who were still distinctively Hebrew weren’t quite as distinctive as they thought. 
Th e Hellenization of Jewish thought and logic had long been underway.

14. See also Genesis 9:4; Leviticus 3:17; 6:30; 7:26-27; 17:10-14; 19:26; Deuteronomy 
12:16, 23-25; 15:23; 1 Samuel 14:32-34; Ezekiel 33:25.

15. Th ough I imply that these tensions contradict our biblical understanding, they 
don’t actually contradict the Bible. In fact, there’s plenty of biblical evidence that 
God uses foolish, unexpected, logic-defying vehicles for his works.

16. Matthew 11:2-4
17. A biblical example of this is the Judaizers whom Paul battled so fi ercely. Th ey 

were professing Christians who clung to the Old Testament expectation that 
anyone who comes to God, including Gentiles, should observe the laws of the 
Torah. Th ey are a historical footnote today because unlike Peter and James in 
Acts, who didn’t understand how or why the Spirit was falling upon Greeks but 
saw clearly that he was, they didn’t grasp the Spirit’s surprising work in the 
Gentile world.

Chapter 1: Creative Interpretation
 1. In John 12:32, Jesus says, “And I, if I am lift ed up from the earth, will draw all 

men to Myself.” Th is picture of lift ing Jesus up has been used in discussions of 
praising and exalting the Savior as it relates to evangelistic witness and mission 
eff orts. In the next verse, John specifi es the intent of Jesus’ statement: “He was 
saying this to indicate the kind of death by which He was to die.” As we’ll see, the 
primary meaning of this passage relates to Jesus’ death on the Cross—but it’s not 
the only possible application.

 2. Isaiah 6:9-10
 3. Matthew 13:14
 4. Hosea 11:1
 5. Matthew 2:15
 6. Compare Micah 7:6 with Matthew 10:35-36
 7. Compare Jeremiah 31:15 with Matthew 2:18
 8. Zechariah 11:12, quoted in Matthew 27:9 but prefaced by “that which was 

spoken through Jeremiah the prophet.” Th is is explainable by the fact that the 
book at the beginning of a scroll was oft en used as the title for the whole scroll, 
even though several books were in the collection. A “Jeremiah” scroll could 
easily contain the works of several minor prophets as well and be referred to as 
“that which was spoken by Jeremiah (the book)” as opposed to Jeremiah (the 
prophet). Still, this looks careless on Matthew’s part and would not comply with 
our hermeneutical standards today.

 9. I wish I could remember the verse he said she cited so I could see how she 
derived the specifi c time element, but I wasn’t able to write it down and have 
now forgotten it.
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10. Th ese methods of interpretation were perhaps formalized in the classical 
rabbinic period (aft er AD 70), but their foundations are much earlier than that. 
Th ese methods of interpretation—all four, but sod to a lesser extent—are evident d
in the apocryphal books of the intertestamental period; the Oral Torah (Mish-
nah); writings attributed to Philo, an Alexandrian Jew; the pre-Christian litera-
ture discovered at Qumran; and even the later Old Testament’s use of earlier Old 
Testament books. On the latter, Benjamin Sommer writes, “Priests and prophets, 
psalmists and scribes composed Scripture by recycling Scripture, by turning it 
and turning it to fi nd new truths in it. For many biblical writers, new words 
from God emerged from intense examination and reordering of the old ones. 
Th e interpretation of a sacred text could yield revelation, as much as revelation 
yielded a sacred text. If this is so, then the gulf that separates the Bible or Torah 
shebikhtav (“Written Torah”) from rabbinic tradition or Torah sheb’al peh (“Oral 
Torah”) is smaller than one might think” (from “Early Nonrabbinic Interpreta-
tion” in Adele Berlin, Mark Zvi Brettler, Michael Fishbane, eds., Th e Jewish Study 
Bible [New York: Oxford University Press, 2004], 1838). Sommer further writes 
that “Midrash, then, is not just a postbiblical invention used by the Rabbis to 
revise the Bible as they saw fi t. It is a biblical means of relating to the Bible, 
which the Rabbis inherited from the biblical authors themselves” (p. 1832) and 
that the Rabbis followed scriptural precedent in “purposefully misquoting” 
scriptural passages (p. 1833).

11. Th e writer of Hebrews, for example, goes well beyond allegory (midrash)—and 
beyond a brief reference in Psalm 110:4—in comparing Jesus with Melchizedek 
in Hebrews 7. His treatment of Genesis 14 requires a sod approach to describe 
the hidden connection between them. Paul’s allegory of Hagar and Sarah as 
representative of two covenants, a midrash, also has elements of sod in it. And 
John employs this approach, plus ample remezim, quite frequently in Revelation 
as he draws out hidden meaning (and adds some more) in multiple implicit and 
subtle references to Ezekiel, Isaiah, and other Old Testament texts.

12. You’ll notice in some of the sample verses from Matthew above that the Gospel 
writer is simply quoting Jesus’ application of an Old Testament verse.

13. Isaiah 64:4
14. Most notable among biblical examples of God-ordained chaos is the day of 

Pentecost, which hardly any human being would describe as “orderly.” It is 
described in Acts 2 in words that indicate mass confusion—various languages 
being spoken simultaneously as a multiethnic crowd clamors in bewilderment 
and amazement. Only when Peter stands up and begins to clarify the situation 
does the disorder subside. From God’s perspective, this confusion went exactly 
according to plan.

Chapter 2: The Mostly True Prophet
 1. By “prophet,” I mean anyone who is able to hear the Lord’s voice and deliver his 

message to a particular people in a particular situation. Th is, of course, includes 
the Old Testament prophets—those who wrote, like Isaiah, as well as those 
who didn’t, like Elijah and Elisha—but also those who perform that function 
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