BIBLE INTERPRETATION
– Cutting the Scripture Straight –

This class is not a class on hermeneutics. To get to the purpose of this class, much
of what should be said about hermeneutics must be passed over. Such as:
The history of interpretation; Old Testament Jewish interpretation; Literalism in
the time of Christ; The rise of allegorical interpretation; Bible interpretation in
the Dark Ages, Reformation and Post-Reformation Periods; The interpretation of
words, context, grammar, figurative language, types, symbols, parables, etc.

I. THE HERMENEUTICS OF ESCHATOLOGY
A. Definition
Hermeneutics is the science that furnishes the principles of
interpretation. These principles guide and govern everybody’s
system of theology.
B. The two basic hermeneutical positions
1. _____________ interpretation
2. Allegorical interpretation

II. THE LITERAL HERMENEUTIC
A. Definition of the literal method of interpretation
Literal interpretation gives to every word the same meaning
it would have in _____________ usage, whether employed
in writing, speaking, or thinking. It is sometimes called the
principle of grammatical-historical interpretation since the
meaning of each word is determined by grammatical and
historical considerations. The principle might also be called
normal interpretation since the literal meaning of words is
the normal approach to their understanding in all languages.
It might also be designated plain interpretation so that no one
receives the mistaken notion that the literal principle rules out
figures of speech. Symbols, figures of speech, and types are
all interpreted plainly in this method, and they are in no way
contrary to literal interpretation.
(Dispensationalism, by Dr. Charles Ryrie, page 80)
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B. Reasons for interpreting the Bible literally
Why should the Bible be interpreted literally? In Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland, Alice falls down a rabbit hole into a world of make-believe—
a fanciful place of enigmas, talking animals, and more. When a Christian
steps into the prophetical portions of Scripture, has he similarly entered a
world of make-believe, conundrums, and enigmas? Does he have to leave
sound principles of literal interpretation to interpret non-literally? Absolutely not. There is no ____________ reason to interpret the Bible other than literally.
1. The argument from Scriptural authority
The purpose of language requires literal interpretation. God originated language
to communicate His message to humanity. With God being a communicative Creator, it is logical to accept language in its normal, literal
sense. This is the only method of interpretation that is consistent with
the purpose of special revelation (revelation of the Scriptures).
a. God chose language as the medium of revelational
communication. This infers that God considered earthly
language an adequate medium to convey his heart and plan to
man.
b. God intends prophecy to be understood.
(Matthew 24:15) When ye therefore shall see the abomination
of desolation, spoken of by Daniel the prophet, stand in the holy
place, (whoso readeth, let him understand:)
2. The argument from historical ___________________
The only kind of interpretation expressed in the Bible is literal.
a. The prophecies of the Old Testament concerning the first
coming of Christ (His birth, His rearing, His ministry, His
death, His resurrection) were all fulfilled literally. Examples of
literal fulfillments of Messianic prophecies:
(1) A virgin shall conceive and bare a son named Immanuel
(Isa. 7:14, Matt. 1:22-23)
(2) Christ betrayed for 30 pieces of silver (Zech. 11:12-13,
Matt. 26:15)
(3) Crucifixion of Christ (Ps. 22:16-18). Prophesied before
crucifixion was known to the Jews.
b. Literal fulfillments of prophecies concerning ancient lands
“Sir Robert Anderson of Scotland Yard, making a scientific
study of prophetic fulfillments in Scripture reports: ‘There is
not a single prophecy, of which the fulfillment is recorded
in Scripture, that was not realized with absolute accuracy,
and in every detail; and it is wholly unjustifiable to assume
that a new system of fulfillment was inaugurated after the
sacred canon closed.’”
(The Interpretation of Prophecy, Paul Tan, p. 62)

Landing a spacecraft on
the moon was one of the
monumental achievements
of the United States in the
twentieth century. One
of the concerns was the
potential depth of the dust
on the moon’s surface that
could possibly engulf the
craft. After all, hadn’t it
collected there for “millions
and millions” of years?
Hence, the Apollo Lunar
Module was designed with
large landing pads on the
end of each leg. Having
never been there before,
it wasn’t possible to test
those theories ahead of
time.
Similarly, in the discipline
of Bible interpretation, one
cannot be rocketed into the
future and see how eschatology will be realized
and return with the news.
So, how can we determine
whether future events will
transpire as predicted?
Examine how God fulfilled
prophecies in the past.
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*See the Prophecy
Concerning Tyre article at the end of
this lesson.

(1)
(2)
(3)
(4)

Samaria (Micah 1:6)
Gaza and Ashkelon (Jer. 47:5; Amos 1:8; Zeph. 2:4,6)
Babylon (Isa. 13:19-21, Jer. 51:26,43)
Tyre* (Ezek. 26:3-16)

c. New Testament characters interpret the Old Testament events literally.
Examples:
(1) Stephen interprets Israel’s history literally (Acts 7).
(2) Jesus Christ interprets the creation of Adam and Eve literally (Matt.
19:4-6) and the story of Jonah literally (Matt. 12:39-41).
3. The argument from early church ___________________
Two main beliefs of the early church attest to the fact that early Christians interpreted prophecy literally:

**See the article at the end
of this handout titled The
Allegorists Who Undermined
the Normal Interpretation of
Scripture, by Mal Couch.

a. The earthly reign of Christ—for the first 200 years of church history
the church was premillennial in its eschatology. This doctrine was the
natural outgrowth of literal interpretation. At the close of the 2nd century,
Alexandrian allegorism** began emerging. Amillennialists look to
Augustine (354-430 AD) for the beginning of their eschatology and
follow his allegorical method of interpretation.
b. The imminent return of Christ—the New Testament
church was looking for the soon return of Christ and had
a common greeting, “Maranatha,” meaning “The Lord
Cometh.” Church father Irenaeus (130-202) wrote, “And
therefore, when in the end the Church shall be suddenly
caught up from this [evil age], it is said, ‘There shall
be tribulation such as has not been since the beginning;
neither shall be.’” They expected the Lord to come back
before the Great Tribulation. How did they get this belief?
Through a literal interpretation of Scripture.
4. The argument from practical _________________
Once you leave the sure footing of literal interpretation of Scripture
in favor of the allegorical method, there are no checks and balances and no authoritative guidelines to govern the results of the
allegorism. The emergence of allegorical interpretation among the
Alexandrian church fathers birthed a runaway situation of aberrant
doctrine with no concrete test to judge it validity. The temptation to
spiritualize every “difficulty” is irresistible. All objectivity is lost.

Irenaeus
was a
disciple of
Polycarp,
who was a
disciple of
the Apostle
John,
who was
a disciple
of Jesus
Christ.

W. A. Criswell preached through the entire Bible expositionally at First Baptist Church (Dallas, Texas), and
he gives this practical and logical reason for his dependence on the literal method:
“If we preach the Bible literally, it is like telling the
truth. You do not have to remember what you said. But
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if you spiritualize,…what you said about a passage yesterday may be diametrically opposed to what you make it mean today…. A man will find himself contradicting himself over and over again as he preaches through the years.”
C. General observations regarding the nature of prophetic language
1. The _____________________ of prophecy—time holds a small place
in prophecy, unlike our interest where time is of utmost concern. We are
continually asking “When will this take place?”

Dispensationalism
(as opposed to
covenant theology)
is the approach
that uses literal
interpretation
consistently and
in all Bible study.

a. The prophets spoke of future things as though they were present.
(Isa 9:6) For unto us a child is born, unto us a son is given: and the
government shall be upon his shoulder: and his name shall be called
Wonderful, Counsellor, The mighty God, The everlasting Father, The Prince
of Peace.
b. The prophets spoke of future things as though they were past.
(Isa 53:5-6)
(5) But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our
iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with his stripes
we are healed.
(6) All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own
way; and the LORD hath laid on him the iniquity of us all.
c. “When the precise time of individual events was not revealed, the
prophets describe them as continuous. They saw the future rather in
space than in time; the whole, therefore, appears foreshortened: and
perspective, rather than actual distance, is
Foreshortening is similar to viewing the conregarded.” (Things to Come, D. Pentecost,
stellations; we group them as they appear
p. 46).
2. The law of ________________ reference

rather than according to their true positions.
The stars in the Big Dipper constellation are
not on the same plane.

a. This law is of primary importance. Two
events, whose fulfillments are widely
separated by time, may be brought
together within the scope of one prophecy.
The prophecy was given by God to
address a current situation as well as a
future one.
b. Thomas Horne wrote, “The same
prophecies frequently have a double
meaning, and refer to different events,
the one near, the other remote; the one
temporal, the other spiritual or perhaps
eternal. The prophets thus having several
events in view, their expressions may be
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In the book
A Case for
Amillennialism,
author Kim
Riddlebarger
asserts that
Premillennialists
take “the literal
sense in isolation
from the rest of
Scripture.” In
other words, they
don’t adequately
compare Scripture
with Scripture;
they don’t interpret
a prophecy in
harmony with
the Bible’s whole
prophetic program.
To the contrary,
they view OT
prophecies as
relevant and
purposeful to
the historical
situation in which
they were given, and
they understand
that prophecies
can have a “double
reference”—the
original reference
addressing the
historical situation
and a second
reference later
on that reveals
an additional, and
perhaps deeper
or even previous
unforeseen meaning.

partly applicable to one, and partly to another, and it is not always easy
to make the transitions. What has not been fulfilled in the first, we must
apply to the second; and what has already been fulfilled, may often be
considered as typical of what remains to be accomplished.” (Introduction
to the Critical Study and Knowledge of the Holy Scriptures, I, p. 390).
c. God gave the near and far view so that the fulfillment of the one should
be the assurance of the fulfillment of the other.
Example of Double Reference
Isaiah 7:14 says, “Therefore the Lord himself shall give you a sign;
Behold, a virgin shall conceive, and bear a son, and shall call his name
Immanuel.”
This verse is not just about Jesus Christ’s incarnational birth to Mary. In
context of Isaiah 7, the southern kingdom of Judah was being threatened by
a coalition of two hostile nations—the
northern kingdom of Israel united with
the kingdom of Syria. These two kingdoms were building a force to withstand the growing threat of Assyria’s
expansion. King Ahaz of Judah refused
their request to join them because Assyria was not currently a threat to him.
So Israel and Syria were going to attack
Judah, depose Ahaz and set up a puppet
king, Tabeal, who would harness the
military strength of Judah and join the coalition against Assyria. It didn’t
look good for Ahaz. God sent the prophet Isaiah to Ahaz with a message
that Israel and Syria would not be successful. God told Ahaz to request a
sign from Him that this was the truth. Ahaz refused to ask for a sign (Ahaz
didn’t even believe in Jehovah God; he was an idolater.). So “the Lord himself shall give you a sign…” (v.14).
God’s sign to Ahaz of deliverance from Israel and Syria was NOT that 700
years into the future Jesus Christ was going to be born of the Virgin Mary.
This would be no sign at all to Ahaz; he would long be dead and moldering
in his grave. The sign had to have _____________ significance to Ahaz.
And then there was a double reference, a higher fulfillment that a deliverer
would come to the nation of Israel, born of a virgin, and be given the name
Immanuel, God with us.

D. Rules for the Interpretation of Prophecy
1. Interpret literally. Observe the literal method that God employed to fulfill the
prophecies that have already been fulfilled. The only way to know how God
will fulfill prophecy in the future is to ascertain how He has done it in the past.
2. Interpret according to the harmony of prophecy. A prophecy must be
interpreted in harmony with the _______________ prophetic program and
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not contradictory to it.
3. Observe the __________________ of prophecy.
a. A prophetic utterance may group events together that bear some
relationship to one another and are parts of one program of God.
b. A prophetic utterance may contain an event typical of another so that a
double reference is made even though those events are separated by time.
Example: Some of Isaiah’s prophecies concern the Babylonian captivity,
the events of the Day of the Lord, the return from Babylon, the world-wide
dispersion of the Jews and future regathering, and they are grouped together
seemingly almost indiscriminately.
4. Observe the ___________ relationships.

“Isaiah uses
a literary device known as
prophetic foreshortening. Isaiah
predicted future
events without
delineating exact
sequences of the
events or time
intervals separating them. For
example, nothing
in Isaiah reveals
the extended
period separating
the two comings
of the Messiah.
Also, he does not
provide as clear a
distinction between the future
temporal kingdom
and the eternal
kingdom as John
does in Revelation
20:1-10; 21:1 – 22:5.
In God’s program
of progressive
revelation, details
of these relationships awaited a prophetic
spokesman of a
later time.” (MacArthur Study
Bible, Isaiah
introduction).
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In prophecies of double reference, take note of the time relationships—the
near event vs. the far event. When such events
are observed by the prophet as continuous,
that is, taking place without interruption, and
the gaps of time between those events are
unforeseen by the prophet, this is known as
foreshortening.
a. The near view may have been fulfilled and
the far view await fulfillment. The fact that
one part of the prophecy has been fulfilled
and another part has not does not argue
for a figurative or non-literal method of
fulfillment of that unfulfilled portion.
b. The partial fulfillment argues for a
complete, literal, and future fulfillment of
the whole.
5. Interpret prophecy Christologically. Jesus
Christ is the __________ theme of all
prophecy.
1 Peter 1:10-11
(10) Of which salvation the prophets have
enquired and searched diligently, who prophesied
of the grace that should come unto you:
(11) Searching what, or what manner of time the
Spirit of Christ which was in them did signify, when
it testified beforehand the sufferings of Christ, and
the glory that should follow.

In 2008, a group from our
church climbed Mt. Sinai to
get a view of what Moses saw
when he ascended the mountain
to receive the two tablets of
the Law. We started our ascent at 2:30 a.m. to be at the
top in time to observe sunrise.
The rising of the sun gave us
a vivid illustration of prophetic
foreshortening.

6. Interpret ________________. One must know the historical background
of the prophet and the prophecy. Was the purpose of the prophecy didactic
(instructive) or predictive? There must be a full understanding of all proper
names, events, geographical references, references to customs or material
culture, and references to flora and fauna (plants and animals).
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7. Interpret ___________________.
8. Interpret consistently. Do not mix methods of interpretation. There is
no justifiable reason to adopt a different hermeneutic for the prophetic
Scriptures.

III. THE ALLEGORICAL HERMENEUTIC
A. Definition of allegorical Interpretation

Allegorizing means
to say that the
historical meaning is not the
real meaning, and
in fact may be
nothing but a
fabrication. The
historical meaning is not the real
meaning, the real
meaning is the
spiritual meaning
hidden beneath the
surface. Once
you say that
something in the
Bible is an allegory, that is it is
only a symbol of
the reality, you
have just made
it impossible to
know what that
reality is. If that
reality cannot be
discerned through
the normal understanding of language, how can it
be discerned?
John MacArthur,
How to Study
Your Bible: Interpretation, June
15, 1997, Sermon
90-157
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Allegorical interpretation is the method of interpreting a literary text (such as the
Bible) that regards the literal sense as the ______________ for a secondary, more
spiritual and more profound sense. It allows for a symbolic meaning of a passage.
One of the key features of non-dispensational hermeneutics is to interpret prophecy
(and sometimes non-prophetic portions of Scripture) figuratively.
Pilgrim’s Progress utilizes the allegorical method of interpretation.
B. Example of its impact on theology
The allegorist ___________ the meaning of the words “Israel” and “church” in the
New Testament to the point where the church is considered true Israel and takes over
the fulfillment of the promises that God made to Israel. The literalist keeps these two
entities distinct and sees God as having a program for Israel and a separate program
for the church.
C. The dangers of allegorical interpretation
1. It does not really interpret the language but forces upon the language the
fancies desired by the interpreter regardless of how sincere or deceptive he
may be.
2. Scripture is no longer the real authority because the mind of the interpreter
becomes the authority.
3. There is no way to __________ the conclusion of the interpreter. (E.g.,
Bethlehem means “house of bread”, are we to interpret this as a bakery, a rich
house, or a small town?)
4. If consistently used, allegorical interpretation would destroy all Bible
doctrine. Though amillennialists only apply allegorical interpretation to the
area of prophecy, who’s to say that it can’t or shouldn’t be used in other
doctrines as well?
D. Arguments used to substantiate the allegorical method of interpretation
Argument #1
1. The Bible is full of _______________ speech, which obviously should not
be interpreted literally.
a. Examples of figurative speech
(1 Samuel 2:2) “There is none holy as the LORD: for there is none beside
thee: neither is there any rock like our God.”
(John 6:53) “Then Jesus said unto them, Verily, verily, I say unto you,
Except ye eat the flesh of the Son of man, and drink his blood, ye have no life
in you.”
03 – Bible Interpretation

(Psalms 91:4) “He shall cover thee with his feathers, and under his wings
shalt thou trust: his truth shall be thy shield and buckler.”
b. The literalist’s reply
(1) No claim is made that there are no figures of speech in the Bible,
rather literalists understand that there are ways to explain literal truth
taken normally in their context.
(2) The presence of one figure of speech in a passage is no indication
that every phrase is a figure of speech. Today we use literal speech
but occasionally insert a figure of speech such as: “Clean your
bedroom, wash the car, and then take the trash out — now hop to it.”
(3) Premillennialism is not resting on any possible figures of speech.
Argument #2
2. The Bible has utilized ______________ that has meaning beyond the simple
facts of language, therefore we should expect allegory.
a. Definition of a type—“A divinely purposed illustration of some future
spiritual truth.”
b. Examples of types
(1) The Passover lamb is a type of Christ dying on the cross (Christ
would be the anti-type).
(2) Melchizedek is a type of Christ as the King-priest.
c. The literalist’s reply to the typological argument for allegorical
interpretation
(1) Typology is based upon the historical happening and had meaning
for the people of its day (this historical happening plus its spiritual
application).
(2) In allegorical interpretation the historical event is either ignored
or denied (this spiritual idea instead of that historical or literal
meaning).
Argument #3
3. The Bible is a spiritual book that teaches spiritual truth, therefore, we should
be expected to __________________ in its interpretation.
The literalist’s reply —
a. The Bible is still interpreted normally.
b. “Spiritual” interpretation is not the opposite of literal interpretation.
(1) For example, one’s salvation is spiritual because it involves the Holy
Spirit, yet it is also literal.
(2) If we substitute the words “interpret allegorically” for the word
“spiritualize” we can easily see the fallacy of this argument. Here
it is—“The Bible is a spiritual book that teaches spiritual truth,
therefore, we should be expected to ‘interpret allegorically.’” This is
not necessarily true anymore than the conclusion in this little ditty—
“All cows eat grass (true); Betsy eats grass (true), therefore Betsy is
a cow (not necessarily true).” Betsy may be a sheep!

8

03 – Bible Interpretation

Argument #4
4. Paul uses the allegorical method of interpretation in Galatians 4:24-31.
(Galatians 4:24) “Which things are an allegory: for these are the two covenants;
the one from the mount Sinai, which gendereth to bondage, which is Agar.”
The literalist’s reply to this argument—
a. The word allegory in this passage doesn’t mean what allegory means
today. The Greek word takes on different shades of meaning.
b. Allegoreo means “to speak other than one seems to speak.” It was used
of a story that conveyed meaning other than what was apparent in the
literal sense of the word. It has the idea of one thing being represented
under the image of another. However, in the case of Galatians 4:24,
spiritual truth is being illustrated by the historical story.
c. Paul is not interpreting allegorically as a method of interpretation; he is
really interpreting typologically, and he is interpreting an allegory.
d. Paul’s interpretation does not deny the ________________ of Sarah and
Hagar.
Dr. Lewis Sperry
Chafer was the
founder and first
president of
Dallas Theological
Seminary

e. This argument would not help the amillennialist because this passage
deals with history, and they interpret history literally.
f.

Dr. Lewis Sperry Chafer wrote, “A truth already expressed will bear
repetition at this point: there is all the difference possible in interpreting
a Scripture allegory, on the one hand, and the allegorizing of a plain
Scripture on the other hand.” (Things to Come, D. Pentecost, p. 9)

III. THE RESULTS OF LITERAL INTERPRETATION
What is the practical outcome of consistently applying the rules of literal interpretation to
the Scriptures? Kim Riddlebarger is correct in his book A Case for Amillennialism when
he states, “The best way to choose the correct eschatological position from among the differing systems is to identify and evaluate the underlying hermeneutics involved.” (p. 33).
But not just eschatology, one’s hermeneutic affects his understanding of each of the doctrines of Scripture. This begins in Genesis where the student is confronted with either accepting a literal 6-day creation account or accepting an evolutionary process that spanned
millions and millions of years. Does “the evening and the morning were the first day”
mean a 24-hour period that has both an evening and a morning, or does it mean a great
indeterminate spanse of time?
It affects one’s understanding of ecclesiology (doctrine of the church). What is the
church? How does it function? What is it’s mission? It affects sotereology (doctrine of
________________). What does “For God so loved the world that he gave his only begotton Son...” mean? All the doctrines are affected by one’s underlying hermeneutic, and
it is no different for eschatology. The student of eschatology is left with:
Accepting the text of Scripture at face value, therefore...
God’s promises made to Israel in the Old Testament that were not fulfilled must yet be executed in the future. Their fulfillment is not a spiritual one made to the church but a literal
fulfillment made to the ethnic nation of Israel.
There are different economies in the outworking of God’s program. In other words, consistent literal interpretation is the basis for dispensationalism.

9

03 – Bible Interpretation

The Prophecy Concerning Tyre

Tyre

Bible prophecies cover a very broad range of subjects—large groups of people,
individuals, rulers, cities, nations, and some to the whole world. To keep this article as
short as possible, I will consider one example. For more information, read
Why I Believe the Bible, D. James Kennedy.
(Ezekiel 26:3-5) “Therefore thus saith the Lord GOD; Behold, I am against thee, O
Tyrus, and will cause many nations to come up against thee, as the sea causeth his waves
to come up. {4} And they shall destroy the walls of Tyrus, and break down her towers: I
will also scrape her dust from her, and make her like the top of a rock. {5} It shall be a
place for the spreading of nets in the midst of the sea: for I have spoken it, saith the Lord
GOD: and it shall become a spoil to the nations.”
Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon, was the man who began the fulfillment of this
passage. How did he he do it?
(Ezekiel 26:8-9) “He shall slay with the sword thy daughters in the field: and he shall make a fort
against thee, and cast a mount against thee, and lift up the buckler against thee. {9} And he shall
set engines of war against thy walls, and with his axes he shall break down thy towers.”

What was the end result of this military action?
(Ezekiel 26:14) “And I will make thee like the top of a rock: thou shalt be a place to spread nets
upon; thou shalt be built no more: for I the LORD have spoken it, saith the Lord GOD.” (Ezekiel
26:21) “I will make thee a terror, and thou shalt be no more: though thou be sought for, yet shalt
thou never be found again, saith the Lord GOD.”

God’s Word says that Tyre would be destroyed and never rebuilt or re-inhabited. When
the prophet said this Tyre was at its pinnacle of success; she was a great Phoenician
sea-faring city. They were the colonizers and mariners of ancient times. They traveled to
Africa and established trade routes to the East. These Phoenicians fortified Tyre with 150
feet high walls that were 15 feet thick. The walls surrounded Tyre
on three sides and her navy protected her seaside. What happened
Some of the prophecies against Tyre
to Tyre? A few years after the writing of this prophecy, the great
•	Many nations will come up against
Babylonian King Nebuchadnezzar laid siege to the city. For thirteen
Tyre.
years Tyre withstood the efforts of the king of Babylon. Finally
•	Walls and towers will be destroyed.
the walls of the city crumbled and the Babylonian army slaughtered
•	She will be scraped like the top of a
the remaining inhabitants. However, thousands of Phoenicians had
rock.
fled into the sea by boat to form a new city of Tyre on an island
•	She will become a place where
one half-mile off the Mediterranean coast. There they sat in safety,
fishermen spread their nets.
thumbing their noses at Nebuchadnezzar. He went back home, and
•	People will be slain with the sword.
•	The aggressor will build a fort
the new Phoenician community sitting out in the sea flourished.
against her.
The prophecy was fulfilled, therefore, only in part. Some might say
•	The aggressor will lift up shields
that Ezekiel wrote this prophecy after the events happened, but that
against her.
is impossible. Two hundred fifty years later, long after Ezekiel lay
•	The aggressor will set engines of
moldering in his grave, most of the walls of Tyre still stood jutting
war against her walls.
into the sky-mute testimony to the fact that the prophecy had not
•	Towers will be broken down.
been fulfilled completely. True, the city had been destroyed and
•	She will never be inhabited again.
the walls and towers broken down, but what about the stones and
•	Her stones and timber will be
thrown in the sea.
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timber and dust being thrown into the water? That had not happened.
Out of the north with lightning speed came a mighty general, Alexander the Great,
defeating the Persians Empire and conquering the world. He arrived in Phoenician
territory with 33,000 infantry, 15,000 cavalry, and a few ships sailing along the coast. He
commanded the city of Tyre to open its gates to him, but the people refused. They felt
secure on their tiny island, which by now had
been fortified with a high wall.
Alexander, with his chief engineer, Diades,
conceived a plan to build a 200-foot wide
causeway across the half-mile strait to the
island of new Tyre. Where would Diades get the
materials for such a feat? Alexander ordered the
remainder of old Tyre to be torn down and all
the debris thrown into the sea. The old city was
scraped clean like a rock as the road was
built. As the causeway project neared the island
city, the Phoenicians catapulted missiles upon
Alexander’s laborers. So they built large
mobile protection shields.
Alexander recognized that once he reached the
city he would still have the walls to contend with, so he constructed helepoleis. These
were a group of 160-foot-high towers that could be moved on wheels. The idea was to
roll these lumbering monsters right out on the causeway and up against the walls, then let
down a drawbridge, and march across the top of the wall into the city.
What about the part of the prophecy that said many nations would come up against them?
As Alexander was building the land bridge, ships of Tyre on both sides were attacking
him. Alexander saw that he needed ships that
could defend his flanks. He went back to the
cities and nations he had previously conquered
and demanded that they provide him with
vessels. He gathered a fleet from Sidon,
Byblos, Rhodes, Macedon, and other places.
As Ezekiel had said, many nations were
coming against Tyre.
At last the causeway was finished. The towers
were rolled out, drawbridges dropped, and
the Grecian soldiers swarmed into the city.
In the ensuing battle 18,000 people of Tyre
were slain, another 7,000 were executed, and
30,000 were sold into slavery. The city itself
was completely destroyed. Old Tyre is now as
bare as the top of a rock. Today it is a place
where fishermen dry their nets. Jerusalem has
been destroyed and rebuilt about seventeen
times, but Tyre was destroyed and never
rebuilt. Why? Because twenty-five centuries ago a prophet of God announced what
God’s judgment was going to be, and it has been fulfilled in the minutest detail. The laws
of probability must be considered again. What are the chances of all these prophecies
against Tyre coming true? No chance! Impossible! Yet they all did!
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The Allegorists Who Undermined the Normal
Interpretation of Scripture
by Mal Couch

Taken from

An Introduction
to Classical
Evangelical
Hermeneutics

In this chapter it will be shown that the early church was overwhelmingly premillennial.
Many of the interpretative battles of today did not, of course, exist for the early church.
Thus, they did not deal with the same hermeneutical issues. But they had philosophical
wars that dealt with the deity and nature of Christ, the person of the Holy Spirit, and the
nature of the Trinity. The church fathers argued, fought well, and won many doctrinal
conflicts, thus establishing the teaching framework of the Word for generations to come.
Allegory, however, became their Achilles heel. How did allegorical interpretation begin?
Actually, it began before the church age.
Pagan Greek Allegory
By the time of Xenophanes in the sixth century B.C., the literature of Homer was under
attack because the gods appeared too sinful and human. By the time of Plato, Homer’s
poems were taken as symbolic, to be read allegorically. Plato agreed but felt that the poems were too disgraceful to be read to children in their literal form.
By the first century A.D., Heraclitus taught the scandalous passages in Homer as allegory.
To explain the behavior of the gods, Heraclitus wrote The Homeric Problem, in which he
offers alternative poetic allegorical interpretations for the sexual affairs of Aphrodite and
others.
For example, as Heraclitus saw it,
The ribald laughter of the gods at the hapless pair (Aphrodite and her lover Ares) signifies their joy at the cosmic harmony that results from the union of love (Aphrodite)
and strife (Ares, the god of war). The passage can also be interpreted metallurgically.
Fire (Hephaestus) unites iron (Ares) with beauty (Aphrodite) in the blacksmith’s art.1
With allegory the antics of the gods were purified, but who determined the allegorical
interpretations? By whose authority were words and concepts changed? If there were no
“guidelines” as to the meaning of the “new” message, how did readers know the authors’
intentions? These problems consistently overshadow allegorical interpretation.
Alexandrian Jews Copy Allegorism
Following the Babylonian captivity, the Jewish rabbis fell into quasi-worship of even the
letters of Scripture, adopting “letterism” as a springboard to allegorization and spiritualization. They committed the sin about which Paul later wrote: “The letter kills, but the
Spirit gives life” (2 Cor. 3:6). To their credit, not all the rabbis fell into letterism or, later,
allegory. The majority held to a sane literalism whereby they took the Old Testament
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promises in a natural and normal way. Tan writes,
The Jewish rabbis did not really misuse the literal method. Literalism and letterism
are two different things. It was the exclusion of any more than the bare letters of
Scripture which set the rabbis on a tangent. Letterism is the premature (not extreme)
form of literalism. The interpreter who is properly conversant with the literal method
of interpretation can never be too literal in interpreting God’s Word.2
Tan further explains that the Jews in Alexandria, Egypt, had daily contact with the Greek
philosophers of the day and noticed how allegory cleaned up the uglier exploits of the
Greek gods.3 With distasteful portions of the Old Testament to deal with (such as Lot’s
incest, Noah’s drunkenness, Jacob’s many wives, etc.), the rabbis began to allegorize
certain passages. “Allegorism enabled the Alexandrian Jews to make Moses speak the
beautiful philosophy of Plato and other Greek sages.”4
Who Was Philo?
The personality most cited for the change to allegorical interpretation is Philo (ca. 20
B.C.-A.D. 54), “A philosophical Jew who possessed both reverence for the Mosaic
revelation and fondness for Grecian metaphysics, [who] aimed to explore the mystical
depths of significances allegedly concealed beneath the Old Testament Scripture.”5
Philo taught that the milk of Scripture was the literal but the meat was allegory. Thus,
there was a hidden meaning. The Word of God had two levels: the literal was on the
surface, but the allegorical represented the deeper, more spiritual meaning. Therefore,
anyone who simply interpreted the Bible in its most natural, normal way was simple and
missing the great meanings of the Scriptures. Ramm writes,
Philo did not think that the literal meaning was useless, but it represented the immature level of understanding. The literal sense was the body of Scripture, and the
allegorical sense its soul. Accordingly the literal was for the immature, and the allegorical for the mature.6
To reiterate, allegorical interpretation creates meaning through the interpreter. Accordingly, an allegorist believes the average person may be reading and interpreting wrongly
without the help of a scholar or, in the case of Scripture, a wise, well-trained theologian.
Often, even today, allegorists look down their noses at those who take the Bible at face
value with a normal, literal hermeneutic.
In Philo’s writings are thousands of examples of his allegorization of the Old Testament.
Only a few will be cited here. In the creation of Eve, for example, when Adam’s side was
closed up (Gen. 2:21), Philo writes, “That is to say, he [God] filled up that external sense
which exists according to habit, leading it on to energy and extending it as far as the flesh
and the whole outward and visible surface of the body.”7
Genesis 2:24 reads, “Therefore a man shall leave his father and mother and be joined to
his wife, and they shall become one flesh.” Philo says,
On account of the external sensation, the mind, when it has become enslaved to
it, shall leave both its father, the God of the universe, and the mother of all things,
namely, the virtue and wisdom of God, and cleaves to and becomes united to the
external sensations, and is dissolved into external sensation, so that the two become
one flesh and one passion.8
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The Negative Effects of Philo
Philo was a mystic and a Platonist, whose “tampering” with the meaning of Old Testament
texts would have long range negative effects on Christianity. His writings were preserved
by some of the Church fathers because he had resisted Greek authors and Hellenistic
thought. But he would have great influence on many of the Alexandrian church fathers.
Is There a Connection Today Between Philo and Amillennial Theologians?
Varner correctly notes in regard to Philo’s legacy,
The Alexandrian method greatly influenced medieval hermeneutics and resulted in
the displacement of premillennialism with amillennialism after Augustine. While
most of evangelical hermeneutics has abandoned the Alexandrian allegorical method
as applied to the narrative portions of Scripture, it is still inconsistently applied to the
prophetic portions of the Old Testament, resulting in spiritualized interpretation of
such terms as Israel, Jerusalem, and Zion. On a more popular level, many sermons
unconsciously reflect the Philonic emphasis or number symbolism and illegitimate
spiritual interpretations of texts.9
Pentecost well concludes,
The allegorical method was not born out of the study of the Scriptures, but rather out
of a desire to unite Greek philosophy and the Word of God. It did not come out of a
desire to present the truths of the Word, but to pervert them. It was not the child of
orthodoxy but of heterodoxy.’10
Who Was Origen?
Origen (ca. A.D. 185-254), often called “Mr. Allegorism,” followed Philo in searching
both Old and New Testaments for the deep and hidden spiritual meanings. Origen’s work,
On First Principles, argues that if no spiritual significance is found on the surface of a
Bible passage, it may be concluded that the verses are to be taken symbolically. Allegory,
which was a legacy from Greece, dominated much of Origen’s biblical thought.
In a short time, Origen “made allegory the dominant method of biblical interpretation
down to the end of the Middle Ages… It took no genius to recognize that such allegory
was a desperate effort to avoid the plain meaning of the text, and that, indeed, is how
Origen viewed it.”11
How Did Philo Influence Origen?
In time, Philo’s approach to Bible interpretation fell out of favor with the rabbis. But it
lived long enough to be transmitted down to many Christian interpreters who accepted it
enthusiastically. Origen probably became familiar with Philo’s works, of which he thoroughly approved, through Clement. Trigg further explains,
The circumstances in which Christianity developed into a religious tradition independent of Judaism gave allegory from the very first a strong appeal to Christians.
Christians retained the Old Testament, which for some time was their only Bible,
as their sacred Scriptures, but they quickly found it appropriate to cease demanding
literal observance of the commandments of the Torah. Allegory enabled Christians to
justify their abandonment of the ceremonial law.’12
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Concerning biblical prophecy, Origen rejected the popular Christian hope of the coming
earthly millennial reign of Jesus. As a result, he questioned the authenticity of Revelation,
which so clearly speaks of such a millennium, and treated the book symbolically.13 He
wrote, in fact, that Christ’s coming in the clouds, as described in Matthew 24:30, referred
to the Lord’s coming into the souls of the openhearted when they accepted the basic
truths of doctrine. In Origen’s thinking, “His [Christ’s second] coming” occurred when
the mature Christian found Jesus in the hidden meanings of Scripture.
On some of Origen’s other prophetic views, Trigg makes this most interesting comment:
The trials and tribulations the world must endure before the second coming symbolize the difficulties the soul must overcome before it is worthy of union with the
Logos. The imminence of the second coming refers to the imminent possibility, for
each individual, of death. Perhaps more radically, the two men laboring in a field, one
of whom is taken and the other left when the Messiah comes (Matt.24:40), represent
good and bad influences on a person’s will, which fare differently when the Logos is
revealed to that person. Although Origen did not openly deny the vivid apocalyptic
expectations such passages originally expressed and still did for many Christians, he
tended by psychologizing them to make them irrelevant. Although that was far from
Origen’s intention, the outcome of his work was to make the church feel distinctly
more at home in the world.14
Trigg’s last line has far-reaching implications. Crutchfield on Origen concludes,
Origen’s allegorical interpretations, including his views on Bible prophecy, gained
wide acceptance in the church of his day. His influence, followed by Constantine’s
acceptance of Christianity and Augustine’s teaching in the fourth century, are usually
cited as the principal causes of premillennialism’s eventual replacement by amillennial eschatology. Though he was broken by the persecution under Decius in 250 and
died a few years later at the age of sixty-nine, Origen’s exegesis still colors prophetic
expectations in modern times.15
Who Was Augustine?
Augustine (A.D. 354-430) was a godly, sincere follower of Christ. His most well-known
works, The City of God and Confessions, have inspired believers for centuries. Despite
good intentions, however, Augustine followed Origen into the crevice of allegorical
interpretation. By Augustine’s day, though, many had already adopted the pagan Greek
system of approaching the meaning of Scripture. But this saintly church father developed
a compromise in dealing with certain truths.
That is, he interpreted the non-prophetic Scriptures literally and the prophetic Scriptures allegorically. This dualistic method of interpretation represents a new twist to
the allegorical interpretation then on a rampage. Unfortunately for the church, Augustinian dualism was accepted without much debate into the Roman Catholic church,
and later also by the Protestant reformers.
Augustine, while rejecting the earthly, millennial kingdom accepted the literality of
the 1,000 years of Revelation 20 and expected the second coming of Christ to occur
around A.D. 650. This inconsistency in spiritualizing portions of Revelation 20 while
literalizing its 1,000 years is an evidence that the church fathers did not give a reasonable exegesis to this subject.16
Augustine, despite his interpretative shortcomings, systematized the study of sacred
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Scripture by developing principles for approaching the Word of God. Ramm summarizes
twelve of Augustine’s most important guidelines:
1. A genuine Christian faith was necessary for the understanding of the
Scriptures.
2. Although the literal and historical are not the end of Scripture, we must hold
them in high regard.
3. Scripture has more than one meaning and therefore the allegorical method is
proper.
4. There is significance in biblical numbers. The entire world of logic and
numbers are to be regarded as eternal truths, with numbers playing a special
role in human knowledge.
5. The Old Testament is a Christian document and is full of prophetic references
concerning Christ.
6. The task of the expositor is to derive meaning from the Bible, not bring
meaning to it. The expositor is to express accurately the thoughts of the
writer.
7. The analogy of faith, the true orthodox creed, must be consulted when
interpreting. If orthodoxy represents Scripture, then no expositor can
interpret Scripture contrary to orthodoxy.
8. No verse is to be studied as a unit in itself. The context of the verse must be
noted, i.e., what the Bible says on the same subject somewhere else.
9. If an interpretation is uncertain, nothing in the passage can be made a matter
of orthodox faith.
10. The Holy Spirit cannot substitute for the necessary learning to understand
Scripture. The able interpreter must know Hebrew, Greek, geography, natural
history, music, chronology, numbers, history, dialectics, natural science, and
the ancient philosophers.
11. The obscure passage must yield to the clear passage.
12. No Scripture is to be interpreted so as to conflict with any other—the
harmony of revelation.17
Augustine and the Book of Revelation
The Alexandrian school of theology, represented by Clement and Origen, took an allegorical or non-literal view of the final book of inspired Scripture. Walvoord notes,
The more moderate form of allegorical interpretation, following Augustine, has
achieved respectability and regards the book of Revelation as presenting in a symbolic way the total conflict between Christianity and evil or, as Augustine put it, the
City of God versus the City of Satan.18
But Augustine also espoused the preterist (or past) view of Revelation. Walvoord calls
preterist interpretation similar to allegory, yet it considers Revelation as a symbolic history rather than prophetic. But it is Lange who ascribes preterism to Augustine. “This
theory is so styled as it was first propounded by the great Augustine in his Civitate Dei
(The City of God), xx. 79 [of Revelation]. It has been upheld in all ages of the Church
since its first promulgation.’’19 Lange summarizes Augustine on Revelation:
1. The period [of Revelation] began at the first Advent [of Christ], when Satan
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was bound and cast out of the hearts of true Christians and their reign over
him … began.
2. The Beast symbolizes the wicked world.
3. The first resurrection is that of dead souls to spiritual life, a resurrection
continued in every true conversion throughout the period.
4. The thousand years is a symbolic expression of completeness appropriately
indicating the entire period of the Messiah’s reign.
5. This period [is] to be followed by a new persecution of the Saints under
Antichrist; … [then] the general judgment; after which will begin, in heaven,
the glorious period of the New Jerusalem.20
The Literal Millennial Kingdom Discredited
Cohn shows that with Augustine the interpretative climate would be finally and completely changed.
Early in the fifth century St. Augustine propounded the doctrine which the new
conditions demanded. According to The City of God the Book of Revelation was to
be understood as a spiritual allegory; as for the Millennium, that had begun with the
birth of Christianity and was fully realized in the Church. This at once became orthodox doctrine.21
Crutchfield aptly concludes,
Augustine abandoned the premillennial position for the superficial reason that some
millenarians had envisioned a kingdom age of unparalleled fruitfulness featuring banquet tables set with excessive amounts of food and drink (The City of God 20.7). He
favored instead the position of his contemporary, the Donatist and lay theologian Tyconius who offered a spiritualized interpretation of the Apocalypse. Proceeding from
this position, Augustine articulated an amillennial view in which no future thousand
year earthly millennium was expected.22
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