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Preface To Third Edition 

We three authors are enormously gratified that a third edi-

tion of our book is warranted. The first edition appeared in 

1993 to be followed about a decade later in 2004 by edition 

two. Now, after an elapse of a little more than another dec-

ade, we are pleased to offer this third edition to a new gen-

eration of students. The subject of hermeneutics -- biblical 

interpretation -- continues to occupy prominence in the 

fields of biblical and theological studies. That assessment is 

certainly borne out in the ongoing flood of articles, essays, 

and books that appear -- some, like this one, in multiple edi-

tions. That should be no surprise: what the Bible means by 

what is written, and what its significance is to the church 

and individual believers, are not insignificant issues. In fact, 

they are paramount! 

We followed the process of composing this edition in the 

same ways as in the preceding editions, and we ask readers 

to review the “Preface to Second Edition” for that process. 

Happily, Robert Hubbard returned to live in Denver a few 

years ago, so we have enjoyed, again, the opportunity for 

in-person engagement in our writing and editing (and warm 

friendship). This book represents one of the delights of 

scholarly collaboration -- the chance to work together as 

friends and colleagues, as well as to pool our scholarship for 

the sake of Christ’s church. 

Like the edition before it, this third edition reflects some 

important changes due to developments in the extensive 

fields that we attempt to cover. For example, we give much 
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more space to speech-act theory than in the former edition. 

Beyond that, we have updated the discussions on two fronts. 

First, what we three veteran Bible teachers write here builds 

on more than one hundred years of combined teaching and 

study. We believe our refinements in this volume reflect our 

more mature (and we hope more adequate and correct) 

thinking about this crucial task. Second, we have witnessed 

many advances as well revisions in various scholars’ thinking 

and writings about the topics we engage; we need to inter-

act with these scholars in our goal to be faithful interpreters 

of God’s Holy Scriptures. These advances, we believe, re-

quire that we revisit and refine some of the things we said a 

dozen years ago. 

As with the previous editions, we continued to profit from 

many colleagues both at Denver Seminary (Blomberg and 

Klein), and at North Park University (Hubbard). Some of their 

insights appear at various places, as well as in the footnotes 

-- though often without specific acknowledgement. In addi-

tion, we have benefitted from our students in our classes and 

from colleagues in various institutions who have used the 

book -- both in their teaching and studying. Many of these 

scholarly colleagues are also reflected in the footnotes and 

bibliography of the book. These resources are extensive and 

expansive, our conscious tactic that we hope will allow in-

terested readers to pursue in more detail some of the mat-

ters that we are able to pursue far too briefly (although stu-

dents might complain that the book is too large already!). 

And we repeat what we acknowledged in the previous pref-

ace: many people have influenced our thinking and ways of 

expression in ways that we can no longer recall or properly 

document. We give them our grateful thanks nonetheless. As 

well, books do not land on publishers’ lists without the sig-



nificant efforts of editors. We wish to thank Katya Covrett, 

Executive Editor of Zondervan Academic, for encouraging us 

to produce this edition. 

As before, we acknowledge three mentors who blazed some 

trails of biblical interpretation for us to follow: Donald W. 

Burdick, D. A. Carson, and David A. Hubbard. We thanked 

them previously and do so again. But to this trio of men we 

add a trio of women. With this edition we gratefully honor 

our three wives from whom we have also learned much about 

the nature and importance of biblical interpretation, each 

in their own ways. So thank you: Phyllis Klein, Fran 

Blomberg, and Pam Hubbard. You have blessed us with your 

godly examples and faithful discipleship in the ways of 

Christ. While Paul wrote his words about two women in Phi-

lippi, well do we apply them to our wives, “. . . these women 

since they have contended at [our] side in the cause of the 

gospel . . . whose names are in the book of life” (Phil 4:3). 

William W. Klein 

Craig L. Blomberg 

Robert L. Hubbard, Jr. 

February 2016 

 
 

Preface To Second Edition 

Much has happened within the discipline of biblical interpre-

tation in the years since the first edition of this book ap-

peared in 1993. Many worthy volumes and innumerable arti-

cles, essays, and chapters have appeared steadily over the 

years. Clearly this remains a “hot topic,” as it should. In ad-

dition, the landscape of biblical studies and biblical 



interpretation has changed in many ways. We are faced with 

new understandings of how language functions, the rise and 

demise of several approaches to evaluating texts, differing 

attempts to assess the nature of meaning, and the increased 

influence of postmodernism, to name a few. Several im-

portant translations and versions of the Bible have appeared. 

We have been gratified to witness the widespread use of the 

first edition of this book since it was published. It has served 

as a textbook in many classes in colleges and seminaries. It 

has been translated into several other languages and is used 

widely. But, given the changes over these past years, we 

welcomed the opportunity to alter the way we said some 

things, to rearrange some of the parts, to bring some issues 

from the appendix into the main text, and, very im-

portantly, to bring the discussions of many issues, the foot-

notes, and the annotated bibliography up to date. We have 

read many reviews of the book and have learned from re-

viewers and users their assessments of its strengths and 

weaknesses. As we approached the process of revision, we 

solicited and received targeted and extremely helpful com-

ments from several valued colleagues in other institutions 

who have used the book regularly in their classes. We appre-

ciate very much the time and effort they gave us in their 

assessments. 

We offer this volume to advance the practice of biblical in-

terpretation -- also called hermeneutics -- in this generation. 

A comprehensive yet readable text, it covers all the key is-

sues in interpreting the Bible. We have incorporated insights 

from beyond biblical studies themselves -- philosophy, lin-

guistics, the social sciences, and literary criticism, among 

others. We have written this book not merely to collate and 

report others’ findings -- though we have certainly done 

much of that -- but also to propose our own strategy for this 

crucial venture of interpretation. The book brims with 



biblical examples to demonstrate the principles under dis-

cussion. We strive to show students not merely what inter-

pretation is all about, but how to interpret. 

How did such a book emerge, and how do three authors write 

a book together? Initially Dr. Klein proposed the idea of a 

new volume on hermeneutics and wrote the original outline. 

Soon he realized how formidable a task this would be, so he 

recruited three colleagues, all professors at Denver Semi-

nary, and they divided the tasks of research and writing 

equally among themselves. Unexpectedly, other Seminary 

responsibilities forced Dr. Kermit Ecklebarger to withdraw 

from the project. He was able to provide input for the chap-

ters on the history of interpretation, general rules of herme-

neutics, and application. The task fell to the remaining three 

-- Dr. Klein and Dr. Blomberg covered the New Testament 

field, and Dr. Hubbard represented Old Testament studies. 

To maximize the value of our backgrounds and expertise, we 

decided that all three would be involved in everything pro-

duced. So each wrote his assigned sections and then read the 

others’ drafts. We made extensive comments and suggested 

revisions, deletions, or insertions. Where genuine differ-

ences and disagreements surfaced we discussed the issues 

until a consensus was reached; we wanted to produce a text 

that all could affirm. Ultimately, Dr. Klein served as the final 

editor with freedom to alter and edit as necessary to pro-

duce the final manuscript. 

Since the first edition appeared, Robert Hubbard moved 

from Denver to take up a teaching post at North Park Theo-

logical Seminary in Chicago. Drs. Blomberg and Klein remain 

at Denver Seminary. We three employed the same approach 

in this revision as we did in the initial writing. We returned 

each chapter to its original author to perform the initial re-

vision -- taking into consideration all the reviews and 



comments we received. We circulated each revised chapter 

to the other two authors for comments, critique, suggestions 

for revisions and corrections, and then returned it to the au-

thor for a rewrite in view of these reactions. We were more 

ruthless with each other than before. When we were satis-

fied that we had the best product, William Klein again did 

the final editing. We hope that the resulting volume weds 

the best of our individual and joint competencies. We have 

verified the truth of the proverb, “As iron sharpens iron, so 

one man sharpens another” (Prov 27:17). By absorbing each 

other’s critical comments, we grew to appreciate one an-

other’s abilities and understanding of God’s truth. We have 

remained good friends, and we believe our joint efforts have 

produced a volume that will yield a rich harvest of faithful 

interpreters and doers of God’s Holy Word. 

We wish to thank Wayne Kinde, Director of Reference and 

Professional Books at Thomas Nelson, for enthusiastically 

agreeing to produce this second edition. As well, it was a 

pleasure to work directly with Lee Hollaway, Managing Edi-

tor of Nelson Reference & Electronic Publishing, who helped 

oversee the project in a hands-on way. We were again as-

sisted and blessed by the efforts of several colleagues at 

Denver Seminary -- with research assistance by Prof. Elodie 

Emig and the word processing and indexing skills of Ms. Jean-

ette Freitag. Our research also benefited from sabbaticals 

granted by our schools, from their fine libraries and expert 

staffs, and from the input of teaching assistant Paul Corner 

of North Park Theological Seminary. We also thank the the-

ological faculty of the University of Tübingen, Germany, for 

its hospitality and the use of its excellent libraries during 

one sabbatical. 

No book surfaces apart from the contributions of numerous 

people beyond the author or, in this case, authors. Dr. Timo-

thy P. Weber graciously read the chapter on the history of 



interpretation. Dr. M. Daniel Carroll R. provided extensive 

comments on the chapters on the Old Testament. Our nu-

merous references readily acknowledge the work of our col-

leagues in the scholarly arena. No doubt many others con-

tributed to our thinking, but we were unaware of their input, 

gained as it was over the years, and are unable to 

acknowledge it beyond this admission. Yet four individuals -

- not adequately featured in the footnotes -- have made a 

lasting impression on our lives. They were our first mentors 

in graduate biblical studies. They not only honed our skills in 

interpretation, but they also ignited an enduring love for the 

Bible. Each stressed the need to know not only what the Bi-

ble says, but also what the Bible means by what it says. We 

pray that we can pass on the same mindset to our students. 

We rededicate this second edition to these mentors, three 

of whom now reside in the presence of their Lord. So we laud 

Donald W. Burdick (†), D. A. Carson, David A. Hubbard (†), 

and A. Berkeley Mickelsen (†). Well might the writer of He-

brews have spoken of this quartet when he admonished: 

Remember your leaders, who spoke the word of God to you. 

Consider the outcome of their way of life and imitate their 

faith. (Heb 13:7) 

Thank you, brothers, for what you have meant to us. 

William W. Klein 

Craig L. Blomberg 

Robert L. Hubbard, Jr. 

31 October 2003 

 

 



Introduction 

Almost daily, the average Christian is challenged to obey 

God’s Word. How well we sense the urgency of Jesus’ words 

to that Israelite woman of long ago, “Blessed rather are 

those who hear the word of God and obey it!” (Luke 11:28 

NRSV). And James’s words ring out in our minds: “Do not 

merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do 

what it says” (Jas 1:22). The Psalmist assures us, “Your word 

is a lamp to my feet, a light for my path” (Ps 119:105). We 

believe we can grow in our relationship with God, we can 

develop into more spiritually-wise disciples, and we can be-

come increasingly useful servants of God -- if we will believe 

and follow God’s instructions in the Bible. How much more 

effective we could be -- how much more Christ-like -- if we 

would make Bible study and application integral parts of our 

lives. We face the challenge to become biblical Christians: 

Christians who learn what God’s Word says, and who humbly, 

obediently, put it into practice. In an era of increasing bib-

lical illiteracy, this appeal becomes ever more urgent. 

But how are we to learn what the Bible says? How do we 

mine its resources? What are we to learn and how are we to 

respond? Can we know if we have understood the message 

correctly? Our goal in writing this book is to help answer 

these questions, to unravel some of the mysteries of biblical 

interpretation. 

Admittedly, it can be daunting to face a voluminous Bible 

full of alien genealogies, barbaric practices, strange proph-

ecies, and eccentric Epistles. It would be so much simpler if 

the “experts” would simply assemble God’s instructions for 

us in a nice systematic list. But God did not provide a mere 

list of principles and practices. Dare we reduce the Bible to 

such a level? However much we might prefer that God’s 



revelation came in a different form, we bow to his wisdom 

in giving us the Bible as it stands. We are convinced that 

when we understand the nature of the Bible and what God 

has done in providing it, we will see that it cannot be re-

duced to a list of beliefs to espouse, attitudes to adopt, ac-

tions to pursue, nor the corresponding opposites to avoid. In 

his wisdom, God has given his people the kind of revelation 

he decided would be best for us. Our task is to understand 

and respond to what God has communicated in ways that 

demonstrate our obedience and faithfulness to that revela-

tion. We have to come to terms with the Bible as it is! And 

that is precisely what we intend to help the reader accom-

plish. 

But in order to execute the task of correct biblical interpre-

tation, we must first understand what biblical interpretation 

is. Thus, in Part I we define hermeneutics and demonstrate 

the crucial need for careful and valid hermeneutical princi-

ples. To understand how to interpret the Bible today re-

quires an appreciation of our predecessors in the biblical 

faith. So we investigate the various approaches and tech-

niques people have employed to understand Scripture 

throughout history. We want to learn from them -- appropri-

ating what is valid and valuable while avoiding their mistakes 

and pitfalls. 

In recent years, some biblical scholars and interpreters have 

issued a call for a radical shift in the focus of interpretation. 

Several new, and in some cases esoteric, methods have 

arisen in both literary-critical (e.g., deconstruction) and so-

cial-scientific (e.g., feminist hermeneutics) studies. While 

some readers of this textbook may not add all of these tac-

tics to their arsenals of interpretative methods, they offer 

some definite assistance to interpreters. In addition, their 

presence on the modern scene requires us to provide 



students with some assessment of their procedures and use-

fulness. 

A most valuable legacy of our spiritual ancestors is the bib-

lical canon. We provide insight and perspective on the for-

mation of the Bible. In addition, we will consider the phe-

nomenon of Bible translation and seek to help readers navi-

gate through the maze of competing versions available to-

day. 

In Part II we consider first the interpreter -- the qualifica-

tions and presuppositions that are necessary and appropriate 

for the task of biblical interpretation. Hermeneutics has long 

been concerned with unraveling the meaning of the ancient 

texts. But until recently sufficient attention was not given 

to those seeking to understand that meaning -- to the inter-

preters themselves. Interpreters are not blank slates or 

empty sponges; who they are contributes greatly to the en-

tire enterprise of understanding. So beyond qualifications 

and presuppositions, we investigate the concept of “preun-

derstanding” -- what interpreters bring with them to the task 

of interpretation. Having described the interpreter, we will 

then raise the question of the goal of interpretation -- what 

it is that we seek. Is the goal to determine the meaning the 

authors intended, the meaning in the texts themselves, or 

the meaning produced when text and modern interpreter in-

teract? Can we say that a text has (or produces) only one 

possible meaning, or should we seek different meanings or 

levels of meaning within it? Or, to change the question, can 

texts have meanings that their authors intended while con-

taining an additional meaning or meanings placed there by 

the Holy Spirit to be recovered by subsequent readers? Can 

we assure that our interpretations are valid? These are foun-

dational questions, and their answers have enormous impli-

cations for our task because issues of life and eternity are 

determined by a proper understanding of God’s message. 



In Part III we proceed to establish basic, commonly accepted 

principles for understanding how literature -- both prose and 

poetry -- functions. The Bible is fundamentally a literary 

document, and we must understand it as such. We survey 

the various literary, cultural, social, and historical issues in-

volved in interpretation. Since languages function according 

to specific rules and principles, interpreters must under-

stand these rules in order to study the texts properly. The 

goal is not to complicate matters, but to achieve better un-

derstanding. We aspire to the greatest precision and accu-

racy in the process of interpretation. 

Part IV introduces the reader to the specific kinds of litera-

ture (or genres) found in the Bible, and gives an overview of 

the appropriate methodologies for understanding the mean-

ing conveyed by each. We describe each genre -- Law (the 

Bible’s legal material), OT historical narrative, poetry, 

prophecy, wisdom literature, OT apocalyptic, Gospels, NT 

historical narrative (Acts), Epistles, and Apocalypse -- and 

show how the interpreter needs to study each one to com-

prehend its message fully. 

Undoubtedly, readers have a variety of reasons for wanting 

to study the Bible. Part V seeks to make accessible the prac-

tical wealth of the Bible by investigating, briefly, the various 

ways it ministers to God’s people. Whether they use the Bi-

ble to help others (in teaching, preaching, or counseling a 

friend), or to seek for personal spiritual encouragement, or 

simply to worship the God of the universe, the Bible has 

proved its value since its origin. What is more, the Bible 

serves as the source book for the church’s theology -- for its 

understanding of God’s perspective on life and his will for 

his people. 

In essence, the Bible is God’s written revelation to his peo-

ple. It records in human words what God has mandated for 



them. Thus, a significant question for every student of the 

Bible is: How can we apply the Bible to our lives today? Part 

V considers this essential question of personal application. 

This task is not always easy, for the biblical message moves 

across centuries and cultures. And precisely because the Bi-

ble came to people within their own cultures and experi-

ences thousands of years ago, modern Christians are not al-

ways sure how literally they should implement what the Bi-

ble commands. They are puzzled about how to move from 

the principles in a passage to appropriate modern applica-

tion. When we read what God required of the ancient Israel-

ites or the first-century Christians, we puzzle over his expec-

tations for us today. If pork and shrimp were forbidden for 

God’s people in 1200 BC (Lev 11:7, 10–12), on what basis, if 

any, can we rescind that prohibition today? If Paul required 

women in the Corinthian church of AD 57 to wear appropri-

ate head coverings (1 Cor 11:4–6, 13), may twenty-first-cen-

tury women disregard his instructions? Christians insist on 

following Jesus’ instructions to his disciples to celebrate the 

Lord’s Supper: “This is my body given for you; do this in re-

membrance of me” (Luke 22:19; emphasis added). Should 

we not also perform another clear instruction: “. . . you also 

should wash one another’s feet. I have set you an example 

that you should do as I have done for you” (John 13:14–15; 

italics added)? These are pivotal issues for the Christian who 

sincerely wants to apply the Bible correctly to his or her life. 

To aid biblical interpreters, whether novice or experienced, 

we have provided an Annotated Bibliography of suggested 

helps. As carpenters, programmers, or surgeons require tools 

to do their work, so interpreters need specific tools. 

Throughout the book we argue for a responsible approach to 

discerning the meaning of the biblical texts. That approach 

often requires insights and information accumulated by spe-

cialists. In this final section we list those resources we feel 

interpreters will find most useful in the full range of tasks 



needed for effective interpretation. The Bibliography is a 

practical list for students to use in Bible interpretation. For 

the more technical details and documentation of the ap-

proach to biblical interpretation developed in this book, 

readers can consult the footnotes at appropriate points. 

We have a final word to teachers who employ this as a text-

book: each chapter was designed to be self-contained in 

scope. The chapters can be assigned for study in various se-

quences, for each can stand on its own. This also means 

there is some minor overlap and repetition in the discussions 

of a few topics. We usually cross-reference topics to alert 

readers to locations where an issue receives more detailed 

discussion. 

 

 


