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Principles of biblical hermeneutics by J. Edwin Hartill Biblical hermeneutics is the art and science of
interpreting Scripture, aiming to understand the original meaning intended by the divine authors and to
apply it appropriately in contemporary contexts. Among the many scholars who have contributed
significantly to this field, ). Edwin Hartill stands out for his systematic approach and emphasis on the
importance of a disciplined method of interpretation. His principles of biblical hermeneutics offer valuable
insights for students, pastors, theologians, and anyone seeking to deepen their understanding of the Bible.
This article explores Hartill’s key principles, their significance, and practical applications to help you
develop a sound hermeneutical framework.

Overview of J. Edwin Hartill's Hermeneutical Principles

J. Edwin Hartill's approach to biblical hermeneutics is grounded in the belief that the Bible must be
interpreted with care, respect, and a methodical process that considers historical, grammatical, and
literary contexts. His principles aim to prevent misinterpretation and promote a faithful understanding of
Scripture. Hartill's work emphasizes that proper hermeneutics is essential for accurate doctrine, spiritual
growth, and effective ministry.

Core Principles of Biblical Hermeneutics According to J. Edwin
Hartill

1. The Principle of Contextual Interpretation

Hartill asserts that the meaning of any biblical passage can only be accurately understood within its
context. This includes:

1. Historical Context: Understanding the time, culture, and circumstances in which the text was written.

2. Literary Context: Analyzing the paragraph, chapter, and entire book to grasp the flow of thought and
themes.

3. Grammatical Context: Recognizing the syntax, grammar, and word choices to avoid
misinterpretation.

Practical Application: Always interpret a verse in light of the broader passage to avoid taking verses out of
context, which can lead to false doctrines.
2. The Principle of Literal Interpretation

Hartill emphasizes that the Bible should be taken at face value unless the context clearly indicates
symbolic or figurative language. This principle involves:

1. Recognizing when language is metaphorical, poetic, or symbolic.
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2. Understanding that most biblical statements are meant to be understood literally unless explicitly
stated otherwise.

Practical Application: When reading the Lord's Prayer, interpret the phrases literally unless the text
indicates figurative language (e.g., "Our Father in heaven" is literal, but "the kingdom of heaven" is a
spiritual realm).

3. The Principle of Clear and Obscure Texts

Hartill advocates that clear passages should interpret the obscure, establishing a rule of hermeneutical
unity. This means:

1. Prioritizing the plain, straightforward meaning of Scripture.
2. Using clearer texts to illuminate more difficult ones.

Practical Application: When a difficult passage about prophecy or eschatology arises, interpret it in
harmony with clear teachings on God's character and salvation.

4. The Principle of Scripture as Its Own Interpreter

Hartill stresses that the Bible is the best commentary on itself. Therefore:

1. Cross-referencing Scripture helps clarify ambiguous or complex passages.
2. Utilizing parallel passages provides additional insights and confirmation.

Practical Application: When uncertain about the meaning of a verse, look for other passages that address
the same theme or statement.

5. The Principle of Historical-Grammatical Method

Hartill champions the historical-grammatical approach, which involves:

1. Studying the historical background of the text.
2. Analyzing the grammatical structure and vocabulary.
3. Determining the original intent of the author.

Practical Application: When studying a parable, consider the historical setting and the common idioms of
the time to understand its message accurately.

6. The Principle of Proper Application

Interpreting Scripture involves not just understanding what it meant but also how it applies today. Hartill
emphasizes:

1. Distinguishing between the original intent and modern application.
2. Applying principles rather than isolated verses.

Practical Application: The command to "love your neighbor" is timeless and should guide Christian
behavior today, but specific cultural practices may need contextual adaptation.



7. The Principle of Avoiding Personal Bias

Hartill warns against allowing personal opinions or biases to distort biblical interpretation. He advocates
for:

1. Approaching Scripture with humility and openness.
2. Allowing the Bible to shape understanding rather than forcing it to fit preconceived notions.

Practical Application: Be willing to revise your understanding when new insights or clearer texts emerge.

Importance of Hartill’s Principles in Modern Hermeneutics

Enhancing Accuracy and Faithfulness

Applying Hartill’s principles ensures that interpretations align closely with the original meaning of
Scripture, thereby maintaining doctrinal integrity and reducing errors.

Promoting Spiritual Growth

A disciplined hermeneutical approach helps believers deepen their understanding of God's Word, fostering
spiritual maturity and effective evangelism.

Supporting Sound Doctrine and Ministry

Pastors and teachers benefit from these principles by providing sermons, teachings, and writings rooted in
faithful exegesis, thus strengthening the church’s doctrinal foundation.

Practical Steps for Applying Hartill’s Hermeneutical Principles

1. Begin with Prayer: Seek the Holy Spirit's guidance for understanding Scripture accurately.

2. ldentify Context: Determine the historical, literary, and grammatical context before interpreting a
passage.

3. Use Scripture to Interpret Scripture: Cross-reference related passages for clarity.

4. Consider Literary Genre: Recognize whether a text is poetic, narrative, prophetic, or epistolary, and
interpret accordingly.

5. Avoid Personal Bias: Approach the text humbly and be open to correction.

6. Apply Principles Faithfully: Seek to understand the original meaning and thoughtfully apply it today.

Conclusion

J. Edwin Hartill’s principles of biblical hermeneutics provide a comprehensive and disciplined framework for
interpreting Scripture accurately. By emphasizing context, literal interpretation, Scripture as its own
interpreter, and careful application, Hartill equips believers and scholars alike to avoid misinterpretation
and to gain a faithful understanding of God's Word. Employing these principles diligently not only
enhances personal spiritual growth but also fortifies the integrity of biblical teaching within the church. As
you study the Bible, remember that proper hermeneutics is essential for unlocking the riches of Scripture
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and faithfully conveying God's divine truth.

Principles of Biblical Hermeneutics by J. Edwin Hartill: A Comprehensive Review Understanding the sacred
Scriptures has been a pursuit of theologians, pastors, and students for centuries. Among the key figures
contributing to this scholarly pursuit is J. Edwin Hartill, whose work Principles of Biblical Hermeneutics
remains a foundational text in the field. This book offers a systematic approach to interpreting the Bible
accurately, emphasizing the importance of principles that safeguard the integrity of the text while making
it accessible to contemporary readers. In this review, we will explore Hartill's core principles, their
theological and practical implications, and how they continue to influence biblical interpretation today.

Introduction to Hartill’s Hermeneutical Approach

J. Edwin Hartill’s Principles of Biblical Hermeneutics aims to establish a clear, methodical framework for
interpreting Scripture. Hartill recognizes the Bible’s divine inspiration and infers that interpretative
methods must honor this divine origin. His primary goal is to avoid misinterpretation, which can lead to
doctrinal error, and to develop a hermeneutic that respects the historical, grammatical, and spiritual
contexts of the biblical texts. Hartill's approach is characterized by a commitment to the grammatical-
historical method, combined with a recognition of the spiritual truths underlying the literal words. He
stresses that Scripture should be understood in its plain, natural sense unless there is a compelling reason
to consider a figurative or symbolic interpretation.

Core Principles of Biblical Hermeneutics According to Hartill

Hartill's hermeneutic framework can be summarized through several foundational principles. These
principles serve as guidelines to interpret Scripture faithfully:

1. The Principle of Literal Interpretation

Hartill advocates for a literal, grammatical understanding of the biblical text as the primary method of
interpretation. The literal sense is considered the most natural and straightforward reading, respecting the
author's intent and the ordinary meaning of words. - Why Literal? - It aligns with the author's intention. - It
preserves the clarity and intelligibility of Scripture. - It prevents allegorical or symbolic distortions unless
explicitly indicated. - Exceptions to Literalism - When the context or the genre indicates figurative
language (e.g., poetry, apocalyptic literature). - When literal interpretation would lead to absurd or
impossible conclusions. Implication: Hartill's insistence on the literal approach ensures that the
interpretation remains rooted in the text’s plain meaning, avoiding speculative or fanciful readings.

2. The Principle of Contextual Interpretation

Hartill emphasizes that understanding a passage requires careful examination of its immediate and
broader contexts: - Immediate Context: The verses surrounding the passage, paragraph, or chapter. -
Broader Context: The entire book’s theme, the author’s purpose, and the cultural-historical setting.
Application: - Isolating a verse without considering context can lead to misinterpretation. - Cross-
referencing related passages enhances comprehension and prevents proof-texting. Example: A verse
taken out of context might suggest a different meaning than when understood within its literary and
historical setting.



3. The Principle of Historical and Cultural Context

Hartill underscores the importance of understanding the historical and cultural background of biblical
texts: - Historical Setting: Knowledge of the time, geography, politics, and social customs. - Cultural Norms:
Understanding practices, beliefs, and idioms of the original audience. Significance: - It clarifies idiomatic
expressions and cultural references that may seem obscure or confusing today. - It prevents anachronistic
readings that project modern assumptions onto ancient texts. Example: Understanding Jewish customs or
Roman governance during the New Testament period illuminates the meaning of certain passages.

4. The Principle of Grammatical Analysis

Hartill advocates for careful grammatical analysis: - Word Meaning: Use of lexicons and concordances to
ascertain the original meanings. - Syntax and Sentence Structure: Recognizing how words function
together to shape meaning. - Figurative Language: Distinguishing between literal and figurative
expressions based on grammatical cues. Practices Recommended: - Analyzing verb tenses, grammatical
cases, and parallelism. - Recognizing literary devices such as metaphors, similes, and symbolism.

5. The Principle of Progressive Revelation

Hartill recognizes that Scripture reveals God's truth progressively over time: - Old Testament: Prepares the
way for the coming Messiah. - New Testament: Reveals the fulfillment of Old Testament promises.
Interpretive Approach: - Recognize that earlier revelations may be partial or preparatory. - Interpret
difficult passages in light of the full revelation of Christ. Implication: This principle helps avoid forcing New
Testament meanings onto Old Testament texts or vice versa.

6. The Principle of the Analogy of Faith

Hartill emphasizes that Scripture should interpret Scripture: - Unity of Doctrine: The Bible presents
consistent teachings when properly understood. - Avoiding Contradictions: Apparent discrepancies should
be resolved by considering the whole witness of Scripture. Application: - Use clear, straightforward
passages to interpret more obscure ones. - Maintain doctrinal consistency to prevent heretical
interpretations.

7. The Principle of Spiritual Application

While emphasizing the literal and historical-grammatical approach, Hartill acknowledges the spiritual
truths conveyed: - Spiritual Meaning: Scripture often communicates deeper spiritual realities beyond the
literal text. - Application: The text should lead to spiritual growth, holiness, and obedience. Note: Hartill
warns against spiritualizing the text in a way that distorts its original meaning but encourages recognizing
the spiritual principles underlying the words.

Special Considerations in Hartill’s Hermeneutic

Hartill discusses several nuances and special considerations that influence interpretation:
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1. Genre and Literary Style

Different biblical genres require different interpretive methods: - Poetry: Recognize metaphorical language,
parallelism, and symbolism. - Historical Narrative: Focus on factual recounting with attention to details. -
Prophecy: Understand figurative language, symbolism, and context of the prophecy. - Epistles: Pay
attention to doctrinal themes and practical applications. Approach: Adapt hermeneutics accordingly
without abandoning the core principles.

2. The Role of the Holy Spirit

Hartill emphasizes the importance of spiritual illumination: - Dependence on the Spirit: Prayer and
dependence on the Holy Spirit are essential for understanding Scripture. - Guidance: The Spirit assists in
discerning the meaning and applying it rightly. Caution: Avoid subjective or mystical interpretations;
spiritual insight must align with sound principles.

3. Application and Practical Use

Hartill advocates that hermeneutics should lead to correct application: - Understand what the Bible
teaches about God, salvation, ethics, and life. - Apply biblical truths to contemporary situations with fidelity
to the original meaning.

Implications for Biblical Interpretation Today

Hartill’s principles remain highly relevant in contemporary hermeneutics, especially amid various
interpretative challenges such as: - The proliferation of allegorical or symbolic readings. - Cultural shifts
that obscure the original context. - The rise of subjective and experiential approaches. His insistence on a
grammatical-historical foundation provides a safeguard against arbitrary or heretical interpretations,
emphasizing that Scripture’s clarity and divine inspiration warrant a careful, disciplined approach.

Critique and Assessment

While Hartill's work is foundational, some modern hermeneutic approaches expand upon or modify his
principles: - Strengths: - Clear delineation of interpretative steps. - Emphasis on context, grammar, and
history. - Respect for the divine inspiration and spiritual application. - Limitations: - Less emphasis on
literary and cultural criticism methods that have gained prominence. - Minimal discussion of linguistic
nuances found in original Hebrew and Greek texts beyond basic grammatical analysis. Despite these,
Hartill’s principles provide a solid, biblically grounded starting point that remains invaluable for those
committed to faithful biblical interpretation.

Conclusion

J. Edwin Hartill’s Principles of Biblical Hermeneutics offers a comprehensive, disciplined approach to
understanding Scripture. By prioritizing literal interpretation, contextual analysis, grammatical analysis,
and spiritual discernment, Hartill equips readers with a robust methodology to interpret the Bible
accurately and responsibly. His work underscores the importance of respecting the text’s divine origin
while engaging with its human elements thoughtfully. For students, pastors, and scholars alike, Hartill's



principles serve as a timeless guide, fostering interpretations that honor the original intent of Scripture and

facilitate meaningful application today. As biblical hermeneutics continues to evolve, Hartill's foundational

principles remain a vital touchstone, reminding us that careful, prayerful study rooted in sound

methodology is essential in unlocking the profound truths of the Bible. In essence, Principles of Biblical

Hermeneutics by J. Edwin Hartill remains an essential resource for anyone serious about understanding the

Bible rightly. Its emphasis on fidelity to the text, respect for its original context, and acknowledgment of

spiritual truths makes it a timeless guide for faithful biblical interpretation.

Questions & Answers About principles of biblical

hermeneutics by j edwin hartill

No

Question

Answer

1

What are the core principles of
biblical hermeneutics outlined by J.
Edwin Hartill?

J. Edwin Hartill emphasizes principles such as the importance
of historical context, grammatical understanding, literary
genre, and the intended audience to accurately interpret
scripture. He advocates for a literal and straightforward
approach while considering the original language and cultural
background.

2 How does J. Edwin Hartill suggest Hartill recommends examining the historical and cultural
approaching difficult or obscure context, comparing scripture with scripture, and
passages in the Bible? understanding the literary style. He advises patience and

thorough study rather than superficial or allegorical
interpretations for challenging passages.

3 What role does the original Hartill stresses the importance of understanding Hebrew,
language play in Hartill’s principles | Aramaic, and Greek texts to grasp the precise meaning of
of hermeneutics? words and phrases. He believes that knowledge of the original

languages helps prevent misinterpretation and enhances
accuracy.

4 | According to J. Edwin Hartill, how Hartill advises recognizing the literary genre and context to
should one handle symbolic or interpret symbolic language properly. He suggests that
figurative language in the Bible? figurative expressions should be understood in their literal

sense unless the context indicates otherwise, and cross-
referenced with other scripture.

5 | What is Hartill's view on the Hartill underscores that understanding the historical setting is
importance of historical context in | essential for accurate interpretation. He believes that
biblical interpretation? knowing the cultural, social, and political background helps

uncover the original meaning intended by the biblical
authors.

6 How does . Edwin Hartill Hartill advocates for a careful, systematic approach that
recommend applying biblical combines linguistic, historical, and literary analysis,
principles in hermeneutics today? | emphasizing the need for humility and reliance on sound

principles to interpret scripture faithfully in contemporary
contexts.

7 | What distinguishes Hartill's Hartill emphasizes a literal, grammatical, and historical

approach to hermeneutics from
other interpretative methods?

approach rooted in the original languages and cultural
backgrounds. He advocates for a conservative, context-based
interpretation that seeks to understand the scripture as it was
originally intended, setting his method apart from purely
allegorical or purely doctrinal approaches.
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