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Course HT - 203 – How Do We Study and Interpret Torah 
 

Lesson 3 Text  
 

Systems of Interpretation:  Continuity and Discontinuity 
 
The Hermeneutics of Covenant Theology 
 
Essentially, the question had to be answered, “from a covenant standpoint, is the 
covenant of grace conditional or unconditional?”  The answer to this question still 
divides the main-line groups of covenant theology. 
 

The Covenant of Works 
 

The Covenant of Works is the covenant in which God promises to man eternal life 
on the condition of good works performed in the strength of nature, a condition 
which man in turns accepts.  The foundation of this covenant was the holy and 
perfect nature with which man was endowed at creation and is thus to be sharply 
distinguished from the foundation of the Covenant of Grace, which is in “Christ and 
the grace of God in Christ.”  The condition was good works performed by virtue of 
grace. 
 

The Covenant of Grace 
 
While the Covenant of Works is integral to covenant theology generally, it is the 
Covenant of Grace with which covenant theologians are primarily occupied.  
The Covenant of Grace from the earliest period of the Reformation was conceived 
in terms of the administration of grace, to mean and belonging, therefore, to the 
sphere of historical revelation.  It was regarded as having begun to be dispensed to 
men in the first promise given to Adam after the fall, but as taking concrete form in 
the promise to Abraham and progressively disclosed until it reached its fullest 
realization in the New Covenant.  
 
One of the things that has divided reformed theologians is whether or not the 
Covenant of Grace is seen as conditional or unconditional.  This is not to suggest 
that either side ever saw man’s autonomous works as necessary for the fulfilling of 
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his salvation.  All was done in the power of God’s grace.  Still, if the idea of “covenant” 
was to be maintained, the question of conditionality in the Covenant of Grace would 
stand.  Those who saw the Covenant of Grace as conditional said the repentance 
and faith of the sinner was necessary for participation in the covenant.   The 
monergistic work of God in salvation was seen as primarily enacted in a covenant 
involving the Trinity.  This covenant of redemption allowed for no conditions to be 
fulfilled by men, but was predicated wholly upon the loyalty of the persons in the 
Godhead to each other.  It was the application of this covenant of redemption to 
men which issued in the Covenant of Grace.  
 
What is most important to realize when viewing covenant theology in the context of 
hermeneutics is that both the Covenant of Works and the Covenant of 
Grace/Redemption are set forth initially in the Tanach and only interpreted and 
expanded in the Apostolic Writings.  This is accomplished by allowing theology to 
reign supreme, always adjusting exegetical decisions on the basis of the 
fundamental theological axioms.  At times, sensus plenior (fuller sense) is employed, 
along with allegorization and spiritualizing of the text.  This allows one to see the 
Covenant of Grace in what the Tanach only saw as “temporal;”  to see the spiritual 
significance in the mere “earthly” representations of the Tanach.  Thus, circumcision 
foreshadows Christian (infant) baptism, the land bespeaks the Church, multiplied 
seed foretells the spread of the Gospel, “great nation” means the Christian 
community and most other “temporal” blessings are applied to the present day 
Church on the basis of spiritualizing.  Obviously it is this hermeneutic, which lays the 
basis for “Replacement Theology” in which physical “Israel” is replaced by the 
“spiritual” Israel. 
 
The Hermeneutics of Dispensational Theology 
 
Dispensationalism has three elements viewed as pillars upon which this system of 
theology is built. They are:  1) a dispensationalist keeps Israel and the Church distinct, 
2) a dispensationalist interprets the Bible according to its plain or normal sense, 
and  3) a dispensationalist believes that the plan of God for the ages is best viewed 
in terms of “kingdom.”  Salvation of sinners is a means to this end.  
Classical dispensationalism is taught by such schools as Dallas Theological 
Seminary and championed by Scofield, Chafer, Woolvard, Ryrie, and others.  
 
The first pillar keeps Israel and the Church separate and that God requires different 
things of His people in different eras or dispensations of time.  Thus, rather than 
seeking to find threads of continuity in the Scripture, the dispensationalist works 
hard and long to find the boundaries of discontinuity.  As such, his eye is much more 
on the lookout for disparity rather than similarity.  It is not surprising that in the 
original Scofield bible, Dr. Scofield listed 4 different gospels.  
 
The second pillar holds to a grammatical, historical interpretation, but it is not 
uncommon for them to slip into a kind of allegorizing hermeneutic by way of 
typology or numerology, especially when such an interpretation would support the 
basic dispensational theology.  
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The third pillar is in reaction to Covenant Theology, which views God’s activity in 
history as entirely soteriological (dealing with salvation).  When the historical 
covenants (Abrahamic, Mosaic, Davidic) are interpreted allegorically as the 
Covenant of Works and the Covenant of Redemption or Grace, the 
dispensationalist counters with the request to view them historically – as promising 
actual things to actual people and as showing forth the ultimate goal in God’s plan, 
namely, the establishing of His kingdom and reign.  The dispensationalist is very 
much interested in eschatology, or the doctrine of last things.  In fact, many would 
view dispensationalism as a system relating to prophecy more than to 
hermeneutics.  It is from dispensationalism that the pre-tribulational rapture has 
come, for instance.  
 
The Hermeneutics of Promise Theology 
 
Promise Theology differs from both Dispensational and Covenant Theology 
primarily in that it bases itself on Biblical Theology rather than Systematic or 
Dogmatic Theology.  In systematic theology, the truths of the Scriptures are studied 
under topical headings.  For instance, systematic theology wants to answer  
questions like, “what does the Bible teach about salvation, or about the Church, etc.” 
In answering such questions, systematic theology lives up to its name – it sums the 
teachings of the Bible into a system that seeks to bring into unity what might appear 
as theological contradictions in the biblical text.  
 
Biblical Theology, on the other hand, attempts to see the teaching of Scripture 
context by context.  We might therefore, have a “Biblical Theology of Jonah,” or a 
“Biblical Theology of Matthew,” and so forth.  Biblical Theology asks this kind of 
question: “what do the prophets teach us about God,” or “what does John teach us 
about the resurrection.”  In Biblical Theology, it is okay to have apparent 
contradictions, since one author may see things differently than another author, or 
may desire to place a particular emphasis upon one aspect of biblical theology 
without feeling the necessity of emphasizing a more comprehensive view of 
theology as a whole.  
 
Biblical Theology therefore is an expected dynamic of growth or progression.  
While Systematic Theology looks at the Scriptures without reference to time, 
Biblical Theology presumes a progress of revelation and therefore of theology.  
This aspect of “progressive  revelation” is one which is foundational to Promise 
Theology.  
But even more fundamental is the use of the term “promise” itself.  This system of 
theology takes it name from the Apostolic use of the word “promise”.  A quick look 
at the Apostolic Writings reveals that the Apostles, and especially Paul, used the 
term “promise” to sum up the goal or intent of the covenants.  
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Tools in Interpreting the Bible 
 
Hermeneutics:  Interpretation:  
Where do we begin?  How are we to understand the Bible when it was written to 
cultures we never met, do not know, in a time not our own?  It can seem like a 
daunting task.  Yet in these ancient writings is a message from our Creator to every 
age, every culture, and to all people.  The gospel of Matthew says to go into the 
entire world and make disciples of every nation.  Notice it does not say just to 
deliver the book and the rest just magically happens.  We were meant to have a 
living relationship with Jesus, learn His ways, and pass it on through other 
relationships.  When reading the Bible, there are tools to use that will help you 
understand what you are reading.  Start out by asking God what He wants to tell 
you in the passages you will read.  Ask Him what purposes He has for you.  The 
following four steps to Biblical interpretation will flesh out what we should do to 
follow God’s directions and will assist us in discovering what the Bible means to us 
in an ever-changing world. 

1. What does the text say in their town?  What does the text mean to those who 
originally received it, and how does their culture affect their interpretation? 

2. What are the differences between their town and ours?  Are there 
differences between the application of the text to the Old Testament and 
New Testament readers compared to today? 

3. What are the universal principles in the original text?  What is the intended 
meaning behind the original text that is not bound by culture or time? 

4. How do we apply those principles to our lives?  How can we take the 
intended principle and live it out today? 

These four basic tools will bring the actual biblical text to modern day usage, 
interpretation, and the first step of application. 
Interpretation: Literary Context:  
Examples of what to look for: 
Repetition of words or phrases– God has a tendency to repeat what He really 

wants you to notice.  They may be repeated exactly, or the ideas may be 
echoed, but not precisely.  Is it literal, or an image that is conveyed?  Look for 
reoccurrences throughout the area of Scripture you are reading.   

Contrasts:—differences, ideas, things, or individuals.  Does what you just read have 
opposites or other contrasts?  Is a distinction being made through the differences, 
and, if so, in what way?  Does one idea or individual stand out as you read?  Anytime 
we see the word ‘but’ ‘or’ ‘however’ we know there is a contrast taking place. 
Particularization:—the movement of information from general to particular (a 

general broad subject later specifically described by details, examples, or 
applications) or from particular to general.   

An example of general to particular would be James 2:1 (NLT) “My dear 
brothers and sisters, how can you claim to have faith in our glorious Lord 
Jesus Christ if you favor some people over others?”  The first part of the 
verse is used as a general (having faith in Jesus), with the second part 
explaining one way of showing the lack of faith.   
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An example of moving from the particular to general would be the entire 
book of Acts.  At the beginning it shows details of choosing of an apostle 
to replace Judas, speaks of the Holy Spirit descending on the apostles, 
and then goes on to give generality of how their lives were impacted as a 
result of the Holy Spirit baptism. 

Comparisons:—similarities and/or one idea compared to another.  In what way are 
these ideas alike or related?  Can you draw a parallel between this passage 
and other verses you are familiar with?  Similar items often stand side-by-side.  
For example, ‘the kingdom of God is like…” 

Causation:—the movement from cause to effect.  Any time we see ‘therefore’ we 
have evidence of causation.  In other words, some action or consequence will 
result.  These are conditional clauses.  It is a relationship of ideas.  ‘If you do ______ 
you get ______’   

An example is Romans 5:1 (NLT) “Therefore, since we have been made right 
in God’s sight by faith, we have peace with God because of what Jesus 
Christ our Lord has done for us.” 

Substantiation:—the movement from effect to cause.  The key word is ‘for’ or 
sometimes ‘because.’  It indicates what happens due to the action. 

An example is Matthew 7:7 (NLT) “Keep on asking, and you will receive what 
you ask for.  Keep on seeking, and you will find.  Keep on knocking, and 
the door will be opened to you.”  The statement will answer the question 
why or in what way. 

Climax:—a series of elements building to a culmination point.   
An example is the book of Ecclesiastes.  All the previous chapters lead up to 

chapter 12:13 (NRSV) “The end of the matter; all has been heard.  Fear 
God, and keep His commandments; for that is the whole duty of 
everyone.”  Without this climax, this book would simply be depressing. 

Lists:—more than two ideas or items.  This is relatively self-explanatory.  Can you 
think of any lists in the Bible?  What about the begats in Matthew, and the other 
lists of Jesus’ descendants in Luke.  How do they compare?  What is similar, and 
what is different?  Why are these lists placed there?  Do they have any reason 
besides just a place for you to not read or just ignore names? 

Figures of speech:—words that convey an image other than literal. (Feet big as a 
boat; face like a rose) 

Cruciality:—a pivot in the material or a sudden change of direction.  This is similar to 
contrast, with the exception that a pivot takes place. 

An example is Psalm 73.  Many of the Psalms have a pivotal idea, where first 
is mourned a trial or problem, then God is praised for how He provides 
solutions or works in our lives. 

Summarization—where verses summarize the material which precedes or follows.  
Acts 1:8 is a roadmap for the text that follows. 

Interrogation—questions followed by answers, or problems followed by solutions.  
These formats will connect the ideas.  An example is John 9. 

Conjunctions—joining words such as and, but, therefore, etc. give clues to how you 
should interpret the verses. 

Verbs—action or passive, past, present, or future.  Will this be a history lesson, or 
something that will be in the future?  How does this apply to us today?  What 
does the past reflect on and show what the future holds? 



	   6	  

Pronouns—why/how are names significant to the passage? 
Dialogue—identify who is speaking, and to whom. 
Purpose/Result statements—usually can insert “by means of,” “in order that,” or “so 

that.”  These are explicit statements of purpose, which indicate something was 
done or accomplished.  Look for instrumentation in the gospel of John. 

Actions or roles of God—what part God plays or a part that is ascribed to God. 
Actions or roles of people—identify what part people play or are encouraged to 

act and become. 
Emotional terms—emotional energy, kinship, or pleading.  
 These items to look for will all give us an idea of what the writer was trying to 
say, and what God wants us to learn from our reading.   
 

Interpretation:  Chiasms:   
Did you know that the structure of the Bible can be a commentary in itself?  
Chiasms are structured symmetrical ideas/themes in a repeating A-B-C ... C′-B′-A′ 
pattern: 

     
A    As I was with Moses, so I will be with you. I will never leave you nor forsake 

you  (5b) 
 B    Be strong and courageous … be strong and very courageous  (6,7a) 
  C    Be careful to obey all the law … that you may be successful  (7b) 
   D    Do not let this Book of the Law depart from your mouth  (8a) 
   D′   Mediate on it day and night  (8b) 

  C′   Be careful to do everything written in it … you may be prosperous and 
successful  (8c) 

 B′   Be strong and courageous. Do not be terrified; do not be discouraged  (9a) 
A′   for the Lord your God will be with you wherever you go.  (9b) 
 (Joshua 1:5b-9) 

 
 
 

PRACTICE 
Make as many observations as you can on Matthew 6:25-34.  Dig deep!  Think hard.  
Spend time on this.  Mark dozens of observations.  Read and reread!  Look again!  
Observe, observe, observe! 
 
 Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or 

about your body, what you will wear.  Is not life more important than food, and the 

body more important than clothes?  Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or 
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reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them.  Are you not 

much more valuable than they?  Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to 

his life? 

 And why do you worry about clothes?  See how the lilies of the field grow.  

They do not labor or spin.  Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor 

was dressed like one of these.  If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which 

is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will He not much more clothe 

you, O you of little faith? 

 So do not worry, saying ‘What shall we eat?’ or ‘What shall we drink?’ or  

‘What shall we wear?’  For the pagans run after all these things, and your  

heavenly Father knows that you need them.  But seek first His kingdom and  

His righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well.  Therefore,  

do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself.  Each day has 

enough trouble of its own.     

By: Dan DeSchoolmeister 


