Using Commentaries & Other Bible Study Resources The Right Way
There is a joke attributed to Martin Luther that says, "When the angels want a good laugh they read the commentaries."    
In truth one can almost always find multiple interpretations for just about any passage of Scripture and on just about any point of doctrine.  While we have previously brought forward some of the primary principles of observation and interpretation, we will briefly restate some of them here:

· Observations regarding language, history and culture must be objective, true and complete

· There is just one intended meaning for any passage of Scripture
· There is but one intended set of doctrines intended by God who inspired Scripture

· Use literal interpretation consistently, which includes the understanding of figures of speech, symbols, parables, poetry and poetic writing, etc.  This will avoid being swayed by the various ‘isms’ that insert meaning or override the intended meaning of Scripture.
From these, we will make several recommendations regarding the use of commentaries and Bible study resources.
1) A commentary or Bible study resource is most useful when it gives a great number of observations regarding the elements of language, history and/or culture regarding a passage.
Some commentaries and Bible study resources will present a great many observations regarding the elements of language, history and culture.  However, many commentaries and Bible study resources are inclined to present little to no observations regarding the text of Scripture or it’s background in the elements of language, history and culture (grammatical and historical interpretation).  These will often jump to a system of interpretation, at times not even revealing where the system came from.  Some of the statements made in such instances will be found to be unsupported in Scripture, or will in some cases be contrary to Scripture and the facts of history.
Positive Examples:

· Harold W. Hoehner, wrote Ephesians, An Exegetical Commentary, to be understood by those who have little background in New Testament Greek, as well as those who have a great deal of background.  It incorporates a great number of observations of the elements of language, history and culture, which is part of the reason that the commentary on six chapters of Scripture has 930 pages!
· Thomas L. Constable, has written a commentary on every book of the Bible, and has made those commentaries available online for free.  Additionally, those commentaries are updated annually (http://www.soniclight.com/constable/notes.htm).  While not presented with a great deal of technical language (which is generally a good thing), he does present a great range of the elements of language, history and culture.
· The Zondervan Illustrated Bible Backgrounds Commentary, New Testament (in four volumes), edited by Clinton E. Arnold, presents a great deal of language, historical and cultural detail on many New Testament passages.

Negative examples:
· C. I. Scofield, L.S. Chafer, et al (Dispensational): “A dispensation is a period of time...”.  There is no exegetical basis for this assertion.  In fact, the four times that the word ‘dispensation’ occurs in the KJV, the word is translated ‘stewardship’ in the New American Standard Updated (NASU) three times (1 Corinthians 9:17; Ephesians 3:2; Colossians 1:25), and ‘administration’ once (Ephesians 1:10).  The pattern is that the Greek word that is translated ‘stewardship’ in the NASU, rather than ‘dispensation’ is for when God entrusts a stewardship to Paul, but an ‘administration’ when God does it directly.
· N.T. Wright, et al (Amillennial):, “Jesus intended those who responded to him to see themselves as the true, restored Israel.” In lesson 39 of this How to Study the Bible elective, October 9, 2016, Pivotal Interpretive Issues in the Book of Revelation II, pages 4 and 5, we showed that Jesus and the apostles intended the Bible to be interpreted literally, and the allegorized interpretation of the Book of Revelation and other Scripture originated about 200 AD, and had no identifiable historical connection to Jesus and the apostles.
2) Commentaries or Bible study resources should be used as a cross-check against one another.
Sometimes even the best of commentaries or Bible study resources will have an item or two of misinformation, and that taken from a generally trustworthy resource.  Examples of this would include:

· A.T. Robertson, in his massive Greek grammar reference
, stated that the aorist tense in New Testament Greek conveyed ‘once-for-all’.  L.S. Chafer. J. F. Walvoord, K. Wuest, and others over the last century have included that misinformation in their commentaries, Greek references, study Bibles, etc.  Commentaries and Greek references in the last few decades have generally corrected this error, but some bit of error in print from generally reliable sources can linger for decades.
· Written, as well as oral sources, will convey that the high priest had a rope tied around his ankle when he entered the Holy of Holies so that if he died or had any physical failure he could be extracted without anyone else entering the Holy of Holies.  Here is an example of such a reference: http://www.torahclass.com/old-testament-studies/35-old-testament-studies-exodus/152-lesson-33-chapter38-39-40.  Upon further investigation, there is nothing in the Bible that confirms this, and nothing in any outside reference that confirms this.  The rumor has been passed along among both Jews and Christians since about the middle ages.
3) A commentary is most useful when it explains why various other interpretations are set aside in favor of the one chosen by that author as the right interpretation.

Some commentaries offer mostly to all interpretation, and some offer little in the way of observation, or explanation as to why a particular interpretation is identified as correct or another identified as incorrect.  When commentaries and other resources are thorough about presenting the various interpretations and the reasons for rejecting interpretations and accepting one interpretation as correct, one can either concur with the author or at least see the error of the author’s observations and reasoning.

For a positive example, see Harold W. Hoehner, in his Ephesians, An Exegetical Commentary, for Ephesians 5:18.
For a negative example, we could point to the most often excellent commentary by Thomas Constable, regarding the identity of the sons of God in Genesis 6.

The term "sons of God" as it occurs here in Hebrew refers only to angels in the Old Testament (Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7; et al.). Response: Angels do not reproduce (Matt. 22:30). 
The passage Constable refers to 

Matthew 22:30 (see also: Matthew 18:10; Mark 12:25; 13:32)

"For in the resurrection they neither marry nor are given in marriage, but are like angels in heaven." 

The distinction that Jesus made by saying that “the angels in heaven” that are non-sexual beings in Matthew 22:30 is also made in many other passages by phrases such as, “angels in heaven”, “angels of heaven”, “His angels” or “His mighty angels”, “Michael and his angels”, and other passages that speak of angels that are sent by God from and/or return to heaven.  Examples and further listings of such passages would include:       

Matthew 24:36

"But of that day and hour no one knows, not even the angels of heaven, nor the Son, but the Father alone." 

2 Thessalonians 1:7 (see also Matthew 13:41; 16:27; 24:31; Revelation 1:1; 3:5)

…and to give relief to you who are afflicted and to us as well when the Lord Jesus will be revealed from heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire… 

Revelation 12:7

And there was war in heaven, Michael and his angels waging war with the dragon. The dragon and his angels waged war, 

See also Luke 1:19, 26; 2:15 22:43; Mark 13:27; Acts 12:11; Revelation 1:1; 22:6, 16.
So to say that the ‘angels of heaven’ are non-sexual beings does not mean that the fallen angels cannot be sexual beings.  We will cover this question of the identity of the ‘sons of God’ more fully on December 11th.
4) A commentary will be less useful when it invokes an interpretive system that is external to the text of Scripture.
Interpretive systems that are external to the Scriptures include:
· Calvinism 

· Arminianism

· Open Theism

· Covenant Theology

· Dispensationalism that is not directly derived from Scripture

Interpretive systems that are external to Scripture ultimately end up being unscriptural.  Words often must be added to Scripture or taken from Scripture to make them fit the interpretive system.  For example:

Calvinist John 3:16

"For God so loved the world [of the elect], that He gave His only begotten Son [only for the elect], that whoever believes in Him [which will only be the elect] shall not perish, but have eternal life [because they are elect]."

Arminian John 10:27-29

"My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me;  28 and I give eternal life to them, and they never [may] perish [deliberately or by negligence]; and no one will snatch them out of My hand.  29 My Father, who has given them to Me, is greater than all; and no one is able to snatch them out of the Father's hand."
Open Theism Malalchi 3:6

"For I, the LORD, do not change; therefore you, O sons of Jacob, [might be] are not consumed."
Covenant Theology Romans 9:3-5

For I could wish that I myself were accursed, separated from Christ for the sake of my brethren, my kinsmen according to the flesh, 4 who are Israelites, to whom belongs the adoption as sons, and the glory and the covenants [which are not as important as the covenants we add to Scripture] and the giving of the Law [to Israel and the church] and the temple service and the promises, 5 whose are the fathers, and from whom is the Christ according to the flesh, who is over all, God blessed forever. Amen.

Dispensational 2 Timothy 2:15 (KJV)

Study to shew thyself approved unto God, a workman that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth [into sequential periods of time].   
5) A commentary will be more useful when the principle of comparison and contrast is properly applied.
The tendency of some who approach Scripture is to see all of Scripture as ‘flat’, that is, not distinguishing between one group and another or one time and another.  So Israel and the church are seen as just different expressions of the same thing, and both are under the principle of Law.  Israel just has more of them to follow.
The tendency of others is to go to the other extreme, “If it was written or said to Israel, then it is largely irrelevant to us who are in the church.”

But the principle of comparison and contrast allows us to evaluate what is the same and what is different among different groups, times, etc.  For instance: 

Jesus, speaking to the Jews, who were all under the Law of Moses, said,

Matthew 6:14-15

"For if you forgive others for their transgressions, your heavenly Father will also forgive you.  15 But if you do not forgive others, then your Father will not forgive your transgressions."

So under law, you must forgive in order to be forgiven.  But then the apostle Paul, writing to the church at Ephesus wrote,

Ephesians 4:32

Be kind to one another, tender-hearted, forgiving each other, just as God in Christ also has forgiven you.

Under grace, we forgive because we are forgiven.  Under law and under grace believers are to forgive – that is comparison, what is the same.  But under law the motive is to forgive in order to be forgiven, whereas under grace, the motive for forgiving is because we are forgiven.  That’s the contrast, what’s different.
� A Grammar of the Greek New Testament in the Light of Historical Research, Archibald Thomas Robertson, 1914.
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