
 Understanding How the Bible Authorizes 
 

Many people think the study of Biblical interpretation, or hermeneutics, is mysterious and 

beyond their comprehension.  Yet, the same people expect their children to practice the science 

of interpretation daily.  For instance, a mother might tell her child to, “Walk down the hall and 

put those scissors in the drawer.”  Because the mother specifically designated an action, walking, 

all other possible actions, like running, hopping, skipping, etc., were eliminated as acceptable. 

possibilities.  Similarly, her direction to put the scissors in the drawer eliminated other choices, 

like placing them on the counter or on the top of the desk. 

 

Specific Commands Authorize Only the Specific Action 

 

Thus, the first principle of interpreting language is that specific directions, or commands, 

authorize only the action specified.  The writer of the epistle to the Hebrews knew the law of 

Moses directed that sacrifices were to be offered by the sons of Aaron the priest, who was of the 

tribe of Levi (Leviticus 1; Numbers 18:21-26).  He also knew Jesus was of the tribe of Judah 

(Matthew 1:2).  He concluded Jesus could not offer sacrifices under the law of Moses, “For it is 

evident that our Lord arose from Judah, of which tribe Moses spoke nothing concerning 

priesthood” (Hebrews 7:14; 8:4).  This is true because Jesus, as a member of the tribe of Judah, 

was not authorized to serve as a priest.  Only those from the tribe of Levi were authorized to 

serve as priests. 

 

The sin of Nadab and Abihu arose because “each took his censer and put fire in it and laid 

incense on it and offered unauthorized fire before the Lord, which he had not commanded them” 

(Leviticus 10:1 ESV, see also Exodus 30:9; Numbers 3:3; 26:61).  In the KJV, the word 

“strange” is used and is equal to the word prohibited, or illegitimate according to Koehler and 

Baumgartner (The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament Vol. 1:  Leiden, 

Netherlands:  Brill, 2001, page 279).  When God specified the type of fire and incense to offer, 

he authorized only that which he specifically mentioned.  Anything else would be disallowed 

because it would not be authorized.   

 

The Judaizing teachers went out from Judea “and taught the brethren, ‘Unless you are 

circumcised according to the custom of Moses, you cannot be saved’” (Acts 15:1).  Yet, in their 

letter, the apostles and elders in Jerusalem wrote, “Since we have heard that some who went out 

from us have troubled you with words, unsettling your souls, saying, ‘You must be circumcised 

and keep the law’—to whom we gave no such commandment” (Acts 15:24).  Notice, their 

silence on the matter of circumcision being essential to one’s salvation made it inappropriate for 

others to teach such as a necessity. 

 

General Commands Leave Open All Possibilities 

 

The second principle is that general instructions, or commands, leave open all otherwise 

legitimate options.  When a doctor says one needs to get at least thirty minutes of exercise three 

days a week, his instructions could be carried out by walking, running, riding a bike, etc., 

because no single action was specified.  The days for exercise could be any three of the seven 



days of the week, because the doctor did not dictate particular days. 

 

Just as he had told the churches of Galatia, Paul commanded the Corinthian brethren to give on 

the first day of the week.  “On the first day of the week let each one of you lay something aside, 

storing up as he may prosper, that there be no collections when I come” (1 Corinthians 16:1-2).  

Each is commanded to give, but the amount to be given is left up to the individual, based upon 

how God has prospered him.  It would be good to notice God’s people in Old Testament times 

never gave less than one-tenth.  Further, God has provided something better for us (Hebrews 

11:39-40), so we might want to set our giving level higher than one-tenth.  Yet, the exact amount 

or percentage is left to the individual because God has not given explicit instructions. 

 

Our Lord gave clear instructions for the church to eat the bread and drink the cup in 

remembrance of his broken body and shed blood (1 Corinthians 11:23-26).  Luke lets us know 

that early disciples assembled to break the bread on the first day of the week (Acts 20:7).  

However, the time and place for assembling and partaking of the supper are left to the choosing 

of the churches. 

 

An Article by Stafford North 

 

I am indebted to a number of writers and speakers for helping me come to a clearer 

understanding of these important principles in regard to how God authorizes.  For instance, 

Stafford North wrote an article in November, 2002 for the Christian Chronicle entitled: “Making 

the ‘sound of silence’ in Scripture audible by applying language principles.”  He concluded with 

the following words. 

 

In ordinary language, then, silence prohibits using unspecified options when 

particular options in a category are specified.  Silence allows, however, when no 

options in a category are specified.  Since God has revealed his will in the 

ordinary language of the people, and since the Scriptures give us samples of both 

of these uses of silence, He expects us to exercise these same uses of silence in 

understanding His message. 

 

The Great Commission Illustrates Both Principles 

 

Interestingly, the same great commission requires one to use both principles to fully comprehend 

its meaning.  Matthew reports, “And Jesus came and spake to them saying, ‘All authority has 

been given to Me in heaven and on earth.  Go therefore and make disciples of all the nations, 

baptizing them in the name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to 

observe all things that I have commanded you; and lo I am with you always, even to the end of 

the age.’ Amen” (28:18-20).   

 

Jesus said to go, but did not authorize only one means of going.  It would, therefore, be 

acceptable to go on foot, in a car, on a horse, in a plane, etc.  Those who are made disciples 

would be so made by being baptized in the name, or authority, of the Father, Son and Holy 

Spirit.  By specifically authorizing baptism under the authority of these three, Jesus made 

unacceptable any baptism under the authority of any man, institution or church.  Baptizing, for 



instance, in the name of a church would be a violation of the Lord’s will.   

 

Further, those disciples were, by the Lord’s command, to be taught to observe all the things the 

Lord had commanded his disciples.  When he failed to authorize teaching the commands of 

conventions, councils, manuals or creeds, Jesus plainly made such teaching a violation of his 

will.  The Lord did not authorize a single method of teaching.  Thus, it would be acceptable to 

use books, notes, charts, visual aids or projected images to do the teaching.  Teaching can be 

done one on one, in a Bible class, over the radio or by means of television.   

 

Hebrews 10:24-25 

 

The writer of Hebrews said, “And let us consider one another in order to stir up love and good 

works, not forsaking the assembling of ourselves together, as is the manner of some, but 

exhorting one another, and so much the more as you see the Day approaching” (10:24-25).  By 

specifically setting the goal of stirring up one’s brethren to love and good works, the writer failed 

to authorize stirring up anger, strife and jealousy.  While each is required to assemble, the place 

of the assembling is not designated.  The church could, then, gather under a tree, in a house, in a 

rented hall, in a tent, in a building of its own, in an upper room or in a basement.  No one hour 

was given in the writer’s instructions, so that is left up to the church. 

 

Ephesians 5:19 

 

In his instructions to the church in Ephesus, Paul wrote, “Speaking to one another in psalms and 

hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord” (5:19).  It 

would be outside the authority of the command to “speak to one another” for one who is capable 

of singing to fail to sing.  When Paul specified psalms, hymns and spiritual songs, he omitted 

authority for worldly and unscriptural songs.  By commanding that they sing, the apostle made it 

plain that they were not to hum or whistle, which would be outside the instruction to speak.   

 

Paul authorized making melody, or plucking the strings, in your heart, which would omit 

authority for playing any mechanical instruments of music.  It should be noted that the number of 

songs, tempo, posture, singing in unison or with four part harmony are all left to the individual 

churches. 

 

Conclusion 

 

Many other passages could be examined, but perhaps these will suffice to demonstrate that God 

used language to convey his meaning, just as man does.  Each statement must be examined to 

determine whether it is specific in authorizing a particular action, or generic, thereby leaving the 

means of carrying it out to the individual’s, or church’s, choice.  God does use specific 

commands to authorize specific actions.  He also uses generic commands to leave open the 

actions which might be used to carry out the command.  Rather than looking for an area where 

God has been silent so that men can slip in whatever practices they desire, each should read the 

Bible to ascertain what God has authorized and therefore desires. 

 

 



Questions 

I. TRUE/FALSE:  Place a T for true and F for false beside the statement. 

____ 1.Specific directions or commands authorize only the action specified. 

____ 2.Nadab and Abihu were not given specific instructions for the fire that they used. 

____ 3.According to Acts 15, the Jews who had become Christians were correct in requiring 

circumcision of the Gentile converts. 

____ 4.The second principal of Bible interpretation is that general instructions, or commands, 

leave no room for different possibilities 

____ 5.Jesus gave us specific instructions on how to “go into all the world.” 

____ 6.Jesus gave us specific instructions on what to teach. 

____ 7.Elders do not have the authority to change the time or meeting place of a local 

congregation of God’s people. 

____ 8.We may invent and use manuals and creeds as long as the leaders of the local church 

appear to be faithful. 

____ 9.God specified singing, therefore, excluding any other form of verbal or mechanical 

sound. 

____ 10. Any type of singing is acceptable, including secular songs. 

II. SHORT ANSWER:  Provide a short answer for each question. 

1.Why did God strike down Nadab and Abihu?    

   

2.Explain what is general and specific in the command to give.    

   

   



3. Explain what is general and specific in the Lord’s command to the disciples to go and 

make disciples.    

   

   

III. CHALLENGE QUESTIONS:  Bonus 

1. From this study of how the Bible authorizes, tell how a Christian is to determine what 

he/she should do in reference to an instruction. 

 

 

 

 

 

2. From Old and New Testament examples, show where man has been more concerned 

to do what God did not authorize than what he did authorize.  (Do not forget the 

condemnation of the Jews by our Lord.) 

 


