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I. Introduction  

A. Have you ever gotten into a discussion, well maybe an 
argument, with someone over how to apply the Bible to a 
particular situation? 

1. You were talking about something that the Bible’s position is 
perfectly clear to you, but to the other person strongly disagreed with 
you. 

a) You both had studied the Bible closely on that subject, yet you came to 

radically different conclusions about what God’s will is. 

b) You seemed to be just talking past each other, both of you wondering 

how the other could possibly think that way as a Christian.   

c) In fact, it seemed like you were not referring to the same Bible at all.  

You obviously disagreed about God’s will, but you didn’t know why … 

2. Has something like this ever happened to you?   

B. Last Sunday Cindy gave us an overview tour of God’s holy 
history beyond Bible times.  

1. Over the past 2K years of church history, people have not just 
lost friendships, or jobs or money over their disagreements about the 
Bible … myriads have lost their lives! 

2. Today we conclude the salvation history part of our YOTB with 
perhaps the most important question of all in regard to this big God-
story in the Bible:   

How do you interpret this complex, disjointed and sometimes contradictory set of 

writings we call the Bible?   

3. Certainly there are some things that hang together well and flow 
from the Old Testament to the New: 

a) E.g. Jesus was born and raised an observant Jew,  followed in the 

Jewish tradition, & worshiped the God of Abraham, Isaac & Jacob,  

b) Jesus knew & respected the OT Scriptures very well. 

4. But many people cannot get past all the differences and 
contradictions they see in the Bible, especially between the Old and 
New Testaments:   

a) a peaceful Jesus or a God who commanded war?  

b) living by grace or living by strict laws?  

c) Did God’s will change from the OT to the NT? 

II. The fact is: the Bible is full of both unity and disunity …  

A. Depending on our perspective, sometimes it appears as one 
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grand message, and other times as contradictory messages.   

1. Not being able to come to terms with this agreement and 
disagreement has led to nasty church splits and to many people 
losing their faith altogether. 

a) When people disagree over what the Bible says, it’s easy to doubt the 

other person’s sincerity, their openness to God’s truth, and to doubt how 

seriously they take the Bible! 

b) But personal attacks and raising doubts about others will not solve this 

problem 

2. What I have to say today won’t provide the magic explanation for 
all biblical conflicts, but it can help us understand where some of 
those disagreements come from. 

3. As with most of our sermons in this YOTB so far, we’ve been 
gratefully drawing a lot from materials taught for many years in the 
Hesston College BibLit course, by Marion Bontrager and Michelle 
Hershberger 

B. Hermeneutics is our theme today … a scholarly word that 
basically means the study of how people interpret the Bible 

1. Only when we become aware of our own hermeneutical 
assumptions can we then become aware of how other people 
approach the Bible, and how they compare or contrast with our own. 

2. We often wonder, “Why does the Bible say something completely 
different to you than it does to me?”  I’ll start with a very foundational 
principle … 

C.  “The assumptions we bring to the Bible determine what the 
Bible says to us.”  
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1. In other words, what we take away from the Bible doesn’t start 
with the words on the page of our Bibles … it starts with our own 
hermeneutical presuppositions 

2. If the Bible were self-interpreting, its meaning would be so 
evident that we would all agree on it … but of course we don’t 

a) Different churches & different traditions deal differently with the 

contrasts & contradictions between Old & New Testaments. 

b) We Mennonites are in an Anabaptist tradition that attempts to 

emphasize both the unity and the disunity in the Bible 

c) There is a uniquely Anabaptist hermeneutical approach to the Bible 

that I will describe this morning, a way of holding the Bible all together 

while not removing or ignoring big parts of it 

3. In our nurture hour I (will) describe(d) 4 basic hermeneutical 
approaches to the Bible within Christian history.   

a) All 4 of them attempt to deal with the diversity in the Bible but they do 

it in very different ways. 

b) I won’t go into the same detail now in this sermon, but only name 

them for reference: 
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III. What Anabaptists do is take a Christo-centric approach 
to interpreting the Bible 

A. We view Jesus Christ as the ultimate fulfillment of God’s 
revelation in the Heilsgeschichte  

1. From the very beginning of creation, God had an ultimate will for 
his chosen covenant shalom people to be the “city on the hill” and 
the light for God’s ways to all the nations 

2. That ultimate will of God was revealed most fully & clearly in 
Jesus because he was completely faithful to God 

a) Unlike Jesus, all other persons in the Bible and ever since have been 

unfaithful sometimes to God’s will 

b) At various points along the Heilsgeschichte, sinful humans chose NOT 

to follow God’s instructions 

c) But rather than letting them keep suffering the inevitable consequences 

of their disobedience, God chose to lower the standards, or “change the 

rules” so to speak …  

B. This is called God’s “remedial will” because God graciously 
stays engaged with disobedient persons  

1. God tries to redeem and make the best out of their bad choices, 
even when they aren’t following God’s original way 

2. Time & again when God’s people fell short of God’s ultimate will, 
God made an allowance or accommodation to keep them on track 
back toward God’s higher desire.   
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3. The Christo-centric approach says that God’s ultimate will was 
always the same as that revealed in Jesus Christ, the completely 
faithful one. 

a) When the Bible teaches something different from what Jesus showed 

us, we need to look at what disobedience God was trying to remedy 

b) When you quote the Bible, one good question to be asking is, “Does 

this passage reflect God’s ultimate will, or God’s remedial will?” 

 

c) A Christo-centric approach means that when things don’t agree in the 

Bible, we take the life, death and teachings of Jesus as the over-riding 

authority for interpretation 

d) Another way to say this, in the form of a little jingle that (will be) was 

noted during nurture hour:  “When things don’t agree, Jesus is the referee” 
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By Christo-centric, we mean we take Jesus to be the lens we look through, 

the yardstick we measure by, both spiritually and ethically 

e) Many Christians claim to be Christo-centric because they look to Jesus 

as their Savior, providing a means to salvation & a ticket to heaven … this 

is being spiritually Christo-centric 

f) But we believe it’s important to be consistently Christo-centric, not 

only in our spirituality but in our ethics …  

g) This means Jesus is not only savior of my soul, but he’s also lord of 

my life … It means I will follow his example & teachings in how I live my 

life and treat other people, even enemies. 
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4. E.g. from Dale Schrag 

a) When pastoring in Kansas, I remember being at a retreat led by Dale 

Schrag, who was long-time director of church relations at Bethel College 

(the Mennonite Bethel, not the one in Mishawaka) 

b) Dale is a church historian who loves to dress up as 16th C. Anabaptist 

leaders to describe what was unique in their approach to the Bible 

Dale made reference to teachings like the Sermon on the Mount, 

because some Christians spiritualize it, others say it doesn’t apply 

to countries and warmaking, and still others say it applies only to 

some future millennial time and not to us today …  

What was memorable about a Christo-centric hermeneutic was 

what Dale said next:  “We believe Jesus meant what he said … and 

he was talking to us.”  
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IV. 2 Illustrations (1 from everyday life, one from Bible) 
  

A. Illustration of ultimate vs remedial will  

1. Someone asks you how to get to a certain store.  You give them 
careful directions about when to turn right & when to turn left. 

a) Off they go, but a little later they call you back and ask how to get to 

the store because they got off track 

b) You don’t just repeat the original ultimate directions to them.  You 

ask them to tell you where they’re at now, after making some wrong turns. 

c) You give them remedial directions in light of where they are now, 

having not kept to the original ultimate directions 

2. The ultimate original directions remain the same … they were 
perfectly good directions and still are. 

a) You could choose to not give any new directions to the person who, 

for whatever reason, didn’t follow your original ultimate directions. 

b) But hopefully, just like God, you choose to remedy the situation out of 

love for the person, and help them get to the store 

B. We’ve been talking about a Christo-centric hermeneutic for the 
Bible, but we haven’t actually applied it to the Bible … We’ll do 
that now (2 other biblical illustrations we’ll see in nurture hour) 

1. One of the classic examples of this hermeneutical approach is in 
Matt. 19 when Jesus dealt with the subject of divorce …  

a) Some of the Pharisees had probably already heard Jesus’ strong 
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teachings on the permanence of marriage and against divorce 

b) So they tried to trap him on this question …  

Did you notice Jesus’ initial response did not refer to the law of 

Moses but it referred instead to the first man & woman in the 

creation story? 

But the Pharisees quickly countered by asking why Moses would 

have set up divorce laws 

c) Jesus replied that Moses created those divorce laws because of the 

hardness of the people’s hearts (ie. God’s remedial will).  Jesus went on to 

say that from the beginning it was not so (ie. God’s ultimate will). 

2. Here’s a diagram by Marion Bontrager that may help visually 
illustrate the movement of unity and diversity on the subject of 
marriage & divorce 

  

a) You see God’s ultimate will 1st revealed in the creation before the fall 

accounts, with sifuln entering the world 

b) Over time, the human result was sexual chaos where women were 

treated as property to be taken in or released at a man’s whim 

c) So God acted to limit that chaos and step in with God’s remedial will 

thru the divorce laws of Moses, which you can find in Deut. 24 …  

those laws may still appear unfair and patriarchal to our eyes 

today, but they did set up some protections for women 

Those laws also shored up the institution of marriage to give 

society a more stable foundation 

But of course, those divorce laws do present us with some disunity 
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from the original creation vision of marriage relationships 

d) Then along came Jesus, God’s faithful anointed One, who restored the 

divorce teachings back to the level of God’s original ultimate will 

So what appeared to the Pharisees as disunity with God’s will for 

marriage … Jesus showed it to be a restoration back to unity with 

God’s original ultimate will, which was at a higher ethical level 

than the law of Moses 

Jesus wouldn’t let the Pharisees substitute and teach God’s 

remedial will in place of God’s ultimate will! (repeat) 

C. Hmm … there’s a lesson here for all of us as we read the Bible 
in general … which brings us back to the question I asked 
earlier:  “Is that God’s ultimate will … or God’s remedial will?” 

[  

V. Now that we’ve described and illustrated a Christo-centric 
approach to the Bible, it often leads to an important Q:  What 
is the relationship between the OT & NT? 
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A. Drawing from Marion Bontrager and the earlier work of Goshen 
College Bible prof Guy Hershberger,  here are 6 statements we can 
make re. the relationship of the 2 testaments 

1. The OT is a preparation for and anticipates the NT 

     
(NT cannot be understood properly apart from OT)  

2. The NT builds on the OT 
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(If you take all the leading ideas found in NT, 80% of those ideas are 
expressed in terms of the OT.  Jesus & the NT writers presuppose 
the OT, which was the only Scripture they had) 

3. The NT fulfills the OT 

    
(not becomes it comes after it, but fulfills it in its content and its 
intent) 

4. The NT explains the OT 
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(NT clarifies what messiahship really is, from the misconceived 
visions of the OT) 

5. The NT transforms the OT 

 
(Although there is continuity of language used, there is 
transformation of meaning of words) 

6. The NT supersedes the OT as the final authority for Christian 
faith & conduct 
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(In Christ, we see God’s intention clearly.  Christ is the final 
authoritative word of God) 

VI. Conclusion 

A. As we conclude our 9-month journey thru God’s holy history, when 
we ponder how to interpret the Bible, let us remember the words 
of a key passage of Scripture that we heard this morning (Heb. 1:1-2)  

1. Long ago God spoke to our ancestors in many and 

various ways by the prophets, 2 but in these last days he 
has spoken to us by a Son,[ 

2. We believe Jesus came to re-reveal God’s original ultimate will 
that had become clouded, modified & lost through the disobedience 
of God’s people 

B. Therefore as Anabaptist Christians today, we follow in the 
footsteps of our forebears from the Radical Reformation almost 
500 years ago.  

1. Like them, we are committed to a Christo-centric hermeneutic, 
both spiritually and ethically 

2. In Jesus, we see what the old people of God were supposed to 
have been … & Jesus shows us what the new people of God (his 
followers) are to be 

C. As a way to keep our focus on Jesus, I invite us to recite 
together  our current congregational memory text, which in itself 
highlights the centrality of Jesus:   
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