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Introduction

When scholars, pastors, and students turn to the Bible for guidance, they must first ask: how should | read it? The
science of biblical interpretation—known as biblical hermeneutics—provides a systematic framework for
answering this question. Among the many voices that have shaped the discipline, the work of J. /Edwin Hartill stands
out for its clarity, depth, and practical relevance. Hartill, a distinguished professor of theology and biblical studies,
devoted his career to articulating the principles of biblical hermeneuticsthat honor both the text's historical roots
and its contemporary significance. This article explores Hartill's key insights, explains how they fit into the broader
hermeneutical tradition, and offers practical guidance for applying his principles in everyday study, teaching, and
ministry.

Who Was J. /Edwin Hartill?

J. /Edwin Hartill (1924—-2010) was an American theologian, professor, and author whose scholarship bridged the gap
between rigorous exegesis and pastoral application. Educated at the University of Chicago and the University of

St. /Paul, Hartill held teaching posts at several universities and served as a consultant to major denominational
bodies. His most enduring contribution is a series of essays and lectures that distill the essential principles of
biblical hermeneuticsinto a coherent, accessible methodology. Hartill's work is characterized by a commitment to
the text's integrity, a respect for its historical context, and a desire to make Scripture relevant for contemporary
readers.

Understanding Biblical Hermeneutics

Hermeneutics, derived from the Greek word for “interpretation,” is the discipline that studies how we understand
texts. In the context of Scripture, it involves a multi layered process: first, we examine the original language and
context; next, we consider the author’s intent; then we reflect on the text’s theological message; and finally, we
apply its insights to our lives. The goal is not merely to extract meaning but to encounter the living Word that has
shaped faith communities for millennia. Hartill's approach emphasizes that interpretation is both a science and an
art, requiring careful methodology while remaining open to the transformative power of the Holy Spirit.

The Core Principles of Hartill's Hermeneutics

Hartill identified five foundational principles that guide a faithful reading of Scripture. These principles serve as
checkpoints that ensure a balanced, holistic interpretation.

« Literal Meaning — The plain sense of the text as it would have been understood by its original audience.
 Historical Context — The cultural, political, and religious backdrop that shaped the text's creation.
Authorial Intent — The purpose and message the writer intended to convey.

Liturgical Application — How the text informs worship, sacraments, and communal practice.

« Spiritual Significance — The theological and existential implications that transcend time.

Literal Meaning

Hartill argued that the first step in interpretation is to grasp the literal meaningof the passage. This does not mean



a literalist reading that ignores metaphor or genre, but rather a careful consideration of the text’'s plain sense. By
consulting original languages—Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek—and paying attention to syntax, diction, and literary
devices, readers can uncover the primary message that the author intended for their contemporaries. Hartill
cautioned against imposing modern concepts onto ancient words, urging scholars to let the text speak in its own
voice.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical contextis essential for avoiding anachronisms. Hartill encouraged students to
research the socio political environment, prevailing religious beliefs, and literary conventions of the time. For
instance, the use of the term “king” in the Old Testament can refer to a divine figure as well as a human ruler,
depending on the context. By situating the text within its historical frame, interpreters can discern which meanings
were most relevant to the original audience and how those meanings evolved over time.

Authorial Intent

Hartill placed great emphasis on uncovering the authorial intent. He believed that every biblical writer had a
specific purpose—whether to instruct, comfort, admonish, or proclaim salvation. This principle requires readers to
look beyond the literal words and consider the broader narrative arc, the theological themes, and the rhetorical
strategies employed. For example, when studying the parables of Jesus, Hartill would remind us to consider the
cultural familiarity of the audience with agricultural metaphors, thereby revealing the deeper spiritual lesson
intended by Christ.

Liturgical Application

In Hartill's view, Scripture is not only a book for personal edification but also a source of communal worship. The
liturgical applicationprinciple encourages readers to explore how a passage informs liturgical practices—such as
the Eucharist, baptism, or prayer. This involves examining the text's implications for worship traditions, liturgical
calendars, and sacramental theology. By doing so, interpreters can bridge the gap between academic study and
lived faith, ensuring that Scripture remains a living, breathing presence in worship.

Spiritual Significance

Finally, Hartill urged interpreters to consider the spiritual significanceof the text. This principle asks: “What does
this passage reveal about God, humanity, and the cosmos?” It invites a theological reflection that transcends
historical details and speaks to the eternal realities of grace, redemption, and hope. In this phase, the interpreter
engages with the text’'s theological themes, connecting them to the broader biblical narrative and to contemporary
spiritual concerns.

Hartill's Methodological Approach

Beyond the five principles, Hartill outlined a practical four step methodology that guides scholars from initial reading
to final application. His process is iterative, allowing for refinement at each stage.

1. Preliminary Exposition — Gather basic information about the text.

2. Exegesis — Conduct a detailed analysis of language, structure, and context.

3. Interpretation — Synthesize findings to articulate the text's meaning.

4. Application — Translate insights into practical guidance for individuals and communities.

Preliminary Exposition

In the preliminary stage, the interpreter collects data: the book’s authorship, date, genre, audience, and the textual
tradition (e.g., Masoretic Text, Septuagint, Vulgate). Hartill stressed the importance of consulting commentaries,



lexicons, and scholarly works to build a solid foundation. This groundwork prevents misinterpretations that arise
from ignorance of basic textual facts.

Exegesis

Exegesis is the heart of hermeneutics. Hartill advocated a systematic approach: start with a word study, move to
the sentence level, then examine the passage in its larger literary context. He recommended tools such as
interlinear Bibles, concordances, and thematic indices. The goal is to uncover the text's primary meaning while
remaining mindful of genre conventions—whether the passage is a narrative, law, prophecy, or epistle.

Interpretation

Once the exegesis is complete, the interpreter must interpret the text in light of the five principles. Hartill suggested
a reflective dialogue: “What does the literal meaning suggest? How does the historical context shape that
meaning? What was the author’s intent? How does this inform worship? What spiritual truths does it reveal?” By
answering these questions, the interpreter constructs a coherent, theologically sound interpretation.

Application

Hartill's final step is to apply the interpretation to contemporary life. This involves translating biblical insights into
ethical guidelines, pastoral care strategies, or worship practices. He encouraged interpreters to ask, “How does this
passage speak to today’s believers? What actions or attitudes does it call for?” The application stage ensures that
Scripture remains relevant and transformative.

Applying Hartill’s Principles Today

Hartill's principles are not confined to academia; they are practical tools for anyone engaging with Scripture. Below
are four contexts where his hermeneutics can be fruitfully applied.

e Personal Study — Enhancing individual devotion and understanding.

Pastoral Teaching — Delivering sermons that are both theologically robust and pastorally sensitive.
e Academic Research — Providing a solid methodological framework for scholarly inquiry.

e Ecumenical Dialogue — Facilitating respectful conversations across denominational lines.

Personal Study

For the individual reader, Hartil's methodology offers a disciplined yet flexible approach. By starting with a
preliminary exposition, you avoid common pitfalls such as misreading genre or ignoring historical context. Exegesis
helps you appreciate the text’s linguistic nuances, while interpretation encourages you to see the passage’s
broader theological implications. Finally, application turns insights into actionable wisdom—guiding decisions,
shaping attitudes, and deepening faith.

Pastoral Teaching

Pastors can use Hartill's principles to craft sermons that resonate with both the intellect and the heart. By
grounding homilies in rigorous exegesis, pastors avoid theological errors. The interpretive phase ensures that
sermons remain faithful to Scripture’s intent, while the application phase connects the message to the
congregation’s everyday challenges. Hartill's emphasis on liturgical application also reminds pastors that preaching
is part of the wider worship life, encouraging integration with sacraments and corporate prayer.

Academic Research

Scholars benefit from Hartill's systematic framework, which provides a transparent, reproducible process. By
documenting each step—exposition, exegesis, interpretation, application—researchers can defend their



conclusions against criticism. Moreover, Hartill's insistence on historical context and authorial intent aligns with
contemporary hermeneutical trends that prioritize socio historical analysis, thereby situating his work within the
broader academic conversation.

Ecumenical Dialogue

In an increasingly pluralistic religious landscape, Hartill's principles offer common ground for dialogue. By focusing
on literal meaning and historical context, participants can discuss Scripture without conflating doctrinal differences.
The emphasis
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