“We should interpret the Bible literally!” Joe asserts.

“But what do you mean?” Sam queries. “Jesus says, T am
the vine’ (John 15:5). Is Jesus saying that He has stems sprout-
ing green leaves with chlorophyll in them?”

Joe: “Of course not. Everyone knows that He is using a
picture, a metaphor.”

Sam: “So He is speaking metaphorically, not literally.”

Joe: “Well, yes.” -

Sam: “If you interpreted the statement literally, and not
metaphorically, you would be misinterpreting it, right? Saying
‘Always interpret literally’ becomes a recipe for twisting every-
thing in the Bible where God spoke metaphorically.”

Joe: “But, but. .. talking about metaphors is dangerous. The
liberals make everything into a metaphor or a symbol for their
own ideas. They use fancy and evasive interpretations in order
to avoid accepting the Bible’s claims.”

Sam: “I agree, we mustn’t do that. But the answer is not to
throw the baby out with the bath water. We must responsibly
submit to all that the Bible says, rather than imposing our own
man-made requirernents on the Bible.”

What is the answer here? Is a “literal” approach best? And
what do we mean by “literal”? Joe has found out that the answer
is not as easy as he thought.

Joe wants to run as far from liberalism as he can. Butin run-
ning to the opposite extreme, he has fallen into an error justlike
the liberals. Like them, he imposes man-made ideas on the
Bible. The liberal forces the Bible to conform to fashionable
modern ideas and prejudices. Joe forces the Bible to conform
to his man-made preconception that everything ought to be
maximally literal for safety’s sake.

But God is greater than our preconceptions and our man-
made ideas. In effect, the Bible in its teaching about God says
back to Joe, “Let God be God.” Leave it up to God to decide
when He wants to speak literally and when He wants to speak
metaphorically. Let Him decide whether to tell about a histor-
ical happening in David’s defeat of Goliath, or tell an allegori-
cal story about two sons in the parable of the prodigal son, or
write a poetic song of praise in the Psalms, or write a letter
instructing us in doctrine in the epistle to the Romans.
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