
The Interpretation of God’s Word:

Reading Canonically and the NT use of the OT



▪ The Nature of God’s Word (Scripture’s Doctrine)

▪ The Makeup of God’s Word (Scripture’s Canon)

▪ The Preservation of God’s Word (Scripture’s Text)

▪ The Transmission of God’s Word (Scripture’s Translation, 3 Parts)

▪ The Interpretation of God’s Word (Scripture’s Meaning, 6 Parts)



▪ Reading Canonically

What does reading canonically even mean?

When we read with the canon in mind, it means that we pay attention to how 
the Bible is formed when we read.  Just like we would pay attention to what 
material came in the chapter before and after, so we would pay attention to 

the material that comes before and after the book we are reading.

Why is reading canonically important?

While not the most important facet of our reading, it can help provide depth 
to the Bible, and make better sense of why the Bible is put together the way it 

is.



▪ Reading Canonically

Should we always read this way?

Yes and no.  When you are focused on trying to determine the human author’s 
main idea, it is not important to read their work in light of the rest of the 

canon.  

Reading canonically is another way to focus on the Spirit’s authorship.

While we can focus on the human author by reading for their main idea, we 
also note the role of the Holy Spirit by seeing how he has sovereignly placed 

the book into the canon, and find deeper meaning from the human words



▪ Reading Canonically

Examples:

Psalms

John

Judges/1 Samuel

Pentateuch



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms

Psalms:

The Psalms are actually split into 5 books:

Psalms 1-41 (Book 1)

Psalms 42-72 (Book 2)

Psalms 73-89 (Book 3)

Psalms 90-106 (Book 4)

Psalms 107-150 (Book 5)



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms

Book 1:

A book of victory

Focal Psalm – Psalm 2



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms
2:1Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot 

in vain?
2 The kings of the earth set themselves, and the 

rulers take counsel together, against the LORD 

and against his Anointed, saying,
3 "Let us burst their bonds apart and cast away 

their cords from us."
4 He who sits in the heavens laughs; the Lord 

holds them in derision.
5 Then he will speak to them in his wrath, and 

terrify them in his fury, saying,
6 "As for me, I have set my King on Zion, my 

holy hill."

7 I will tell of the decree: The LORD said to me, 

"You are my Son; today I have begotten you.
8 Ask of me, and I will make the nations your 

heritage, and the ends of the earth your 

possession.
9 You shall break them with a rod of iron and 

dash them in pieces like a potter's vessel."
10 Now therefore, O kings, be wise; be warned, 

O rulers of the earth.
11 Serve the LORD with fear, and rejoice with 

trembling.
12 Kiss the Son, lest he be angry, and you perish 

in the way, for his wrath is quickly kindled. 

Blessed are all who take refuge in him.



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms

Book 1:

A book of victory

Focal Psalm – Psalm 2

No one can keep God from installing his King

Many of the Psalms of book 1 focus on this: David is oppressed, but finds 
victory in God

37/41 Psalms are penned by/about David (more about Kingdom!)



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms

Book 2:

A book of remembrance

Focal Psalm – Psalm 51

Psalms 42-50 are not of/about David, and are more plural in focus (44, 46, 47, 
48, 49, 50).  They also speak of unwarranted concern (“Why are you cast 

down, O my soul?” Psalm 42:5, 43:5)

Psalm 51 tells why – David’s contrite heart has allowed him to keep the HS 
and given an example for those in peril to follow



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms

Book 2:

Psalms 42-50 = 0/9 Davidic Psalms

Psalms 51-72 = 18/22 Davidic Psalms

Psalms 72 is actually written by Solomon, the continuation of the Davidic 
dynasty, and speaks generally of the King and his people

72:20 – The prayers of David, the son of Jesse, are ended.



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms

Book 3:

A book of misery

Psalm 73:1 – Truly God is good to Israel, to those who are pure in heart.

Psalms 79-88 turn, however.  God is angry, distant, silent.  His people will not 
listen, and are weak, needing rescue and reviving.

Focal Psalm: Psalm 88 – The only lament Psalm that does not end with a 
positive statement of faith



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms

Book 4:

A book of remembrance

Psalm 90: A Psalm of Moses

These Psalms focus on the power and might of God, his sovereignty over all, 
and his worthiness of praise (which is then actively given).  These Psalms tell 
multiple times of the great deeds of God in the past, and give him praise for 

them

Focal Psalm – Psalm 95



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms

Book 5:

A book of praise

God’s people respond to his works through praise and obedience

These Psalms focus on our reponse to the greatness and might of God.  We 
both praise him in song and in obedience through his word.  Notice: this 

comes after God’s great salvation has been shown!

Focal Psalm – Psalm 119



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms

Book 1 (Victory) Book 5 (Praise)

Book 2 (Remembrance) Book 4 (Remembrance)

Book 3 (Misery)



▪ Reading Canonically: Psalms

Read this way, the Psalms overwhelmingly speak of the victory of God 
over his enemies through the establishment of a nation and a king.  

Misery is overturned by looking backward at what God has done, and 
expecting him to act in like manner again.



▪ Reading Canonically: John

The fourfold Gospel contains the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and 
John.  The first three (the Synoptics) are very similar in terms of 

content and presentation (although with different emphases).  John is 
not only very different, but much, much later.  



▪ Reading Canonically: John

The Passover meal becomes an important part of Holy Week for the 
Synoptics.  Here they establish the practice of the Lord’s Supper.

John, however, places his understanding of the Lord’s Supper 
(seemingly) in chapter 6, and the foot washing becomes central 

during the Passover meal (John 13).

Why is this important?



▪ Reading Canonically: John

The Passover meal becomes linked not just to Jesus’ death, but also to 
the provision of manna during the wilderness wanderings in John 6.  

The supper is not just for our forgiveness, but also our sustenance.  The 
fact that Jesus’ speech about his body and blood occurs after the 

feeding of the 5,00 supports this!

John 13, likewise, refocuses the synoptics.  It is not just the result of the 
Lord’s Supper that is important (forgiveness, Matt 26:28), but its 

purpose (love, service to one another).



▪ Reading Canonically: Judges – 1 Samuel

The refrain at the end of Judges: 

In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in 
his own eyes

With Ruth following, it seems as though the problems of Judges will be 
dealt with through the provision of a King:

Boaz (Ruth’s redeemer) fathers Obed, Obed fathered Jesse, and Jesse 
fathered David

Boaz redeemed the Canaanite Ruth, so will David the Canaanite Israel



▪ Reading Canonically: Judges – 1 Samuel

BUT – in 1 Samuel we read of the sinfulness in Israel asking for a King:

And the LORD said to Samuel, "Obey the voice of the people in all that they say to you, 
for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king over them.”

1 Samuel 8:7

God appoints Saul, giving them the king that they want (1 Samuel 8:19-
20).  Indeed, as he is from the tribe of Benjamin, that is precisely what 

they get, a Canaanite king in spirit (Judges 19-21)

The “Canaanite” connection is only sealed by Ruth, squeezed between 
Judges and Samuel



▪ Reading Canonically: The Pentateuch

As has been mentioned on Sunday mornings, Deuteronomy really only 
makes sense when read in light of the promises of Genesis, and as a 

final epilogue on the book as a whole.



▪ The NT use of the OT

While not comprehensive, these things should be kept in mind when 
seeing how the NT uses the OT, especially in difficult ways:

They used the OT for rhetorical purposes (Rom 10:5-9)

Blending of events (Isa 14:3-15)

Corporate Solidarity (especially kings for people)



▪ The NT use of the OT

While not comprehensive, these things should be kept in mind when 
seeing how the NT uses the OT, especially in difficult ways:

NT authors saw themselves living in “the end of days” (Acts 2)

Scripture is Christological (Psalm 2, 16, 110)

“Fulfil” – you keep using that word, I do not think it means what you 
think it means (Matthew 2:13-15)



▪ The NT use of the OT: 3 Examples

These examples are difficult, thus become the prototypical examples 
for the NT’s sometimes exotic use of the OT:

Romans 10:5-10

Matthew 2:13-15

Galatians 4:21-28



▪ The NT use of the OT: Romans 10:5-10

Romans 10:5 alludes to Leviticus 18:5

You shall therefore keep my statutes and my rules; if a person does them, he shall live by 
them: I am the LORD.

Moses, in Deuteronomy 30:11-14, speaks of the law being “doable” – it is neither too 
hard, nor too far off, but it has been given to you.



▪ The NT use of the OT: Romans 10:5-10

For this commandment that I command you today is not too hard for you, neither is it far 
off. It is not in heaven, that you should say, 'Who will ascend to heaven for us and bring it 

to us, that we may hear it and do it?' Neither is it beyond the sea, that you should say, 
'Who will go over the sea for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?' But the 

word is very near you. It is in your mouth and in your heart, so that you can do it.

But the righteousness based on faith says, "Do not say in your heart, 'Who will ascend 
into heaven?'" (that is, to bring Christ down) "or 'Who will descend into the abyss?'" 

(that is, to bring Christ up from the dead). But what does it say? "The word is near you, 
in your mouth and in your heart" (that is, the word of faith that we proclaim).



▪ The NT use of the OT: Romans 10:5-10

We know from reading Romans something fundamental about the law and 
our ability to keep it:  We can’t.  Deuteronomy is simply stating that the 

problem is in desire, not physical ability.

That Paul uses this is a powerful rhetorical move.  Unlike the law (Rom 10:5; 
Lev 18:5), faith is not a matter of doing, but of believing – just as God had 

provided the law, so has he provided our salvation in Christ. The law’s 
salvation was not just in faith, but in deeds; but in Christ, we get both the 

possibility and the actuality of salvation.



▪ The NT use of the OT: Matthew 2:13-15

An angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, "Rise, take the child and 
his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you, for Herod is about to 

search for the child, to destroy him." And he rose and took the child and his mother by 
night and departed to Egypt and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to 

fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet, "Out of Egypt I called my son."

Problems: Hosea 11:1 does not appear to be “prophecy,” it is about an 
event that has already happened, how can Matthew say that this is 

therefore fulfilled? Is Matthew just making the OT do what he wants?



▪ The NT use of the OT: Matthew 2:13-15

Is Matthew just making the OT do what he wants?

No.  Jesus fulfills this, but to another end.  “Fulfil” here does not mean 
to make Hosea 11:1 complete, but Jesus!

If Jesus is to be the stand-in for Israel, he must experienced what they 
experienced, only without sin.  Thus, being called “out of Egypt” is 

part of his job description, one that is being fulfilled here.

What Matthew is doing is telling us about Jesus, not Hosea.

Fulfillment isn’t bringing clarity to the OT, but to Jesus



▪ The NT use of the OT: Galatians 4:21-28

21Tell me, you who want to be under the law, are you hearing the law?  22For it is written 
that Abraham had two sons, one from a slave woman and one from a free woman.  23The 
reality is this: the one who comes from a slave has been born because of the flesh, and 
the one who comes from a free woman has been born through the promise.  24These 

realities are used allegorically; for the mothers are two distinct covenants: the covenant 
from Mt. Sinai bears children into slavery, this is Hagar.  25Now, Mt. Sinai is in Arabia, and 
so corresponds to the present-world Jerusalem, for they both stand in slavery with their 

children.  



▪ The NT use of the OT: Galatians 4:21-28

However, the heavenly Jerusalem is free, and she is our mother.  27For it is written:

Rejoice, Barren One, who cannot bear children!
Sing aloud and shout, you who does not suffer in labor!

Because the children of the desolate woman 
are greater in number

than the children of the one who has a husband.

28Now you, brothers, are sons of the promise just like Isaac.



▪ The NT use of the OT: Galatians 4:21-28

The Galatians want to submit to the circumcision, because they think 
that they will then be accepted as the people of God.  So, Paul points 

them to the problem of Ishmael.

Why wasn’t Ishmael the promised heir?

4:23 - The reality is this: the one who comes from a slave has been born 
because of the flesh, and the one who comes from a free woman has been born 

through the promise. 

Isaac was born through the promise, Ishmael through the flesh.  Paul’s 
allegory is telling us how to read the Genesis story!



▪ The NT use of the OT: Galatians 4:21-28

This leads to an odd conclusion for Paul: the law is therefore 
associated with Ishmael, not Isaac! Is Paul mishandling Scripture?

No. Rather, Paul sees the law’s use of the flesh like Abraham’s – it cannot 
produce God’s children.  The use of this physical, broken world cannot 

achieve adoption as God’s children, and it never could – only God’s 
intervention can.


