The Plain Meaning Of Scripture
When I was first converted, I thought members of conservative churches of Christ always took the plain (most obvious) meaning for passages, and didn’t shy away from that because of family, circumstances, consequences, feelings or emotion, or any extra-Biblical factor.  But I have since found out I was wrong in many cases.
Our late beloved brother Carroll Sutton had quite a bit of influence on me in always trying to take the plain meaning of passages unless something dictates otherwise.

Here is how many Christians are now interpreting the Bible instead:  “the hermeneutic rule that says to not construe a passage in such a way that it has consequences that are not acceptable” (Robert Waters, Christian, Facebook, 1-31-2017).
Rules Of Hermeneutics = Plain Sense
Taking the obvious meaning for a verse ought to be one of the top rules of hermeneutics (after the Bible does not contradict itself).  Notice how this is expressed in David Cooper’s Golden Rule Of Interpretation:  “When the plain sense of Scripture makes common sense, seek no other sense; therefore, take every word at its primary, ordinary, usual, literal meaning unless the facts of the immediate context, studied in the light of related passages, and axiomatic and fundamental truths, indicate clearly otherwise.”  In other words, we should always accept a text at simple face value, unless something else in the Bible forces us to do otherwise.
versus

Why is there a lack of consensus among professed believers on moral issues?  “It is not because the Bible is hopelessly confusing and cannot be understood.  … It is simply because humans bring their already prejudiced views to the text of the Bible and try to force it to say what they ‘think’ it should say.”  (Kyle Butt, A Christians Guide To Refuting Modern Atheism, p.85)

Understand The Bible Like Anything Else
As we know, the Bible is to be understood just like any uninspired document written by men.  Ephesians 3:3-4 says “How that by revelation he made known unto me the mystery; (as I wrote afore in few words, Whereby, when ye read, ye may understand my knowledge.”

II Corinthians 1:13 reads “For we write nothing else to you than what you read and understand …” (NASV).

Jn 17:17 Sanctify them through thy truth:  thy word is truth.
To understand uninspired literature, we take what it says at face value unless something dictates otherwise.  Clearly we should do the same with inspired texts.  After all, God is communicating with us in our language (not His).
Literal Language Is The Rule

Notice further this quote from D.R. Dungan’s book “Hermeneutics:  The Science of Interpreting the Scriptures” (pg.184,195-203):  “All words are to be understood in their literal sense, unless the evident meaning of the context forbids. - Figures are the exception, literal language the rule; hence we are not to regard anything as figurative until we feel compelled to do so by the evident import of the passage.  … here great caution should be observed.  We are very apt to regard contexts as teaching some theory ... in our minds.  And having so determined, anything to the contrary will be regarded as a mistaken interpretation; hence, if the literal meaning of the words shall be found to oppose our speculations, we are ready to give to the words in question some figurative import that will better agree with our preconceived opinions.  Let us be sure that the meaning of the author has demanded that the language be regarded in a figurative sense, and that it is not our theory which has made the necessity.”
Baptism Necessary To Salvation And Alexander Campbell

I think Christians do take the plain meaning on the purpose of baptism passages.  For example, Mark 16:16, Acts 2:38, Acts 22:16, and I Peter 3:21 certainly look like they are teaching a person has to be baptized to be saved.
Mark 16:16 “He that believeth and is baptized shall be saved; but he that believeth not shall be damned.”  That is pretty plain, isn’t it?

Remember the old illustration where a preacher just reads (with no comment) Mark 16:16 to a lady, and she responds – that’s just your interpretation.

Put yourself back in the days of Alexander Campbell, when this truth that now seems so obvious to us had disappeared from almost all of those who took the Bible as their sole authority (evangelicals).  Would you have been able to see and accept this plain meaning when almost nobody else around you agreed?, and would make fun of you if you did?  Alexander Campbell and his colleagues were able to do so in this case because they consistently applied the “plain sense” rule just referenced from Dungan’s book.  You have to respect them for that, even though there are other things we might not agree with Mr. Campbell on.
Baptism For The Dead Is A Counter Example
I Corinthians 15:29 – “Else what shall they do which are baptized for the dead, if the dead rise not at all? why are they then baptized for the dead?”
Before we look at some other examples of “plain meanings” in the Bible, let’s first note that in rare cases, the plain or surface meaning is not the correct one.  For example the Mormon’s understanding of I Corinthians 15:29 and “baptism for the dead” is contradicted by many, many passages such as II Corinthians 5:10 which tells us each person is going to be judged based solely upon his own life, not someone else’s.  But the rule should be that we take the plain and most obvious meaning unless something in the context or another passage forces us to do otherwise.
Divorce And Remarriage

Matt 19:9 “And I say unto you, Whosoever shall put away his wife, except it be for fornication, and shall marry another, committeth adultery: and whoso marrieth her which is put away doth commit adultery.”

That’s not really that hard to understand, is it?  Most folks don’t want to live by its strictness, but they understand it.

When I was working at Data Entry Systems in about 1987, the young divorced secretary told me she was getting remarried soon.  I wrote down a few MDR references – just the references – no words, no comments.  When she came back in the next morning, she said “I don’t want to talk about it.”  She was very inexperienced with the Bible, but she knew the meaning of those passages without any help from me.  But she wasn’t willing to comply with what God said on the matter.

Women Preachers

I Cor 14:34-35 “Let your women keep silence in the churches: for it is not permitted unto them to speak; but they are commanded to be under obedience … And if they will learn any thing, let them ask their husbands at home: for it is a shame for women to speak in the church.”
I’ve heard twice recently (once on my radio program and once in a study with a non-Christian) that this dictate was only given because the women were sitting on the opposite side of the auditorium of the men, and the women were yelling across the room to the men.  Isn’t that letting something that was made up eliminate what God actually says?

I don’t know of a passage any plainer on any subject in the Bible.  But the great majority of denominational congregations allow women to preach from the pulpit.  It sure isn’t because the Bible is hard to understand here; it’s because churches quit using the Bible as their guidebook decades ago.
Calling A Brother A Fool
Matthew 5:31-32 – “Ye have heard that it was said of them of old time, Thou shalt not kill; … But I say unto you, That whosoever is angry with his brother without a cause shall be in danger of the judgment: and whosoever shall say to his brother, Raca, shall be in danger of the council: but whosoever shall say, Thou fool, shall be in danger of hell fire.”

I’ve heard a lot of arguments from people who just dismiss this passage as being unimportant, but the plain meaning says what? – it is wrong to call our brother a fool.
Proverbs 22:6
Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it.

Why can’t this just mean what it seems to be saying on the surface?  That if we do our job right as parents, our children will grow up to be faithful Christians.  That every mistake we make might tend to the other direction.
I am preaching to myself here – I have made many, many mistakes in trying to raise my four.

The War Question

Matt 5:43-44 “Ye have heard that it hath been said, Thou shalt love thy neighbour, and hate thine enemy.  But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which despitefully use you, and persecute you;”
There has been a lot of debating through the years about whether a Christian may be a soldier and fight for his country, but aside from all the complicated arguments (pro and con), what is the plain meaning of the above text?

Is There An Everlasting Punishment?

Matt 25:46 “And these shall go away into everlasting punishment: but the righteous into life eternal.”

Rev 20:10 “And the devil that deceived them was cast into the lake of fire and brimstone, where the beast and the false prophet are, and shall be tormented day and night for ever and ever.”
I know there are whole denominations that don’t believe such a place really exists, but if we just take the plain meaning of scripture without letting our emotions factor in, what will we come up with?
The Husband Is The Head Of The Wife

Eph 5:22-24 “Wives, submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord.  For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the church: and he is the saviour of the body.  Therefore as the church is subject unto Christ, so let the wives be to their own husbands in every thing.”
I am thinking this is a case where outside pressure (women's lib) is taking precedence with some over the plain meaning of scripture.
Once Saved Always Saved

Galatians 5:4 – “Christ is become of no effect unto you, whosoever of you are justified by the law; ye are fallen from grace.”
Many churches teach – “a Christian cannot fall from grace.”  But you would think people could understand the plain meaning of Gal 5:4 - “ye are fallen from grace”.

If the preacher teaches that a Christian can live any old way he wants to and still be saved, how are many of the members eventually going to start living?
Do We Have To Obey God To Be Saved?

Heb 5:9 “And being made perfect, he became the author of eternal salvation unto all them that obey him;”
Wishful thinking (hoping we can just talk the talk without walking the walk) is over-ruling the plain meaning of scripture, isn’t it?
First Day Of The Week Lord’s Supper

Acts 20:7 – “And upon the first day of the week, when the disciples came together to break bread, Paul preached unto them, ready to depart on the morrow; and continued his speech until midnight.”
To illustrate, practically every non-Christian I study with agrees with me that Acts 20:7 teaches we should take communion every first day of the week.  We all learn this by taking the plain meaning of this Bible example.
Fasting

Acts 14:23 “And when they had ordained them elders in every church, and had prayed with fasting, they commended them to the Lord, on whom they believed.”
But don’t we learn the same way (by plain examples) that there are occasions today when we should fast?  Consider what is very simply described in Acts 13:2-3, 14:23, and II Cor 11:27 in this regard.  And if we understand the instruction on charitable deeds and prayer in Matthew 6:1-15 applies today, wouldn’t we have to believe the section on fasting in Matthew 6:16-18 would apply today in order to be consistent?  Furthermore, there are other passages on fasting that also prove its applicability today.
Blasphemy Against The Holy Ghost

Matt 12:31-32 – “Wherefore I say unto you, All manner of sin and blasphemy shall be forgiven unto men: but the blasphemy against the Holy Ghost shall not be forgiven unto men.  And whosoever speaketh a word against the Son of man, it shall be forgiven him: but whosoever speaketh against the Holy Ghost, it shall not be forgiven him, neither in this world, neither in the world to come.”

Is there any real reason not to accept the most obvious meaning of Matthew 12:31-32 that a person can’t be forgiven today of the sin of the “blasphemy against the Holy Ghost” under any circumstances, even if they repent?

The passage says all sins can be forgiven (repentance is assumed), but then it supplies us with the one and only exception to that “forgiveness upon repentance” rule.  Isn’t that pretty plain from the text itself?
Forgiving Others Only When They Repent

Luke 17:3 – “Take heed to yourselves: If thy brother trespass against thee, rebuke him; and if he repent, forgive him.”
Even though it goes against political correctness in our brotherhood, it is still true that Luke 17:3-4 clearly teaches we shouldn’t forgive someone until they repent.  Otherwise we are giving them false hope of salvation.  This doesn’t mean we treat them unkindly or hold a grudge against them.  It just means we need to continue to rebuke them as opportunity presents itself - until they repent.  If we treat a brother who has sinned against us as if nothing has happened, he may never be convicted of his sin and repent.
If we can forgive people without their repentance, then we would have to (Matt 6:14-15), and the whole Matt 18:15-17 scenario becomes unnecessary.

Whenever we quit having fellowship with an individual Christian or a congregation because they won’t repent of sin, we can’t just later start fellowshipping them – if nothing has changed.  Time does not forgive sin.  The most basic principle of Christian discipline gives us three options:
· Admit we were wrong for withholding fellowship in the first place.

· The sinning congregation repents.

· Continue to withhold fellowship from the offending congregation.

Is there any other option?

Personal Indwelling Of The HG
I Corinthians 6:19 – “What? know ye not that your body is the temple of the Holy Ghost which is in you, which ye have of God, and ye are not your own?”
Isn’t the most obvious meaning of I Cor 6:19 that the Holy Ghost dwells in the bodies of faithful Christians personally?  If so, we had better have a real good reason for rejecting that understanding.  It can’t be something like - teaching that might lead to Pentecostalism.  It is dishonesty to reject what the Bible says because it might make someone else right.  Or because of any extra-Biblical consequences for that matter.
My God, My God,

Why Hast Thou Forsaken Me?

Matthew 27:46 – “And about the ninth hour Jesus cried with a loud voice, saying, Eli, Eli, lama sabachthani? that is to say, My God, my God, why hast thou forsaken me?”
Why do some of our preachers work so hard to assert the Father did not forsake Jesus on the cross?  Why not just accept the plain meaning of Matt 27:46 that He did, and leave it at that?
It doesn’t take 20 hours of study to figure this one out.

Believe me, accepting the obvious meaning of this Bible verse doesn’t lead to Calvinism … or any other false doctrine.
Saying “If The Lord Will”
James 4:15 – “For that ye ought to say, If the Lord will, we shall live, and do this, or that”

Doesn’t James 4:15 flat out tell us we “ought to say, If the Lord will”?  In other words - we ought to voice it; not just think it.
Paul made a practice of doing this very thing – actually saying “if the Lord will” (Acts 18:21, I Cor 4:19, I Cor 16:7, Heb 6:3).  We should follow those approved examples, shouldn’t we (Phil 4:9)?  There’s more than just one New Testament approved example you know.
In debating against the “baptismal formula” position, we usually argue that if they can find just one verse telling us what the baptizer actually said, we would bind saying it when we baptize.  Well if we really believe our own argument, then what would that mean about James 4:15?
If God says we ought to say something, then why not just say it (not just think it)?  What’s the point of arguing against it?
Swear Not At All

Matt 5:33-34 – “Again, ye have heard that it hath been said by them of old time, Thou shalt not forswear thyself, but shalt perform unto the Lord thine oaths:  But I say unto you, Swear not at all; neither by heaven; for it is God's throne:”

When Jesus said in Matthew 5:34 “Swear not at all,” that is plain and hard to misunderstand, isn’t it?  If God had wanted to forbid all swearing, is there any way he could have said it any more absolutely and explicitly than he did here and in James 5:12? – “But above all things, my brethren, swear not, neither by heaven, neither by the earth, neither by any other oath: but let your yea be yea; and your nay, nay; lest ye fall into condemnation.”
I have a sermon on the “Six Ye Have Heard It Said By Them Of Old Time, But I Say Unto You Cases Of Matt 5:20-48” and I wrote an article from that sermon and sent it to Truth Magazine recently.  The editor refused to publish it, and sent me a long complicated sermon outline in response trying to justify why it was okay to swear.  All of his arguments can be answered, and if we did that, what would we be left with?  The simple statement – “swear not at all.”   I think that is plain and easy to understand.  What’s there to argue about?
Confess With The Mouth

Romans 10:9 “That if thou shalt confess with thy mouth the Lord Jesus, and shalt believe in thine heart that God hath raised him from the dead, thou shalt be saved.”

Wouldn’t the plain meaning of Rom 10:9 demand that a sinner confess with his mouth to be saved, not just nod his head?

Having said that, I would think most people raised in a society like ours would have confessed Christ with their mouth long before they are baptized.  It doesn’t necessarily have to be the moment before one is baptized.  Any time after a person believes in Jesus, that person can make an honest confession of that with the mouth.
Keepers At Home

Titus 2:4-5 – “That they may teach the young women to be sober, to love their husbands, to love their children, To be discreet, chaste, keepers at home, good, obedient to their own husbands, that the word of God be not blasphemed.”

Isn’t it obvious what “homemakers” (NKJV) means in Titus 2:5?  We sure know what that term means on a tax form, don’t we?  Why then do many Christian wives have full time jobs outside the home?  Are we letting covetousness tempt us to try to get around the plain meaning of a verse?
I really don’t think the verse is that hard to interpret.  Most gospel preachers understand perfectly well what this text is dealing with.  For example Doy Moyer wrote:  “Contrary to popular opinion, the role of the woman as shown in Scripture is not a shameful position to be in. In fact, it is a position of honor and esteem. For example, to hear people degrade women who stay home to raise their children is distasteful to a mind thinking on godly values. Rather, we need to realize what a great honor it is for a woman to be in the position in which God has put her (cf. Tit 2:4-5).”

But most gospel preachers will say this verse means a wife should stay at home if the family can afford it.  So in effect they change it from a command to a recommendation.  But I think it is pretty simple to see the Titus 2:5 “keepers at home” instruction is a command, not just a recommendation.
Conclusion

The following quote found often found in Albert Barnes’ commentaries sums up well what I have been trying to say about taking the Bible for what it says in a direct way:  “Because it seems to be the most obvious.  It is that which will strike plain men as being the natural meaning; men who have not a theory to support, and who understand language in its usual sense.”  It seems for the most part we have gotten away from taking the plain and obvious meaning of passages.  And it is leading to false conclusions.
God has made his law the way "He hath pleased" (Psalms 115:3). Not accepting what he says because it is hard, or we don't agree with it, or don’t like it, or can't understand how it could be that way, or because we don't think it is fair - is totally disrespectful towards his authority (Matt 28:18).
Degrees Of Punishment

Not an important issue, since nobody want to go to h-e-l-l no matter what degree of punishment awaits us there.  But it does illustrate my point of taking the plain meaning.

What is the plain meaning of the following passages?:

· Luke 10:12-14 But I say unto you, that it shall be more tolerable in that day for Sodom, than for that city.  Woe unto thee, Chorazin! woe unto thee, Bethsaida! for if the mighty works had been done in Tyre and Sidon, which have been done in you, they had a great while ago repented, sitting in sackcloth and ashes.  But it shall be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon at the judgment, than for you.
· Luke 12:46-48 The lord of that servant will come in a day when he looketh not for him, and at an hour when he is not aware, and will cut him in sunder, and will appoint him his portion with the unbelievers.  And that servant, which knew his lord's will, and prepared not himself, neither did according to his will, shall be beaten with many stripes.  But he that knew not, and did commit things worthy of stripes, shall be beaten with few stripes. For unto whomsoever much is given, of him shall be much required: and to whom men have committed much, of him they will ask the more.
Now if there were a single passage in the Bible indicating that every wicked person would receive the exact same amount of punishment, then perhaps we would need to rethink the above “plain” passages.  But I don’t know of one, so why not just take the above passages at face value?
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