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UNLOCKING SCRIPTURE: THE ENDURING WISDOM OF
J. EDWIN HARTILL'S PRINCIPLES OF BIBLICAL
HERMENEUTICS

For  anyone  serious  about  studying  the  Bible,  the  difference
between  a  shallow  reading  and  a  deep,  transformative
understanding often comes down to one thing: method. How we
approach  the  text  matters.  This  is  where  the  field  of
hermeneutics—the art  and science of  interpretation—becomes
essential. Among the many scholars who have contributed to this
discipline, few have had the lasting impact of J. Edwin Hartill. His
classic work, Principles of Biblical Hermeneutics, remains a
cornerstone for students,  pastors,  and laypeople who want to
interpret Scripture accurately and responsibly. In this article, we
will  explore  the  core  principles  of  biblical  hermeneutics  as
articulated  by  J.  Edwin  Hartill,  examining  why  his  systematic
approach continues to resonate and how it  equips readers to
handle the Word of God with greater confidence and clarity.
Hartill,  a  longtime  professor  at  Dallas  Theological  Seminary,
dedicated his career to teaching people how to study the Bible.

He understood that  without  a  proper  framework,  readers  are
prone to eisegesis—reading their own ideas into the text—rather
than exegesis—drawing the original meaning out of the text. The
Principles Of Biblical Hermeneutics J Edwin Hartill laid out
in his book are not merely academic exercises; they are practical
tools designed to bridge the gap between the ancient world of
the Bible and our modern context. His work emphasizes that the
Bible, while divinely inspired, was communicated through human
language,  history,  and culture,  and therefore requires careful,
principled study.

WHO WAS J. EDWIN HARTILL? A BRIEF BACKGROUND

To fully appreciate the Principles Of Biblical Hermeneutics J
Edwin Hartill compiled, it helps to understand the man behind
the method. Hartill  served on the faculty of Dallas Theological
Seminary for many years, teaching the foundational course on
biblical  interpretation.  He  was  known  for  his  meticulous
scholarship, his passion for the Scriptures, and his ability to distill
complex concepts into accessible lessons. His book grew out of
his  classroom lectures  and  was  designed  to  give  students  a
reliable set of interpretive tools. Hartill  believed that the Bible
could  be  understood by  the  average reader,  but  only  if  that
reader  approached  it  with  humility,  diligence,  and  a  sound
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methodology. His principles are rooted in a high view of Scripture
as the inspired, inerrant Word of God, and his aim was always to
help  readers  discover  the  author's  intended  meaning,  not  to
impose their own.

THE FOUNDATIONAL PRINCIPLE: THE LITERAL,
GRAMMATICAL-HISTORICAL METHOD

At  the  heart  of  Hartill's  approach  is  the  literal,  grammatical-
historical  method  of  interpretation.  This  is  the  single  most
important principle in his system. The term literal does not mean
a wooden, letter-by-letter reading that ignores figures of speech.
Rather, it means interpreting the text in its normal, plain sense,
taking  into  account  the  rules  of  grammar,  the  genre  of  the
passage, and the historical context in which it was written. Hartill
argued  that  if  we  abandon  the  literal  method,  we  have  no
objective standard by which to judge any interpretation.
This  principle  of  biblical  hermeneutics,  as  taught  by  J.  Edwin
Hartill,  insists  that  we ask three questions  of  every  passage:
What did the author mean to his original audience? How would
they have understood his words? And what does the text actually
say,  based on its  language and structure?  By prioritizing the
author's  intent  and  the  original  context,  Hartill  provides  a
safeguard against  subjective or  allegorical  interpretations that
have  led  to  countless  errors  throughout  church  history.  For
Hartill, the Bible is not a puzzle to be decoded with secret keys,
but  a  message  to  be  understood  through  careful,  disciplined
study.

KEY PRINCIPLES FROM HARTILL'S SYSTEM

The Principle of Context
Perhaps no principle  is  more emphasized in  Hartill's  teaching
than the importance of context. He famously stated that a text
taken out of context is a pretext. The Principles Of Biblical
Hermeneutics J Edwin Hartill dedicates significant attention to
the idea that the meaning of a verse is always determined by the
passage, chapter, book, and entire canon in which it is found.
Hartill  encourages  readers  to  consider  the  immediate
context—the  verses  surrounding  a  passage—as  well  as  the
broader context of the book's purpose and the overall  biblical
narrative. He warns against proof-texting, where individual verses
are isolated to support a predetermined idea, because this almost
always  distorts  the  original  meaning.  Instead,  he  calls  for  a
holistic reading that lets the text speak for itself within its own
framework.

The Principle of First
Mention
Another  distinctive  contribution  of  Hartill  is  his  principle  of  first
mention.  This  principle  suggests  that  the  first  time  a  significant
word, concept, or doctrine appears in the Bible, it often contains
foundational  truths that  are developed and expanded in later
passages.  For  example,  the  first  mention  of  sacrifice  in  Genesis
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reveals core principles that are later elaborated in the Mosaic Law
and ultimately fulfilled in the sacrifice of Christ. Hartill taught that
paying  attention  to  first  mentions  helps  readers  trace  the
progressive revelation of God's truth throughout Scripture. This
principle of biblical hermeneutics is especially valuable for topical
studies and for understanding how the Bible builds upon itself
from Genesis to Revelation.

The Principle of
Comparative Mention
Closely  related  to  first  mention  is  the  principle  of  comparative
mention. Hartill argued that the Bible interprets itself. When a
subject is mentioned in multiple places, we must compare all the
relevant passages to gain a complete picture. No single verse
contains the full truth on any subject. The Principles Of Biblical
Hermeneutics J Edwin Hartill teaches that we should gather
every passage that speaks to a topic, compare them carefully,
and allow the clearer passages to shed light on the more difficult
ones. This method prevents us from building a doctrine on one
isolated  text  and  helps  us  see  the  unity  and  consistency  of
Scripture. Hartill was a strong advocate of using cross-references
and studying the Bible topically, but always with the caveat that
we must compare Scripture with Scripture carefully and honestly.

The Principle of Type and
Antitype
Hartill also gave serious attention to the interpretation of types in
the Old Testament. A type is a person, event, or institution that
prefigures  a  later,  greater  reality  in  the  New  Testament,  known
as the antitype. For example, the Passover lamb in Exodus is a
type of Christ, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the
world. However, Hartill was cautious. He insisted that only those
types  explicitly  identified  in  the  New  Testament  can  be
dogmatically  asserted.  Beyond  that,  we  may  find  analogies  and
illustrations,  but  we  should  not  build  doctrine  on  them.  This
principle  of  biblical  hermeneutics  protects  readers  from
allegorizing  the  Old  Testament  and  reading  Christ  into  every
verse, while still  honoring the genuine typological connections
that  the  New  Testament  authors  themselves  make.  Hartill's
approach is both reverent and restrained, allowing typology to
enrich our understanding without becoming speculative.

The Principle of Prophecy
and Fulfillment
Prophecy  is  another  area  where  Hartill  provided  essential
guidance. He taught that prophecy should be interpreted using
the  same  literal,  grammatical-historical  method  as  any  other
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genre. This means that when the Old Testament prophets spoke
of  future  events—such  as  the  coming  of  the  Messiah,  the
restoration of Israel, or the judgment of the nations—we should
take their words in their plain sense unless the New Testament
clearly  indicates  a  different  application.  The  Principles  Of
Biblical  Hermeneutics  J  Edwin  Hartill  emphasizes  that
prophecy  often  has  a  dual  nature:  a  near-term  fulfillment  that
spoke  to  the  original  audience,  and  a  long-term  fulfillment  that
points to the end times. Hartill's system helps readers navigate
the complex landscape of biblical prophecy without resorting to
allegory or over-spiritualization. He believed that God's prophetic
Word  is  trustworthy  and  that  its  fulfillment,  whether  past,
present,  or  future,  demonstrates  His  sovereignty.

APPLYING HARTILL'S PRINCIPLES TO DAILY BIBLE
STUDY

The true  test  of  any  interpretive  method is  its  usefulness  in
everyday  l i fe.  How  can  the  Principles  Of  Biblical
Hermeneutics J Edwin Hartill taught transform the way you
read your Bible tomorrow morning? First, these principles instill a
deep respect for the text itself. Instead of asking, "What does this
mean to me?" you learn to ask,  "What did this  mean to the
original  readers?"  That  shift  is  profound.  Second,  Hartill's
principles provide a practical checklist for study. Before you settle
on an interpretation, you can run it through his tests: Does it
respect the context? Does it compare with other passages? Does
it  align  with  the  literal,  grammatical-historical  method?  This
discipline  prevents  many errors  and leads to  greater  confidence

in understanding God's Word.
Moreover,  Hartill's  system  encourages  humility.  Because  his
principles require careful study and comparison, they remind us
that we do not have all the answers and that we must be willing
to be corrected by the text. This is especially important in an age
of fragmentation, where online teachers and social media posts
often promote interpretations that are shallow or agenda-driven.
By  grounding  ourselves  in  the  timeless  principles  of  biblical
hermeneutics from J. Edwin Hartill, we build a solid foundation
that is not easily shaken by every new teaching or trend.

WHY HARTILL'S WORK REMAINS RELEVANT TODAY

In a world where biblical literacy is declining and where many
people  approach  the  Bible  with  skepticism  or  superficiality,  the
need  for  sound  hermeneutics  has  never  been  greater.  The
Principles  Of  Biblical  Hermeneutics  J  Edwin  Hartill  offered
in his book are not outdated; they are timeless. They speak to the
fundamental question of how we can know what the Bible truly
says. Hartill's method is both scholarly and accessible. It does not
require a seminary degree to understand, but it rewards deep
study  with  rich  insights.  His  work  has  influenced  generations  of
pastors,  missionaries,  and teachers,  and it  continues to  be a
trusted resource for anyone who takes the Bible seriously.
Furthermore, Hartill's emphasis on authorial intent—that we must
seek  the  meaning  the  human  author  and  the  Divine  Author
intended—is  a  crucial  corrective  to  modern  approaches  that
prioritize the reader's experience over the text's authority. In a
culture that often says, "That may be true for you, but it's not
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true for me," Hartill's principles remind us that truth is objective
and  that  the  Bible  has  a  fixed  meaning  that  we  are  called  to
discover and submit to. This is not a popular message, but it is a
necessary one for the health of the church.

PRACTICAL STEPS FOR IMPLEMENTING HARTILL'S
HERMENEUTICS

If you want to apply the Principles Of Biblical Hermeneutics J
Edwin Hartill outlined in his work, here are some practical steps
to get started:

Read the entire book or passage repeatedly. Before
you try to interpret a verse, read the entire chapter or book
at least two or three times. This will help you grasp the flow
of thought and the overall context.
Use a reliable study Bible with good cross-
references. Let Scripture interpret Scripture. When you
come across a difficult verse, look up the cross-references
to see how other passages shed light on it.
Ask historical and grammatical questions. Who wrote
this? To whom were they writing? Why did they write? What
do the key words mean in the original language? These
questions are the bedrock of Hartill's method.

Identify the genre. Is this history, poetry, prophecy,
epistle, or apocalyptic literature? Each genre has its own
rules of interpretation, and Hartill's principles adapt flexibly
to each.
Be willing to be corrected. If your interpretation does
not fit the context or contradicts other clear passages, you
must re-examine your assumptions. The goal is truth, not
defending your own opinion.
Apply the principle of first mention. When you
encounter a major theme, trace it back to its first
appearance in Scripture to see the foundation God laid
there.

COMMON PITFALLS THAT HARTILL'S PRINCIPLES HELP
AVOID

One of the great benefits of studying the Principles Of Biblical
Hermeneutics J Edwin Hartill is that it helps you recognize and
avoid  common  interpretive  mistakes.  Allegorizing  the  Bible,
where every detail is given a spiritual meaning that ignores the
literal  sense,  is  a  frequent  error.  Hartill's  method  provides  a
check against this by insisting on the plain meaning of the text.
Similarly, the mistake of ignoring context leads to all kinds of
bizarre teachings


