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HERMENEUTICS:  AN EXAMINATION OF ITS 

AIMS AND SCOPE, WITH A PROVISIONAL DEFINITION

Introduction

The topic of hermeneutics is not something that most people think about, even though they are 

engaging in it all the time. While a common sense approach might overlook the necessity of 

studying hermeneutics because of the assumption that words “simply mean what they say,” in 

reality the process of interpretation is much more complicated than most people recognize. This 

is much more the case when what is being interpreted is God’s message to us in the Scriptures. 

There are many intelligent people both inside and outside the church saying radically different 

things about the hermeneutical process. How should we adjudicate between these various 

theories of interpretation? 

In order to answer this question, it is important to understand what hermeneutics is 

“about.” This paper will seek to explain hermeneutics in terms of its aims and scope, or in other 

words, the goal and subject matter for which the discipline of hermeneutics exists. It will posit 

that hermeneutics has as its subject matter all of the elements that make up the communicative 

act, including authors, texts, and readers. The goal of hermeneutics is consequently to understand

both the practice of interpretation as well as the theory behind it. The first section of this paper 

will describe the importance of the author, text, and reader in hermeneutics. The second section 

will discuss some of the ways that people have focused on each of these dimensions in the 

2



history of the discipline. The third section will talk about the shift of focus in modern 

hermeneutics from the way that authors communicate through texts to the way readers 

understand texts. The conclusion will offer a tentative definition of the discipline.

Goal and Subject Matter

Hermeneutics is concerned with the interpretation of texts. Anthony C. Thiselton says that 

“Hermeneutics explores how we read, understand, and handle texts, especially those written in 

another time or in a context of life different from our own. Biblical hermeneutics investigates 

more specifically how we read, understand, apply, and respond to biblical texts.”1

Christians have long been concerned with the practice of interpreting texts. This practice 

is called “exegesis,” and it is central to the task of teaching the Scriptures. However, exegesis 

alone is not the same as hermeneutics. While exegesis is concerned with the practice of 

interpreting texts and falls under the broader category of hermeneutics, hermeneutics includes 

both the practice of interpretation as well as our understanding of what happens when people 

interpret texts. Thiselton says that 

whereas exegesis and interpretation denote the actual processes of interpreting texts, 
hermeneutics also includes the second-order discipline of asking critically what exactly 
we are doing when we read, understand, or apply texts. Hermeneutics explores the 
conditions and criteria that operate to try to ensure responsible, valid, fruitful, or 
appropriate interpretation.2

This means that hermeneutics, as a “second-order” discipline, has to do, not only with the 

practice of interpreting texts, but also with our thinking about how we interpret texts.

This highlights one of the main differences between hermeneutics and exegesis: whereas 

exegesis has mostly to do with texts, hermeneutics has to do with the communication act more 

1 Anthony C. Thiselton, Hermeneutics: An Introduction (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2009), 1.
2 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 4.
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generally. Thiselton says that the “concern for the whole process as it involves author, text, and 

reader, as an act or event of communication” is one aspect of what “distinguishes hermeneutics 

from exegesis.”3 It is this reflection on all three of the communicative aspects (author, text, and 

reader) that establishes the particular domain of hermeneutics.

In fact, the history of hermeneutics shows that at different times people have focused 

more or less on each of these elements of the communicative process. In the next section, I will 

briefly look at three views regarding which element of the communicative act is determinative 

for meaning.

Author-, Text-, and Reader-centered Models

Author-centered approach

Under the heading of “author-centered” approach, I am considering the approach that views the 

origin of the text as constitutive of the meaning. This view of meaning takes “as [the] starting 

point the intention of the biblical writer or author, together with the historical context out of 

which the text emerged.”4 This approach had favor with many in the early church, especially 

those of the Antiochene school. They rejected the allegorical interpretation of the Alexandrian 

school out of concern that the allegorical approach “led to the text’s too easily becoming a 

mirror of the interpreter’s or reader’s concerns.”5 

While the author-centered approach seems to have been held in less esteem during the 

years leading up to the Reformation due to the popularity of the fourfold sense of Scripture, it 

had a “rebirth” at the time of the reformation. It was in large part a return to the “literal” or 

3 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 4.
4 Ibid., 20.
5 Ibid., 109.
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“historic” sense of Scripture that brought about the reformation.6

This trajectory continued into the Enlightenment period when biblical criticism became 

increasingly important. Though many of the scholars became more skeptical about the 

supernatural and less willing to believe the biblical documents they were exegeting, much of the 

biblical scholarship driven by the Enlightenment was largely a matter of trying to illuminate the 

documents by getting back to their origin.7 Friedrich Schleiermacher, who is not known for his 

conservative theology, “argued that meaning and interpretation began with the intention of the 

author of a biblical text, with due regard also to the historical context and situation out of which 

the author wrote. ‘Only historical interpretation can do justice to the rootedness of the New 

Testament authors in their time and place.’”8 This was part of what motivated his interest in what

has become known as “New Testament Introduction” (i.e., questions of author, date, occasion, 

audience, etc.).9

Thiselton gives the following three reasons for the strength of the author-centered 

approach:

First, an author selects a specific language, vocabulary, grammar, syntax, and genre to 
serve the purpose for which he or she writes. Second, even in everyday speech, if we 
need to clarify the meaning of an utterance, we regularly ask the speaker or writer to 
explain further “what he or she meant.” Third, in theology, the status of sacred texts as 
revelation often derives from the divine commission of the author or writer as prophet or 
apostle, or stems from the words of Jesus Christ.10

These reasons give good grounds for considering the author-centered approach an important part 

6 Thiselton mentions that Wycliffe (p. 125), Luther (p. 128), and Calvin (p. 131) all sought to return to a 
“literal” approach to the Bible that emphasized the author’s intentions (Thiselton, Hermeneutics). He highlights that 
Calvin saw his task as commentator to “[unfold] ‘the mind of the writer whom he has undertaken to expound.’ He 
must not go outside these limits, adhering to ‘the meaning of the author’” (p. 131).

7 Ibid., 136ff.
8 Ibid., 21.
9 Ibid., 22.
10 Ibid.
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of hermeneutical theory.

Text-centered approach

While the author-centered approach has much to contribute to the hermeneutical discussion, one 

downside is the temptation for interpreters to focus so much on the background of the text that 

they neglect important elements of the very text they are interpreting. This happens in Christian 

preaching from time to time when the preacher or teacher focuses so much on the background 

that the sermon appears to be an exegesis of the historical background itself. Even worse, there 

are times when supposed background information is supplied that seemingly overturns the clear 

meaning of the text. Similarly, interpreters can practice “mirror-reading,” in which they posit 

hypothetical causes for texts, and then interpret the texts in light of them.

Because of these potential pitfalls, some scholars moved the emphasis from the author to 

the text. This emphasis on the text to the neglect of the author became characteristic of literary 

theorists, who were concerned with “layers and levels of meaning that very often transcended the

immediate conscious thoughts of the writer.”11 For these literary theorists, the constant emphasis 

on what was “behind the text” was missing the point—the text itself.12

One important writing that gave momentum to this movement was a 1946 article by 

Wimsatt and Beardsley entitled “The Intentional Fallacy.”13 This article argued that the “design 

or intention of the author is neither available nor desirable as a standard for judging the success 

of a work of literary art.”14 When biblical scholars became enamored with the text-centered 

11 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 24.
12 Ibid., 25. Thiselton says that their “immediate target for attack was nineteenth-century Romanticism, in 

which J. G. Herder, Schleiermacher, and Wilhelm Dilthey, among others, had looked to causes ‘behind’ texts, 
especially the vision that moved the authors, to account for their meaning and to promote their understanding.” (p. 
24–25). 

13 Ibid., 25.
14 Ibid.
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approach of the literary theorists, the resulting scholarship brought about both gains and losses. 

In terms of gains, Thiselton says that there was an increased awareness of how the authors 

carried out their communication, especially in narrative, where “this opened up new 

understandings of the nature of biblical narrative, [and] narrative devices.”15 

On the downside, there were several problems. Thiselton lists three:

First, it is transparently false to claim that in all cases “external” factors fail to shed light 
on the meaning of a biblical text. . . . Second, Wimsatt and Beardsley explicitly apply 
their “literary” approach to poems and poetry in their essay, not to texts that address a 
specific message to a specific audience at a specific time for a specific purpose related to 
that situation. In Schleiermacher’s phrase, they were not concerned with texts that were 
“rooted in time and place.” . . . Third, intention does not always denote an inner mental 
state of the kind that remains known only to the person who does the intending.16

In addition, the tendency to remove the text from the historical world encouraged a “docetic” 

approach to the texts.17 The text-centered approach, while not without its insights, created some 

problems when it was adopted by biblical scholars in this uncritical way.18

Reader-centered approach

Thiselton says that the result of the literary criticism was the impression of a text that was totally 

detached not only from the author, but also the reader and the world in general.19 This led to an 

emphasis on the reader as the determiner of meaning, which developed into what has been called

“reader-response theory.” Thiselton describes the logic of this approach as follows: “Meaning 

was less a product of the author or the text as such, or even of the relation between the text and 

15 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 26.
16 Ibid., 26–27.
17 Ibid., 29.
18 Ibid., 26. He says that “In a more negative direction some biblical specialists became uncritically seduced

by notions of the autonomy of the text, even if the text was not clearly ‘literary’” (ibid.). While various approaches 
to hermeneutics can have the benefit of helping to look at the subject from a new perspective, often what is 
problematic is this uncritical use of an approach.

19 Ibid., 29.
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its author, than a product of the relation between the text and its readers. How readers responded

to the text came to be regarded as the main source and determinant of meaning.”20 Reader-

response theories shift the focus from author and text to reader as the source of meaning.

The most basic insight of reader-response theory is that the reader always brings 

something to the text. At a more moderate level, this is not totally at odds with the concept of 

authorial intention. Thiselton says that 

Reader-response theory places an emphasis on the active role of the reader in interpreting 
texts. At its simplest, it depends on the axiom that a reader, or community of readers, 
“completes” the meaning of a text. It rests on the assumption that even if it may speak 
legitimately of an author’s intention, that intention is not fulfilled until a reader (or 
readers) appropriates the text. . . . The theory also stresses that the reader is not a passive 
spectator but actively contributes something to the meaning. He or she is more than a 
passive observer.21

At a basic level, this can be as simple as the fact that the reader “fills in the gaps” through 

assumptions that “complete” the text.22 The famous example that Thiselton notes is how, in real 

life, we may see three out of four legs of a table, but we instinctively assume that the fourth one 

is there.23 We are right to do so, but that is not literally what we see. In moderate reader-response 

theory, it is noted that readers do the same things with texts.24 

The concept of “open” and “closed” texts is helpful at this point. Thiselton cites Umberto 

Eco as the author of this distinction.25 “Open” texts are those that may invite more interaction 

from the readers by seeking to stimulate thought.26 More “literary” texts leave more freedom to 

the interpreter to “fill in the gaps” and may be aimed at calling forth a response rather than 

20 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 29.
21 Ibid., 306.
22 Ibid., 307.
23 Ibid.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid., 306.
26 Ibid. He notes that parables are a good example of “open” texts.
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passing on information.27 On the other hand, “closed” texts are those that restrict the interpreter 

to some very specific meaning, such as “a medical prescription” or an engineer’s blueprints.28 

They leave fewer gaps, and are interested in “conveying” rather than “calling forth.” This 

moderate form of reader-response simply highlights the reader’s role in the communication 

process.

The more radical form of reader-response denies any meaning to the author or text. As 

most famously articulated by Stanley Fish, “the reader’s response is not to the meaning; it is the 

meaning.”29 In this form, the reader is ultimately the sole determiner of meaning. Thiselton says 

that this form of reader-response theory “leads to the kind of self-projection into the text that 

Ricoeur rightly associates with self-centered narcissism and idolatry.”30 

Conclusion

This brief introduction to the author-, text-, and reader-centered models demonstrates the 

importance of each element of the communication act. While there are a number of issues that 

each raises, it is sufficient to this point to point out that all three elements are necessary and 

deserve careful thought by hermeneuticists.

Modern Emphases in Hermeneutics

While it is important to start with the general concepts of author, text, and reader in 

hermeneutics, it is also important to understand the recent areas of focus in hermeneutics. Most 

importantly, the focus in modern hermeneutics has gone from explaining how to interpret texts to

investigating how readers understand texts.
27 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 306.
28 Ibid.
29 Quoted in ibid., 310.
30 Ibid., 31.
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The “Two Horizons”

Thiselton uses the metaphor (from Gadamer) of “two horizons” of interpretation. Gadamer’s 

concept of a “horizon” is the idea of a “particular vantage point” that each person has.31 

Gadamer, using Hegel (as well as Husserl), thinks of this vantage point in terms of “historical 

reason,” which means that “the interpreter and subject matter are both conditioned by [their] 

place in history.”32

This historically conditioned understanding shapes the way people communicate. The 

writers of the biblical books had a particular vantage point with a particular perspective and 

particular limitations. This forms their “horizon.”33 On the other hand, the modern reader is also 

conditioned by his or her particular vantage point, having their own particular perspectives and 

accompanying limitations. The question for hermeneutics is how these two “horizons” relate to 

one another. Thiselton says in his book The Two Horizons, that the “goal of biblical hermeneutics

is to bring about an active and meaningful engagement between the interpreter and text, in such a

way that the interpreter’s own horizon is re-shaped and enlarged.”34

Thiselton puts forward a good case that much of what we would consider “hermeneutics” 

until recent centuries was concerned with “exegesis,” or “rules of interpretation.”35 The “rules of 

interpretation” approach to hermeneutics is a focus on the “first horizon,” that of the biblical 

authors and texts.36 This all changes with the two great turning points of the history of 

31 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 219.
32 Ibid., 216.
33 Thiselton, says that “even in popular parlance ‘horizon’ is used metaphorically to denote the limits of 

thought dictated by a given viewpoint or perspective” (Anthony C. Thiselton, The Two Horizons: New Testament 
Hermeneutics and Philosophical Description With Special Reference to Heidegger, Bultmann, Gadamer, and 
Wittgenstein [1st American ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980], xix.).

34 Thiselton, Two Horizons, xix.
35 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 2.
36 Ibid., 3.
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hermeneutics: Schleiermacher and Gadamer.37 It was these two thinkers that turned their 

attention to the “second horizon,” that of the readers.38 Thiselton says that “it is precisely 

attention to this ‘second’ (or readers’) horizon that leads Schleiermacher and Gadamer to 

redefine hermeneutics as ‘the art of understanding.’”39 From that point on, the discipline of 

hermeneutics, which (at least in conservative schools) continues to include exegesis (concern 

with the first horizon), became increasingly concerned with the question of understanding (the 

second horizon).

One aspect of this turn to the second horizon is the fact that hermeneutics has become a 

multidisciplinary subject. Thiselton notes the following subjects that are now considered part of 

the study of hermeneutics:

(1) Biblical hermeneutics raises biblical and theological questions. (2) It raises 
philosophical questions about how we come to understand, and the basis on which 
understanding is possible. (3) It involves literary questions about types of texts and 
processes of reading. (4) It includes social, critical, or sociological questions about how 
vested interests, sometimes of class, race, gender, or prior belief, may influence how we 
read. (5) It draws on theories of communication and sometimes general linguistics 
because it explores the whole process of communicating a content or effect to readers or 
to a community.40

I might also add that historical questions are also raised because of the “rootedness of texts” in 

history.41 In other words, hermeneutics has expanded to include anything that concerns the 

relationship between the author, text, and reader. While much of this has long been recognized by

interpreters, the expansion has largely been in terms of investigating how readers understand 

texts.

37 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 149.
38 Ibid., 3.
39 Ibid.
40 Ibid., 1.
41 To use Schleiermacher’s phrase; cf. ibid., 21.
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Example: The Hermeneutical Circle

A description of the modern turn to the reader would be incomplete without a discussion of the 

hermeneutical circle. The term “has become part of the standard technical terminology of 

hermeneutics from the nineteenth century, following Friedrich Ast (1778–1841) and 

Schleiermacher.”42 It refers to two related concepts. First, there is a “relationship between the 

parts and the whole of a text or work. To understand the parts of a text, we need to understand 

the whole; but to understand the whole we need to understand the parts.”43 This is the idea of 

context and is familiar to every beginning student of hermeneutics.44

What is a little more important is the second concept to which the term “the 

hermeneutical circle” refers: the idea that in order to understand a text, the reader must start with 

“pre-understanding,” which is a “provisional and preliminary understanding of what the text is 

about.”45 This is the reason, according to Thiselton, that Bultmann would says that “‘to 

understand’ a text of music or of mathematics, we need some idea of music or mathematics in the

first place.”46 This does not mean presuppositions in the sense of some set-in-stone belief 

structure that so controls our interpretation of everything that nothing can challenge it. Rather it 

is a kind of “starting point toward further, more secure understanding. . . . It signifies the initial 

application of a tentative working assumption to set understanding going and on its journey 

toward a fuller appreciation of all that this might entail.”47

42 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 14.
43 Ibid., 155.
44 See Grant Osborne’s book The Hermeneutical Spiral, which takes this concept as its starting point, with 

the exception that it views it as a “spiral” in order to highlight the fact that progress is made in the process (Grant R. 
Osborne, The Hermeneutical Spiral: A Comprehensive Introduction to Biblical Interpretation [Rev. and expanded; 
2nd ed.; Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press], 2006.). 

45 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 155.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid., 13.
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In the history of biblical interpretation there are two examples of the importance of this 

kind of preliminary understanding: first, there is the fact that the OT provided the conceptual 

framework for the gospel events.48 Thiselton argues that for Paul (and the other NT writers), “the 

historical horizon of the Jewish Scriptures provides the basis for understanding what God has 

done through Christ.”49 The OT provides the proper context through which the events in the life, 

death, and resurrection of Christ have their proper meaning.

The second example of the importance of pre-understanding is the way that the early 

church used the regula fidei, or “rule of faith.” The “rule of faith” was a summary of the main 

points of the Christian faith that acted as a guide for interpretation. This was crucial for the early 

church because people who held to gnostic beliefs used much of the same wording as the 

orthodox Christians, but they understood it in light of a different conceptual scheme.50 This led 

Irenaeus to state that the gnostics took a mosaic that was supposed to picture a king and 

rearranged all of the pieces to look like a fox or a dog.51 The “rule of faith” gave the early church 

the “big picture” of Scripture so that Christians could put the “individual pieces” (i.e., the details 

of Scripture) in the right places. This meant that even though the church sometimes neglected the

“literal” meaning of Scripture by engaging in allegorical interpretation and the fourfold sense, 

they often ended up with “Christian” interpretations because they were guided by the rule of 

faith.

These two examples highlight the concept of “pre-understanding” as it occurred in the 

early church. It shows how right preliminary understanding provides the context by which 

48 Thiselton, Hermeneutics, 77. 
49 Ibid. “The Old Testament or Hebrew Bible forms the preliminary understanding that paves the way for an

authentic understanding of the New Testament.”
50 Ibid., 95–96.
51 Ibid., 96.
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Scripture can be understood properly, even if, as in the case of the rule of faith, it is subject to 

Scripture. In addition, these examples demonstrate the relevance of the turn to the “second 

horizon” in modern hermeneutics. 

Conclusion: A Definition

This paper has examined the discipline of hermeneutics, especially through the lens of 

Thiselton’s presentation of it in his book Hermeneutics: An Introduction. The first section looked

at the subject matter of hermeneutics—the whole communicative act, including the author, text, 

and reader. We noted that the goal of hermeneutics includes more than simply the practice of 

exegesis, but also the second-order questions about the nature of understanding itself.

This section was followed by a discussion of author-, text-, and reader-centered 

approaches to hermeneutics. This section strengthened the preceding by showing, from the 

history of interpretation, how important all three aspects of the communicative event are. It also 

showed that these various approaches that focus on one dimension of the communicative act 

each bring to light important considerations, as well as potentially neglecting others.

The third section discussed the modern framework of hermeneutics using Thiselton’s 

phrase (borrowed from Gadamer) of the “two horizons.” This section emphasized that in the past

two centuries, the concern of hermeneutics has expanded from the first horizon (the vantage 

point of the author and text) to the second (that of the reader). This section showed that 

hermeneutics is a multidisciplinary task that involves not only questions of author and text, but 

also questions about how readers understand texts.

In light of the above discussions, hermeneutics can be defined as a multidisciplinary 

study of how people interpret and understand texts that focuses on all of the elements in the 
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communicative process, including the author, the text, and the reader. This definition includes the

following central concerns: 1) it includes all three elements in the communicative process 

(author, text, and reader); 2) it includes both the practical exegetical dimension (how people 

interpret) as well as the second-level theoretical dimension (how people understand); 3) it is 

focused on written language (how people interpret and understand texts, and especially in this 

case, Scripture); 4) because of all of these concerns, it is multidisciplinary (i.e., involves 

linguistics, biblical studies, epistemology, sociology, history, etc.).
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