I am concerned that so many people do not recognise bad exegesis when they meet it but I am more concerned that they do not understand what is wrong with a bad exegesis if the result is a truthful statement. Here are two examples of what I consider to demonstrate disastrous exegetical technique; both are from famous modern preachers of international repute who should have known better but it would be gossip to identify them for they are famous because their preaching and teaching is normally excellent.

In both cases what us said is born out by our experiences in the world and also is something that is biblically true; in each case, the statement is both true in the world and in the bible. What is then wrong about such statements? Here are the two examples I have chosen:

The first example comes from a sermon preached as part of a series on the book of Romans. The preacher had reached chapter 11 – God’s care and concern for his chosen people, the ethnic Jews. In 11:29 we read “For the gifts and calling of God are without repentance.” (KJV) The preacher’s exegesis was that there are men in the pastoral ministry who are not believers. 

This is, of course and to our shame, true in the world. There are those who lead God’s people who do not believe. (Rather, we should say that their public statements, their teaching and preaching does not encourage us to think that they do believe – we do not know their hearts and it is not up to us to judge someone else’s servants.)
This is also true in the bible. Many of the Old Testament Prophets teach against an unbelieving priesthood in their times. One example will suffice; Malachi 2 speaks very strongly against a priesthood whose lips do not speak truth, who have departed out of the way and caused many to stumble. 

If the conclusion of our preacher is true both in the world and in the bible then what is wrong with it? – Several things but I will pick out only two:

1. Translation: Yes, the KJV does say “For the gifts and calling of God are without repentance.”  A more modern translation like the NIV says “For the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.”  Repentance does require a changing of the mind – that is a literal translation of the Greek word. But here, the subject of ‘without a turning of the mind’ is ‘the gifts and calling of God’, not man. It is God who does not turn, God who does not change his mind; humans are not involved in the sentence at all except as the implied recipients of God’s grace, and then they are ethnic Jewry. This suggests that our preacher does not understand the language of the KJV from which he chooses to preach and that he did not look at the Greek. (that the KJV translators understood it to mean ‘the gifts and calling of God are irrevocable’ can be seen from looking at any author of the period writing on this passage – e.g. Calvin in the Institutes Bk 4:16:A)
2. Context: The flow of the whole passage is about God’s unchangeable love given to his own chosen people the Jews. It is completely inappropriate to suddenly introduce an idea about unbelieving Christian ministers here

 I hesitate to say it, but no-one who had spent a moment’s thought and study of this passage could produce such an exegesis of it that does violence to the language, grammar and thought of the passage.

But if what the preacher says is true, both in the world and found in the bible then what is wrong with it? It is not what the bible says in Romans 11:29.

The second example comes from a systematic theologian writing theology. He uses part of a verse, 1 Peter 2:24 “By his wounds you have been healed.” to initiate a passage where he writes on God’s healing of our earthly illnesses and what God will do for his people here and now.

Again, the statement he makes is true in the world. It is part of our experience that God does help us in our illnesses and we pray for him to oversee and guide the hands of our surgeons. Many can recount wonderful examples of God’s providential care of us.

Again, it is true in the bible. The gospels are full of healing miracles and there must have been a veritable plague of good health in Galilee for we are told several times that ‘he healed all their diseases.’
If the conclusion of our theologian is true both in the world and in the bible then what is wrong with it? – Several things but again I will pick out only two:

1. Grammar: The verb is in the past tense. “you have been healed”  it refers to some action which has already happened to the people to whom Peter was writing (in fact to all believers)
2. Context: What Peter is actually saying is ‘you have been saved by Christ’s work in the cross’  The full statement harks back to Isaiah 53 and says “He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed.” And goes on in v 25 “For you were straying like sheep, but have now returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.”

What is at issue here is that this is not a verse about God’s continuing providential care of his people but about God’s one act of redemption. The one sacrifice once made.

But if what the theologian says is true, both in the world and found in the bible then what is wrong with it? It is not what the bible says in 1 Peter 2:24.

In both examples there is a true statement produced but it does not come from where the speaker says it does. Why does this matter? 

It is not ‘rightly handling (literally ‘orthodoxy’) the word of God’ (2 Tim 2:15) to make any part of it say something that it does not say. Those who preach and teach are called to be orthodox. They are people charged with a responsibility to explain God’s word to God’s people. If any part of the bible can be made to say anything that comes into the teacher’s head then the people will be led astray. Not least because they will learn by example that the bible can be twisted to suit one’s own purposes. I have heard a well known preacher use the parable of the workers in the vineyard (Matthew 20) to argue against Trades Unions. I have heard another preacher (admittedly, less well known) use the same parable to argue against employers and in favour of Trades Unions. Whatever that parable is about, it is not about Trades Unions. But if one can make scripture say whatever one wants to, then why not? The problem is that if people are uncritical when true statements result from bad exegesis then they become less and less capable of dealing with bad exegesis which leads to untruth – the teaching about the sons of Ham being condemned to perpetual slavery and then identifying all non-white peoples as being descendants of Ham thus justifying apartheid in South Africa is a example. 
Bad exegesis undermines not only good exegesis but puts the truth itself in jeopardy.
I am not suggesting that exegesis is easy and am always both encouraged and warned by 2 Peter 3:16. I am encouraged by the fact that an apostle, Peter, found some of what Paul writes hard to understand but also I am warned not to twist scripture to my own understanding and thence to my own destruction. “…our beloved brother Paul also wrote to you according to the wisdom given him, as he does in all his letters when he speaks in them of these matters. There are some things in them that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures.”
The main point is that in both of the examples I used is that the teacher concerned had something he wanted to say and used scripture to launch himself into saying it. He was not doing what we should be doing and allowing God to speak to us through God’s word, instead, the teacher used the word of God to speak the teacher’s own thoughts and ideas. It is irrelevant that in both the examples I gave that the resultant teaching happened to be accordance with something God says elsewhere. What is happening in both cases is not exegesis – a reading out of God’s word and applying it to ourselves – but eisogesis – a reading into God’s word of our own thoughts and ideas. We will not grow in the knowledge and understanding of the Lord by examining the inside of our own heads … indeed, we may well perish.
