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THE THIRD DAY 
 A CASE STUDY IN NORMATIVE HERMENEUTICS 

 

Scholars agree that Christ and His apostles referred to some of the Old Testament (OT) 

passages as direct prophecies.  They understood that some OT prophecies were fulfilled in a literal, 

straightforward manner in the New Testament (NT), e.g., Christ being born of a virgin (per Isaiah 

7:14) in Bethlehem (per Micah 5:2).  These occurrences are clear-cut and direct. 

In addition to direct, literal prophecy, a second, less straightforward category of OT reference 

exists.  At times, the NT refers to the OT in a way that does not directly correspond to the native OT 

context in every aspect.  Broadly speaking, some scholars have asserted that the NT authors simply 

disregarded the OT context and developed either a new, expanded meaning (i.e., sensus plenior) or a 

completely different application (e.g., “inspired sensus plenior application” or ISPA view).  Some 

argue that since the NT writers could interpret the OT in this way only while writing under the 

inspiration of the Holy Spirit, their hermeneutical methodology is not transferable to us (i.e., not a 

normative hermeneutic).  Other scholars believe that the hermeneutic of the NT authors was 

contextual, that many of these indirect instances can be explained through typology,
1
 and that the 

typological hermeneutic of the NT authors is indeed transferable.   

 

KEY QUESTIONS 

In reality, there is a continuum of views regarding the NT use of the OT and the degree of 

normativity of the hermeneutic used by the NT writers.  In sorting through this challenging issue, three 

questions need to be answered to know whether the hermeneutic of the NT writers is transferable or 

non-transferable: 

1. Single / Multiple Meanings – Can the same OT text have more than one meaning? 

2. Contextual / Non Contextual – Was the hermeneutic employed by the NT writers one that 

regarded or disregarded the OT context? 

3. Divine / Human Intention – Did the NT writers uncover divine intentions for OT texts that 

were unknown to the OT author and/or distinct from the OT author’s intention? 

Most conservative scholars agree that texts have a single meaning.  Some, who are extremely 

conservative yet espouse a non-contextual hermeneutic, qualify their understanding of single meaning 

by stating that any text has a single meaning in a given context.  Then, to avoid the obvious dangers 

involved with non-contextual hermeneutics,
2
 they set forth the NT sensus plenior of an OT text as an 

application, as opposed to a new or expanded meaning.  Further, since these sensus plenior 

applications were inspired, the NT authors were able to connect the OT to the NT in a way that we 

cannot.  Thus, their hermeneutic was not transferrable.  Although enough conservative borders are 

placed around this view to protect from falling off the rails of orthodoxy, it calls the connectivity and 

continuity of the Bible into serious question.   

                                                
1 A type is defined as an historical person, event, institution, or office that prefigures something in the future (i.e., 

an antitype). 
2 Non-contextual hermeneutics may indicate a detachment from grammatical-historical exegesis, an attempt to 

“allegorize” a text, and a transferable methodology which lacks objective checks and balances. 



Chris Villi, July 2014 

 

2 

 

Other conservative scholars agree with the principle of single meaning, hold to contextual 

hermeneutics, reject sensus plenior, and argue that one should never separate divine and human 

intentions.  In their view, the fullness of the meaning can be found through endeavoring to limit 

meaning to the understanding of human intention alone.  By doing so, this view marginalizes the 

typological significance of the text and understates the reality of the limitations of the prophets in their 

human understanding.  For example, the Apostle Peter asserted that the prophets wrote with a general 

knowledge that would be made more clear and complete in time:  

As to this salvation, the prophets who prophesied of the grace that would come to you 

made careful searches and inquiries, seeking to know what person or time the Spirit of 

Christ within them was indicating as He predicted the sufferings of Christ and the 

glories to follow. It was revealed to them that they were not serving themselves, but 

you, in these things which now have been announced to you through those who 

preached the gospel to you by the Holy Spirit sent from heaven-- things into which 

angels long to look. (1 Peter 1:10-12). 

 

BRIDGING THE GAP 

In contrast to the aforementioned hermeneutical trajectories, other scholars see a transferable 

typological hermeneutic at work by Christ and NT writers.  Typology bridges the gap between: 

1. Single and Multiple Meanings – Typology preserves the principle of single meaning.  At the 

same time, it does not diminish the differences between type and antitype, because it 

recognizes the type as a picture of the antitype in at least one significant aspect without the 

need to be equivalent in every way.  For example, Paul asserted that Adam was a type (Greek: 

tupos) of Christ in Romans 5:14, because they both acted as federal heads of the human race.  

The reader easily understands the picture without being tempted to assume multiple meanings 

and without the need to find other correlations between Adam and Christ.   

2. Contextual and Non-Contextual – Adam, in his context, pointed to Christ in His context.  To 

appreciate Adam as a type of Christ, one need not assume that Adam was a non-historical 

figure or that Christ’s context must be identical to Adam’s.  Instead, typology bolsters the 

historicity of Adam while allowing one to appreciate the differences, as well as the similarities, 

between Adam and Christ. 

3. Divine and Human Intention – The human authors recognized that the fullness of meaning 

becomes clear and crystalized only upon the arrival of the antitype.  For example, one could 

have recognized and known that the Passover lamb was a type of the sin-bearing Messiah and 

appreciated it as such long before the arrival of the Messiah it pictured.  Even without knowing 

the “person or time the Spirit of Christ … was indicating” (1 Peter 1:10-12), believers would 

benefit greatly as a result of knowing that the type was pointing to Christ.  Such OT believers 

did not have full clarity regarding the details of the promises, yet they “[saw] them and … 

welcomed them from a distance” (Hebrews 11:13).  Although they “did not receive what was 

promised” (v. 39b), they fully embraced the promises with incomplete knowledge from afar, 

and as a result, they “gained approval through their faith” (v. 39a).  
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THE THIRD DAY 

In attempting to answer the three questions above and demonstrate the robustness and 

normativity of the typological hermeneutic, it is helpful to examine a case study.  In 1 Corinthians 

15:1-4,
3
 Paul delivers to His readers that which is “of first importance” – the gospel of Jesus Christ.  In 

verse 4, he boldly states that “He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures.”
4
  Scholars 

agree that the “Scriptures” in view are the OT Scriptures.
5
  Note that Paul not only attributed the 

Resurrection of Christ to God’s Word, but clearly specified that it would happen “on the third day 

according to the Scriptures.”
6
  Given this, the question at hand then, is “Where do the OT Scriptures 

explicitly state that the Messiah will be raised on the third day?”  This question may be answered 

through a series of seven observations: 

1. The obvious answer to the question at hand is that there is no place in the OT which explicitly 

states such a thing. 

2. The only OT reference explicitly mentioned in the NT (Matthew 12:40) in reference to Christ’s 

Resurrection on the third day was Jonah 1:17, which is not direct but typological.  Christ 

connected the two by way of simile (i.e., “just as Jonah was three days…”).
7
 

3. Hosea 6:2 is a second OT passage that may indirectly point to the third day.
8
  If so, the revival 

of Israel typologically pictures the Resurrection of Christ.  Such an interpretation is plausible 

given the corporate solidarity between Israel and her Messiah.  As such, Christ is the “Israel” 

(Isaiah 49:3) who was to bring back Jacob and gather Israel (vv. 5-6).
9
 

                                                
3 1 Corinthians 15:1-4  Now I make known to you, brethren, the gospel which I preached to you, which also you 

received, in which also you stand,  2 by which also you are saved, if you hold fast the word which I preached to you, unless 

you believed in vain.  3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also received, that Christ died for our sins 

according to the Scriptures,  4 and that He was buried, and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures, 
4 The NASB provides a relatively literal translation of the Greek.  The sentence diagram shows that it is 

partitioned by the word “that” (Greek: hoti).  Paul received: (1) that Christ died for our sins according to the Scriptures; (2) 

and that He was buried; (3) and that He was raised on the third day according to the Scriptures; (4) and that He appeared 

to...  Interestingly, the words “according to the Scriptures” are tied to both (1) and (3), which have an identical structure: 

subject + verb + prepositional phrase + “according to the Scriptures.”  From a grammatical standpoint, the whole unit 

(subject + verb + prepositional phrase) could be spoken of as being according to the Scriptures but not necessarily, since 

“according to the Scriptures” is also a prepositional phrase and potentially could be modifying only the noun + verb.  Given 

the parallel between (1) and (3), both should be understood in the same way – either both prepositional phrases (“for our 
sins” and “on the third day”) are inclusive in the designation “according to the Scriptures” or not inclusive.  Other passages 

confirm that both prepositional phrases should be considered as inclusive. 
5 Here in 1 Corinthians, the Apostle Paul is pointing Gentile believers to the Jewish Scriptures.  It is worth noting 

that Paul’s “custom” with the Jews in the synagogues was to reason “with them from the Scriptures, explaining and giving 

evidence that the Christ had to suffer and rise again from the dead, and saying, ‘This Jesus whom I am proclaiming to you 

is the Christ.’” (Acts 17:1-3; cf. 24:14; 26:22-23; 28:23; Romans 1:1-4) 
6 Jesus also specifically stated that the Scriptures foretold that He would rise on the third day: Luke 24:46 Thus it 

is written, that the Christ would suffer and rise again from the dead the third day 
7 Matthew 12:40  for just as JONAH WAS THREE DAYS AND THREE NIGHTS IN THE BELLY OF THE 

SEA MONSTER, so will the Son of Man be three days and three nights in the heart of the earth.  Jonah 1:17  And the 

LORD appointed a great fish to swallow Jonah, and Jonah was in the stomach of the fish three days and three nights.   
8 Hosea 6:2  He will revive us after two days; He will raise us up on the third day, That we may live before Him. 
9 Isaiah 49:3-6  He said to Me, "You are My Servant, Israel, In Whom I will show My glory." …5 And now says 

the LORD, who formed Me from the womb to be His Servant, To bring Jacob back to Him, so that Israel might be gathered 

to Him (For I am honored in the sight of the LORD, And My God is My strength),  6 He says, "It is too small a thing that 

You should be My Servant To raise up the tribes of Jacob and to restore the preserved ones of Israel; I will also make You a 

light of the nations So that My salvation may reach to the end of the earth." 
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4. A third possible OT type of Christ’s Resurrection on the third day is found in Isaac’s release 

from death.  The Lord commanded Abraham: “Take now your son, your only son, whom you 

love … and offer him … as a burnt offering” (Genesis 22:2).  Then, “on the third day” (v. 4), 

the Lord stopped Abraham from slaying “your son, your only son” (v. 12).
10

  The author of 

Hebrews informs us, that in these events, Abraham figuratively “offered up Isaac” (Hebrews 

11:17) and “received him back [from the dead] as a type” (v. 19).
11

 

5. The “appointed feasts of the Lord” (Leviticus 23:4, ESV) were designed to typologically point 

to greater realities which would later be fulfilled in Christ.  The Passover (day 1) pointed to 

redemption and was fulfilled when Christ, the true Passover Lamb, was slain for the sins of His 

people.  The Feast of Unleavened Bread (day 2) signified the sinlessness of Jesus, whom the 

grave could not hold (cf. Acts 2:27; Psalm 16:10).  The Feast of First Fruits, which took place 

on the third day, pictured the Resurrection of Christ (cf. 1 Corinthians 15:23).  

6. Despite the fact that no OT passage explicitly foretold that Christ’s Resurrection would occur 

on the third day, Luke 24:25 makes it clear that Jesus expected his disciples to know this truth 

from the Scriptures.
12

 

7. From the context of Luke 24, it is evident that Christ expected all of His followers to know and 

believe “all that the [OT] prophets have spoken” (v. 25, emphasis mine), including Cleopas (v. 

18) and every other believer like him, who would never act as a divinely-inspired NT writer. 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

Three conclusions follow from the above discussion of Christ’s view of the “third day” in the 

OT.  First, because OT people and institutions served as types of Christ, single meaning and contextual 

hermeneutics are preserved.  For example, the fact that Jonah’s time in the belly of the “sea monster” 

typifies Christ’s time in “the heart of the earth” in no way calls the historical meaning or context of the 

Jonah narrative into question; instead, Jonah serving as a real, live picture of Christ bolsters the 

historicity of the account.  Second, the human intention of the OT author was consistent with the divine 

intention, because the human authors were aware that types were designed to progressively reveal 

Christ.
13

  Finally, the third day is a good example of the normativity of the typological hermeneutic.  

Christ’s expectation was that every disciple would grasp and believe all that the OT taught, the direct 

and explicit, as well as the typological pictures which pointed to greater realities. 

                                                
10 Genesis 22:2, 4, 11-12  He said, "Take now your son, your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land 

of Moriah, and offer him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I will tell you." … 4 On the third day 

Abraham raised his eyes and saw the place from a distance.  … 11 But the angel of the LORD called to him from heaven 

and said, "Abraham, Abraham!" And he said, "Here I am."  12 He said, "Do not stretch out your hand against the lad, and do 

nothing to him; for now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your only son, from Me." 
11 Hebrews 11:17-19  By faith Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac, and he who had received the 

promises was offering up his only begotten son  … 19 He considered that God is able to raise people even from the dead, 

from which he also received him back as a type. 
12 Luke 24:25  And He said to them, "O foolish men and slow of heart to believe in all that the prophets have 

spoken! 
13 Note that Paul viewed the preaching of Christ from the OT as manifesting the meaning that had been there all 

along:  Romans 16:25-26  Now to Him who is able to establish you according to my gospel and the preaching of Jesus 

Christ, according to the revelation of the mystery which has been kept secret for long ages past,  26 but now is manifested, 

and by the Scriptures of the prophets, according to the commandment of the eternal God, has been made known to all the 

nations, leading to obedience of faith; (cf. Romans 1:1-4) 


