A THEORY OF LANGUAGE

Linguistics: How Language Works


This chapter will explain what language is and how language works. Since the Bible is a record of God’s revelation to mankind (2 Tim. 3:16; 2 Pet. 1:21) and is written in a language, a proper understanding of what language is and how it works is essential for a proper understanding of the recorded text of the Bible. The discipline (linguistics) is not “new” to the scene of textual interpretation. History demonstrates this. Understanding the communicative process is necessary to fully understand texts. 

Assumptions

Language is taken to be a phenomenon of divine creation endowed to the first man, Adam, at his creation, and inherent in all subsequent humanity. This is in contrast to an evolutionary (biological – gradualism or geographical – catastrophism) development of language.
 This view (divine creation) admits to the adaptation of language, based on geography or other factors, into dialects and even new languages (language families).

Linguistics Defined

Linguistics may be briefly defined “as the scientific study of the language systems of the world.”
 This is but one branch of the larger science called semiology. Semiology is a branch of social psychology and, therefore, a descendent of psychology.

� These are the only two explanations for language. John Lyons, Natural language and Universal Grammar: Essays in Linguistic Theory 1 (New York: Cambridge UP, 1991) 79-80.


� David Alan Black, Linguistics for Students of New Testament Greek: A Survey of Basic Concepts and Applications (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988) 5. Charles J. Fillimore provides an expanded explanation: “The science of linguistics concerns itself with discovering, describing, and (where relevant) explaining (1) the units of linguistic forms or content, (2) the structures or patterns in which these units are defined and situated, (3) the roles or functions that these units serve in these structures, and (4) the dependencies or interpretive links that obtain between different units in the same text. Charles J. Fillimore, “Linguistics as a Tool for Discourse Analysis,” Disciplines of Discourse, Vol. 1 of Handbook of Discourse Analysis, ed. Teun A. van Dijk (New York: Academic P, 1985) 11.  OR Black, David Alan. Linguistics for Students of New Testament Greek: A Survey of Basic Concepts and Applications. Grand Rapids, MI: Baker, 1988. 5.


� Semiology comes from the Greek semeion (“sign”). See Daniel L. Chandler, Semiotics for Beginners (Routledge, 2001), 13 May 2005 <http://www.aber.ac.uk/media/Documents/S4B/sem01.html>.





