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This course seeks to impart a love, reverence and passion for the Word of 
God with a corresponding desire to read, study, apply and teach it with 
increased accuracy, understanding and conviction.  During this course 
you will learn some of the key principles necessary to guide careful, 
systematic study of the Bible in order to discover the original, intended 
meaning of any given portion of Scripture, so that you may more 
accurately apply the Bible to today’s relevant needs. 
 
·  In the first session we will look at the importance of responsible 

Biblical interpretation.  In this session we will see that it is our task as 
interpreters to help bridge the understanding gaps between the 
author’s culture and our own.  We will also see that God examines 
our exposition of His Word and as such we need to interpret the 
Scriptures responsibly, approaching them in an attitude of humility 
and respect.   

 
·  In the second session we will look more specifically at the task of 

exegesis in discovering the original intended meaning of the author.  
Here we will see that good exegesis requires that we read the text 
carefully and ask the right questions of the text.  These questions 
relate primarily to the historical context, the literary context and the 
content.   

 
·  The third session will then look at some fundamental principles of 

interpretation as well as some common errors of interpretation. 
 

·  In the fourth session, we will look at some principles of Hermeneutics 
that will help us to apply the Scriptures wisely to contemporary life.  
Here we will look at the challenge of cultural relativity and how to 
distinguish between those aspects of the text which transcend culture 
and time from those which are particular to the text’s original cultural 
setting.   

 
·  Finally, the fifth and sixth sessions will look at some interpretive 

guidelines that will help us understand different aspects of the Old 
and New Testament Scriptures.  The fifth session will concentrate on 

1 
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the Old Testament literature, including the Mosaic Law, the Old 
Testament Narratives, the Psalms, the Wisdom Literature and the 
Prophetic books.  The sixth session will concentrate on the New 
Testament literature, including the Epistles, the Gospels, the Parables 
and the book of Acts.   

 
 
 
 


�

������
�	����
�
Students who complete this session should:  
·  Recognize the divine and human nature of the Scriptures. 
·  Recognize the task of exegesis and hermeneutics in the process of 

interpretation. 
·  Understand the responsibility we have as Bible interpreters to remain 

humble and reverent before the Word of God. 
 
 
 

��������������
	��������
 

Since the Scriptures have divine origin, they have eternal 
relevance, but since they also have human origin, they have 
characteristics that are particular to the author’s historical 
context.  The task of the interpreter is therefore to help 
bridge the understanding gaps between the author’s culture 
and our own. 

 
 
1. The Scriptures are of both human and divine origin. Because God 

wrote the Bible it has ‘eternal relevance.’ Because man wrote the 
Bible it has ‘historical particularity.’  

 
 

2. God’s message was ‘enfleshed’ by the author’s language, culture, 
geography, historical setting and personality. Real people were 
inspired by God to write His message to a real audience at a 
particular time in history with a specific purpose in mind. 
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3. Diagram: 
 

GOD  GOD 

 Revelation:    Illumination: 
  God reveals his message  God enlightens  
  to chosen persons.   his message to  
      the humble  
      believer. 

Inspiration :  God enables  
them to flawlessly record  
his message in their language, etc. 

 

Human Writers                                              Human Readers 

                                     “Understanding Gaps” 
 
 
Fee & Stuart put it this way: “In speaking through real persons, in a variety of 
circumstances, over a 1500-year period, God’s Word was expressed in the vocabulary and 
thought patterns of those persons and conditioned by the culture of those times and 
circumstances.” 1  Our challenge is to bridge the understanding gaps so that we can hear 
God speaking to them, so we can hear Him speaking to us. 
 
 
 

����������������
��������
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The primary goals of the student are to ask what the text 
originally meant when it was written and what it means for 
us today. 

 
1. Exegesis asks the question: “What did the text originally mean?”  

 
 

2. Hermeneutics asks: “What does it mean for us today?” 
 

·  We must answer the first question correctly before attempting to 
answer the second, or we will be susceptible to all kinds of erroneous 
beliefs and practices. 

 
An illustration can be given by a spaceship travelling from Earth to Mars. If it were to be 
only one degree off course at lift-off, it would miss Mars by more than 1,308,980 kilometres 
or 812,877 miles!2 Similarly, a small doctrinal error when pressed to its logical conclusions 
over time can result in great damage. 
 
 
Earth  1° angle ­    (75 million miles)        Mars 
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The Grammatical-Historical method of interpretation 
assumes that we can interpret Scripture by using the 
accepted rules of grammar at the time that it was written 
and the historical worldview of the intended readers.  This is 
in stark contrast to the post-modern method of 
interpretation. 

 
 
Kevin Conner 
“This method [i.e. the grammatical-historical method] assumes 
that the words of Scripture in their plain evident meaning are 
reliable; … that the words of Scripture communicate what God 
wants man to know; and that God based the communication of truth 
on the regular laws governing written communication, thereby 
intending for it to be interpreted by those same laws.  … in order to 
determine the normal and customary usage of Bible language, the 
accepted rules of grammar and rhetoric must be considered and the 
historical and cultural aspects of Bible times must be taken into 
consideration.” 3 

 
It should be noted that this method does recognize the use of symbols, types, depth of 
meaning, etc., but always squarely places their meaning upon the historical and literary 
contexts in which they appear. 
 
 

1. To correctly understand a given text’s original meaning it is 
helpful to know its literary form or genre. 

 
Fee & Stuart write: “ …to communicate His Word to all human conditions, God chose to use 
almost every available kind of communication: narrative history, genealogies, chronicles, laws 
of all kinds, poetry of all kinds, proverbs, prophetic oracles, riddles, drama, biographical 
sketches, parables, letters, sermons, and apocalypses.)”4 

 
·  One simply does not read and understand poetry the same way you 

would read and understand a legal document.  Each literary genre has 
its own peculiar characteristics. 
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2. The importance of the Grammatical-Historical method is 
underscored when we contrast it to the Postmodern approach to 
Literature. 5 

Literary 
Element Grammatical-Historical Method Post-modern Method 

Author 

The author intended to convey a 
message through the text. That intent is 
the true meaning of the text. Therefore, 
the author is the authority over the text. 

The author is irrelevant to 
meaning or unaware of the 
meaning of the text. The author 
doesn't stand over the text as an 
authority. 

Text 

The text is to be interpreted in light of 
the rules of grammar at the time it was 
written, the historical world view of the 
intended readers, and the thought 
development throughout the text. 

Texts are to be "deconstructed" 
and freed from "logocentrism." 
Behind the text lie the 
"metanarrative" and internal 
contradictions that discerning 
readers detect and expose. The 
text is an artefact of a particular 
cultural reality. 

Reader 

The reader is to use the tools of 
interpretation to discover the original 
intention of the author for the original 
audience. The goal of good exegesis is 
to let the text speak, while avoiding, as 
much as possible, introducing reader 
bias. 

No reader can eliminate reader 
bias. Whatever the author 
intended, we will never know 
exactly. Therefore, the reader 
becomes the centre of meaning. 
The locus of authority over the 
text shifts from the author to the 
reader. 

 

 

��
���
��������������������������
 

We need to recognize that God examines our exposition of 
His Word.  As such we need to interpret the Scriptures 
responsibly, approaching them in an attitude of humility and 
respect.  We should also use both the “fast” and “slow” 
methods of reading the Word so as to understand both the 
broad overall framework as well as the deeper truths of 
Scripture. 
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2 Timothy 2:15  
(NIV) Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a 
workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles 
the word of truth. 
 
(NAS) Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a workman who 
does not need to be ashamed, handling accurately the word of truth.6 

 
 

1. The word translated “approved” is defined in Greek lexicons as 
follows:   

 
·  To find out; test & approve; to examine & confirm as genuine, 

authentic or pure. 
 
·  To put to the test; scrutinize.7  
 
·  To try to learn the genuineness of something by examination & 

testing, often through actual use.8 
 
As leaders who preach, teach and counsel from God’s Word, we should take it to heart that 
God is carefully scrutinizing every word that proceeds from our mouths in order to test the 
accuracy of our message. If we pass the test, we will be approved; if not, it is to our shame. 
 
 

2. Necessary Qualifications For A Responsible Bible Interpreter. 9 
 

·  Be born of the Spirit and the Word. 
 
·  Have a passionate hunger for the Word of God. 
 
·  Possess an attitude of humility. 
 
·  Possess an attitude of reverence & respect for the Word of God. 
 
·  Accept the total inspiration of the Scriptures. 
 
·  Approach the Word of God in faith. 
 
·  Depend upon the Holy Spirit's illumination. 
 
·  Maintain a spirit and attitude of prayer. 
 
·  Meditate on the Word. 
 
·  Be intellectually honest. 
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Sometimes we simply don’t understand some things, or we come across things that don’t fit 
our theological worldview. 

 
·  Recognize the unity of the Spirit and the Word. 
 

The Spirit of God, who is the pre-eminent author of Scripture, is not going to be giving you 
illumination that contradicts what is clear in the Bible. 

 
·  Possess a sound mind. 
 
·  Maintain a clear conscience. 

 
Unconfessed, hidden sin and its corresponding guilt can not only cloud one’s interpretation 
of Scripture, but also make one susceptible to deception and grievous error. 

 
 

3. Two Basic Bible Reading Methods: 
 

READING M ETHOD  FAST SLOW  

PURPOSE Breadth Depth 

OBJECTIVE  Knowledge Understanding 

FOCUS Facts Truth 

PERCEIVED BY  Mind Heart 

 
 

·  A broad reading of the Bible is done at a faster pace and focuses on 
the facts of Scripture in order to gain greater general knowledge. 
Reading entire books of the Bible straight through without frequent 
pauses for reflection is the idea here. 

 
It is important to read broadly in the Scriptures in order that one might gain a greater 
perspective of the overall framework, historical development, and message of the entire 
Bible. This will enable the student to better understand and more accurately interpret 
specific stories, passages, and verses. 
 

·  A deep reading of the Bible goes at a much slower pace and involves 
much reflection over small portions of Scripture.  Here the focus is on 
the rich, eternal truths of the Bible which feed the heart and fill the 
soul with understanding and wisdom. 

 
 

�
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When we encounter textual difficulties in the Word, we need 
to maintain an attitude of humility, knowing that God can 
lead us like Abraham to perceive greater truths than we had 
known before. 

 
1. An illustration from Abraham’s life provides imp ortant lessons for 

us when challenged by various textual difficulties in the Bible. 
Abraham found himself in the position of having received two 
seemingly contradictory words from God concerning his son, 
Isaac. 

 
Genesis 17:19 
Your wife Sarah will bear you a son, and you will call him Isaac. I will 
establish my covenant with him as an everlasting covenant for his 
descendants after him. 
 
Genesis 22:2 
Then God said, “Take your son, your only son, Isaac, whom you love, 
and go to the region of Moriah. Sacrifice him there as a burnt offering on 
one of the mountains I will tell you about.” 

 
 

2. God had promised to give Abraham a multitude of descendants 
through Isaac, but then several years later commanded him to 
offer Isaac as a sacrifice. These two revelations appeared to be 
entirely contradictory. 

 
It must be remembered that at this point in history no Scriptures existed, nor is there any 
evidence that a resurrection had ever occurred.  It is therefore appropriate to assume that 
Abraham’s worldview did not include the possibility of a resurrection.  Consequently, the 
logical conclusions to which Abraham could arrive, provided he reasoned from within his 
worldview, were either God lied or he did not mean what He had said.  Either option is 
unacceptable, however, because God’s integrity ends up being completely overthrown. 
Instead, Abraham subordinated reason to revelation. 
 

Hebrews 11:17-19 
By faith Abraham, when God tested him, offered Isaac as a sacrifice. He 
who had received the promises was about to sacrifice his one and only 
son, even though God had said to him, “It is through Isaac that your 
offspring will be reckoned.” Abraham reasoned that God could raise the 
dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death. 
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Abraham assumed both words from God were true even though they appeared to be 
contradictory.  “By faith … he reasoned” that God must be able to raise the dead!  This is 
extraordinary, considering that this thought was entirely outside the framework of his 
worldview. 

3. Similarly, we must always humble ourselves when we come across 
portions of Scripture that appear to be contradictory.  God’s 
revelation should never become subservient to our reason.  To do 
so opens the door to the undermining of our presuppostional faith 
in the integrity of Scripture.  Rather, our reason must always 
subordinate itself to divine revelation.  By doing so God can lead 
us like Abraham to perceive greater truths than we had known 
before. 

 
 
 

�

����
�������
In this session we looked at the importance of responsible Biblical 
interpretation.  We started by looking at the double authorship of the 
Scriptures.  This means that although they have eternal relevance 
(because of their divine origin), they also have characteristics that are 
particular to the author’s historical context (because of their human 
origin).  Thus it is our task as interpreters to help bridge the 
understanding gaps between the author’s culture and our own.  In doing 
so we need to ask what the text originally meant when it was written and 
what it means for us today. 
 
We then looked at the Grammatical-Historical method of interpretation as 
opposed to the Post-modern method of interpretation.  Responsible 
Biblical interpretation rests on the assumptions of the Grammatical-
Historical method, which interprets Scripture by using the accepted rules 
of grammar at the time that it was written and the historical worldview of 
the intended readers.   
 
Finally, we emphasized that God examines our exposition of His Word.  
As such we need to interpret the Scriptures responsibly, approaching 
them in an attitude of humility and respect.  We should also use both the 
“fast” and “slow” methods of reading the Word so as to understand both 
the broad overall framework as well as the deeper truths of Scripture.  
When we encounter textual difficulties in the Word, we need to maintain 
an attitude of humility, knowing that God can lead us, like Abraham, to 
perceive greater truths than we had known before. 
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Students who complete this session should:  

·  Understand the purpose of exegesis. 
·  Understand the importance of asking questions regarding the 

historical context, literary contexts and the content of the passage 
in order to understand the intended meaning of the author. 

·  Recognize tools that can help us in our biblical research. 
 
 
 

�������	�����
In this session we will look at the task of exegesis, which asks the 
question:  “What did this text originally mean?”  This process requires 
that we ask the right questions of the text with regard to its historical 
context, literary context and content.  In the next session we will then 
look at some principles of interpretation followed by some application 
guidelines in session four.  This will help us to answer the question:  
“What does this text mean for us today?”   
 
 
�
�������
����
���������
�
��
 

Exegesis seeks to discover the original intended meaning of 
the author.  Good exegesis requires that we read the text 
carefully and ask the right questions of the text. 

 
 
1. Exegesis is the careful systematic study of the Scripture to discover 

the intended meaning. 
 
Fee & Stuart provide an example of well-intended, but sorely misguided interpretation in 
Jesus’ “The eye of the needle” saying: 
 

“...in Mark 10:23, at the conclusion of the story of the rich young man, Jesus says, ‘How 
hard it is for the rich to enter the kingdom of God.’ He then adds: ‘It is easier for a 

2 
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camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom.’ It is 
often said that there was a gate in Jerusalem known as the ‘Needle’s Eye,’ which camels 
could go through only by kneeling, and with great difficulty. The point of this 
‘interpretation’ is that a camel could in fact go through the ‘Needle’s Eye.’ The trouble 
with this ‘exegesis,’ however, is that it is simply not true. There never was such a gate in 
Jerusalem at any time in its history.”10 

 
Jesus was simply using hyperbole (a camel going through the eye of a needle) to make the 
point that it was next to impossible for a rich man to enter God’s kingdom. Nevertheless, he 
immediately followed up with the declaration: “All things are possible with God.” 

 
 
2. Learning To Do Exegesis. 

 
·  The key to doing good exegesis is to learn to read the text carefully 

and to ask the right questions of the text. These questions centre in on 
context and content. 

 
 
 

������
����	���	�������
 

Questions regarding the historical context provide details 
relevant to the biblical book’s author, the original audience 
and the subject matter, all of which can deepen our 
understanding of different passages of Scripture. 

 
1. A consideration of the historical context can often deepen our 

insight and appreciation of various passages. In considering a 
text’s historical context, six important factors concerning the 
biblical book’s author, original audience, and subject matter often 
come into account. These are: 

 
·  Occasion – The purpose for which the book was written. 
 
·  Chronology – The times in which they lived. 
 
·  Culture – The peoples & cultures among which they lived. 
 
·  Politics – The rulers & systems of government under which they 

lived. 
 
·  Geography – How people were spread out across the geographic 

landscape. 
·  Topography – The features of the land. 
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2. The Parable Of The Unmerciful Servant – Matthew 18:21-35. 
 
A servant owed his master 10,000 talents, but was promptly released from his debt upon his 
petition. In turn, he refused to forgive a fellow servant of a personal debt of 100 denarii, 
and instead had him thrown into jail. Consequently, he was reported to his master, who 
was outraged and had him handed over to the jailors to be tortured. Jesus concludes the 
parable with the statement: “This is how my heavenly Father will treat each of you unless 
you forgive your brother from your heart.”  

·  The point of the parable is clear: We are forgiven much and should 
therefore forgive others, or God will have us punished. The depth of 
the message is obscured however by the ancient financial terms:  
talents and denarii.  

 
The NIV footnotes attempt to clear this up as follows: 10,000 talents are identified as 
“millions of dollars,” while 100 denarii are referred to as “a few dollars.” This is somewhat 
misleading though. 

 
·  Jesus told this parable to Peter, a fisherman. Like him, most of Jesus’ 

followers as well as of the readers of Matthew’s Gospel would have 
primarily been common labourers, who typically made about 1 
denarius per day. This historical fact makes the figures important.  

 
o One talent was equivalent to 6000 denarii or 6000 days’ 

wages for the common unskilled labourer.  
 

In other words, if a man worked six days per week, 50 weeks per year, it would take him 
200,000 years worth of wages to pay off the debt of 10,000 talents, never mind the fact that 
money for living expenses would still be needed.   
 

o Consider now the 100 denarii. This was equivalent to 100 
days’ wages.  This is about 1/3 of a common person’s 
annual income. This is no small amount of money for a poor 
person to forgive. 

 
·  There are several important points to the parable that are underscored 

here.  
 
o First of all, each one of us should identify ourselves with the 

first servant in that our “sin debt” towards God is 
astronomical and impossible to pay off.  

 
o Secondly, even though others sin against us, even in large 

ways, we are required to forgive them in light of the fact 
that large debts owed us are in reality miniscule in 
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comparison to the debt we owed God. Since God has shown 
us great mercy, we must do likewise unto others. 

�������������	�������
 

Questions regarding the literary context help us to 
understand what the original authors meant.  We should 
never isolate words or sentences from their original context, 
but instead seek to understand the flow of thought in the 
broader text. 

 
1. Understanding What The Original Authors Meant. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

WORDS 

SENTENCE 

PARAGRAPH 

SECTION 

BOOK 

TESTAMENT 

BIBLE 

 
 

·  The key question to ask is: What is the flow of thought?”  
 
Except for many of the proverbs, it is a mistake to isolate texts and divorce them from their 
larger context. An accurate understanding of any text is to be found when we consider the 
words in the context of their sentences, sentences in the context of paragraphs, paragraphs 
in the context of sections, sections in the context of the overall book, and so on. 

 
·  Example: Cessationism on the basis of 1 Corinthians 13:8-11. 

o Many have used the following verses to support the 
argument that the operation of spiritual gifts ceased after the 
Apostolic Age. 
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1 Corinthians 13:8-11 
Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where 
there are tongues, they will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will 
pass away. For we know in part and we prophesy in part, but when 
perfection comes, the imperfect disappears. When I was a child, I talked 
like a child, I thought like a child, I reasoned like a child. When I became 
a man, I put childish ways behind me. 

 
“Perfection” is maintained to mean the completion of the canon, while “imperfection” is 
maintained to mean the apostolic age. This is an example of what is known as “eisegesis” as 
opposed to exegesis; i.e. reading meaning into the text rather than drawing it out of the text. 
This kind of mistake often occurs when our experience does not match the testimony of 
Scripture, or when portions of Scripture are offensive or difficult to understand. 

o If we keep reading, however, we discover more about the 
time in which spiritual gifts will pass away. 

 
1 Corinthians 13:12 
Now we see but a poor reflection as in a mirror; then we shall see face to 
face. Now I know in part; then I shall know fully, even as I am fully 
known.  

 
o When will spiritual gifts pass away? The answer is:  when 

we see Him “face to face” and when we “know…as we are 
fully known.” In light of the teaching of the rest of the New 
Testament, this can only mean when Jesus comes back. Far 
from being a proof text to argue that spiritual gifts have 
passed away, these verses actually teach us that they are 
intended to be in operation until Jesus returns! 

 
 
 

���
����
����	�������
 

Questions of content need to take into account: (1) Variant 
readings; (2) The meaning of the words of a text - with 
particular attention being given to the context of the word; 
(3) The danger of “plug & play” – i.e. plugging the meaning 
of a word in one context into every other place that the word 
is used; (4) etymological roots – with particular attention 
being given to what the word meant when the author wrote 
it; and (5) Content and grammatical relationships. 

 
1. Variant Readings. 

 
·  Variations of the biblical text in different manuscripts will 
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occasionally be noted by scholars in the footnotes of a modern 
translation. An example is found in Mark 9:29, which has manuscript 
evidence suggesting two alternative versions. 

 
Mark 9:29 
And He said to them, “This kind cannot come out by anything but prayer 
and fasting.” 
 
And He said to them, “This kind cannot come out by anything but 
prayer.” 

 
·  When this occurs, don't build a doctrine solely around a variant 

reading; such as fasting in this example. There should be enough 
other evidence in Scripture to back up any conclusions you make. 

 
·  Remember this maxim: Every matter must be confirmed by two or 

three witnesses. 
 
 

2. The Meaning of the Words of a Text. 
 

·  Sometimes translation isn’t always simple. Consider the difficulties 
posed by 1 Corinthians 7:1, which can be legitimately translated as 
follows: 

 
I Corinthians 7:1 
(NIV) It is good for a man not to marry. 
  
(NAS) It is good for a man not to touch a woman.11 
 
(Textual Footnote): It is good for a man not to have sexual relations with 
a woman. 

 
What was Paul actually saying? The Greek word which is alternatively translated is 
‘haptesthai’ which is a form of ‘hapto,’ which means “to fasten to, to lay hold of.” 

·  Researching the Greek word in several Greek lexicons, we discover a 
variety of possible definitions for its usage: 

 
o To fasten oneself to, cling to, lay hold of, grasp, touch 

 
o To engage in, take part in, to dispute the argument of 

another 
o To affect or influence 
 
o To grasp with the senses, apprehend, perceive12 
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o To touch as a means of conveying a blessing 
 
o To touch for the purpose of harming, injure 
 
o To engage in intercourse with a woman13 
 
o To ignite, to kindle, to set ablaze, to start a fire, to light a 

lamp14 
 
It should be obvious that Paul did not mean all of the things at the same time!   

·  The context in which the word appears is the determinative key to 
understanding the meaning intended by the author.  One simply 
cannot assume that you could take any of the above possible 
definitions and plug it into Paul’s flow of thought. To do so would be 
absurd. 

 
·  Upon a careful consideration of the passage, the best interpretation 

would be something like this: 'It is good for a man to not sensually or 
sexually touch a woman.' 

 
Support for such an understanding can be found in the Septuagint (the ancient Greek 
translation of the Old Testament). The same word is used as follows: 
 
Genesis 20:6 (LXX): "Yes, I know that in the integrity of your heart you have done this, 
and I also kept you from sinning against Me; therefore I did not let you touch her." 
 
Proverbs 6:29 (LXX): So is the one who goes in to his neighbour’s wife; whoever touches 
her will not go unpunished. 
In both cases the reference is to sexual contact. 
 
 

3. The Danger of “Plug & Play” 
 

·  Similarly, we cannot take our understanding of a word in one context 
and ‘plug’ it in every other place that word is used. 

 
o Consider the use of the same Greek word in the following 

verses. 
 
Acts 28:2 
And the natives showed us extraordinary kindness; for because of the 
rain that had set in and because of the cold, they kindled (Gr.: hapto) a 
fire and received us all. 
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1 John 5:18 
We know that no one who is born of God sins; but He who was born of 
God keeps him and the evil one does not touch (Gr.: hapto) him. 
 
·  The meaning intended by Paul in 1 Corinthians 7:1 certainly is not the 

meaning intended by Luke or John in these texts. The point is that 
literary context plays an immense role in determining the correct 
understanding of a given word or phrase. 

 
 

4. Etymological Roots. 
 

·  Etymology is the study of the family history of words. Webster’s 
defines it as: the history of a linguistic form (as a word) shown by 
tracing its development since its earliest recorded occurrence in the 
language where it is found.15  

 
·  Untrained Bible students sometimes make the mistake of tracing a 

word’s earlier forms, and then substituting an earlier form’s meaning 
into a later form’s context.  This simply is erroneous.  The word 
means what the word meant when the author wrote it, not what it 
once meant hundreds of years earlier and/or in a different form. 

 
For example, the Greek word 'kuriokuriokuriokurioVVVV' is commonly translated “Lord.” Its root means “to  
swell.” However, we are not praying to our “Swollen One” when addressing God! 
 
[Please see the additional reading in Appendix B at a later time for more information on 
doing sound word studies.] 
 
 

5. Content & Grammatical Relationships. 
 

·  It is important to mention that the grammatical relationships between 
words, phrases and clauses contribute significantly to the 
understanding of a biblical text. Causes and effects, conditional 
statements, dependent clauses, chronological sequences, etc., are 
examples of things to look for. 

 
While knowledge of Greek & Hebrew would be most helpful, close attention to grammar in 
a quality translation is still highly beneficial. The NAS would be particularly recommended 
for such study. 
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There are a variety of good reference tools that are helpful 
in the process of interpretation.  These can greatly expand 
the research we’re able to do. 

 
Although the majority of your Bible study can be done with just a Bible, much time can be 
saved and many insights gleaned through the use of various reference works. Given that 
you would desire to expand your Bible research... 
 
 

1. What reference tools should you purchase? That depends on three 
factors: 

 
·  Your calling. 
 
·  Your training. 
 
·  Your financial resources. 

 
 

2. Here is a list of possible resources to purchase for the English 
reader: 

 
·  A quality Bible software program; such as the highly recommended 

Logos Bible Software, which has thousands of volumes available as 
part of their Libronix Digital Library System so that you can purchase 
sets of books according to your interest as well as individual books; 
cf. www.logos.com. Many of the following resources listed below are 
available through Logos. 

 
·  Several quality Bible translations; e.g. NASB, NIV, NKJV. 
 
·  A good study Bible; e.g. NIV Study Bible. 
 
·  A Bible handbook; e.g. Zondervan’s Handbook to the Bible. 
 
·  A couple of Bible dictionaries or encyclopaedias; e.g. New Bible 

Dictionary, International Standard Bible Encyclopaedia (ISBE), 
Dictionary of Jesus & the Gospels, Dictionary of Paul & the Epistles. 

 
·  A Greek word book for the NT; e.g. Theological Dictionary of the 

New Testament, Abridged In One Volume, ed. by Gerhard Kittel; or 
Colin Brown’s New International Dictionary of New Testament 
Theology. 

·  Biblical maps; e.g. MacMillan Bible Atlas. 
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·  Commentaries.16 
 
Fee & Stuart have a very helpful appendix entitled “The Evaluation and Use of 
Commentaries,” which is worth a read and includes recommendations for specific 
commentaries on each of the books of the Bible. 
 
Individual commentaries are more highly recommended than complete sets, since you can 
be selective and purchase a work from a respected scholar whose expertise corresponds to 
the biblical book in which you are interested. Complete sets, however, are more cost 
effective and often contain quality material as well.  
 

o Two recommended sets are: The Expositor’s Bible 
Commentary, and The New International Commentary (not 
yet fully completed). 

 
Keep in mind that good commentaries focus on exegesis, contexts & content, while bad ones 
tend to provide one interpretive view (usually that of the author) for difficult passages. 
Remember, a commentary should help you get at the original intended meaning of the 
author, and not serve as a devotional aid. 

 
 
 

�

����
�������
In this session we looked more specifically at the task of exegesis in 
discovering the original intended meaning of the author.  We saw that 
good exegesis requires that we read the text carefully and ask the right 
questions of the text.  The questions that needed to be asked relate 
primarily to the historical context, the literary context and the content. 
 
Questions regarding the historical context provide details relevant to the 
biblical book’s author, the original audience and the subject matter, all of 
which can deepen our understanding of different passages of Scripture.  
Questions regarding the literary context help us to understand what the 
original authors meant.  Questions of content need to take into account: 
(1) Variant readings; (2) The meaning of the words of a text; (3) The 
danger of “plug & play”; (4) etymological roots – with particular 
attention being given to what the word meant when the author wrote it; 
and (5) Content and grammatical relationships. 
 
Finally, we discussed various tools that can aid us in our biblical 
research. 
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Students who complete this session should:  
·  Understand some fundamental principles which need to guide our 

interpretation of Scripture. 
·  Recognize some common interpretive errors. 

 
 
�
�������	�����
In this session we will look consider some fundamental principles which 
need to guide our interpretation of Scripture.  We will look at the Context 
Principle, the First Mention Principle, the Comparative Mention 
Principle, the Progressive Mention Principle, the Complete Mention 
Principle, the Covenantal Principle, the Christo-Centric Principle, the 
Symbolic Principle and the Typical Principle.  We will end by looking at 
some common errors of interpretation. 
 
 
�
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According to the context principle, the interpretation of any 
verse is determined upon a consideration of its context. 

 
 
1. Description: The interpretation of any verse is determined upon a 

consideration of its context. 
 
 

2. Some maxims related to this principle are... 

·  Scripture interprets Scripture. 
 

·  A part can never be understood without the whole. 
 
·  A verse should never be taken out of its setting and given a foreign 

3 
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meaning. 
 
·  We must always allow the clear statements of Scripture to interpret 

the obscure. 
 
 
 

�������
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According to the first mention principle, the first time a 
thing is mentioned in Scripture it carries with it a meaning, 
which will be consistent throughout the entire Bible.  Thus, 
subsequent mentions should not contradict the first mention. 

 
1. Description: In general, the first time a thing is mentioned in 

Scripture it carries with it a meaning which will be consistent 
throughout the entire Bible. 

 
The first mention is the first link in a long chain of revelation. 

2. The first mention is a seed which typically has within it the full 
truth that is to be developed in all subsequent mentions. 

 
For example, the essential message of the gospel is already contained in seed form in the 
Genesis 3 account of the Fall of Man. Adam & Eve attempted to cover up the evidence of 
their sin through their own efforts; i.e. the fig leaves. God rejected their “works” and 
instead solely defined and provided for their covering by slaying an innocent third party 
(an animal, presumably a sheep). Adam & Eve had to turn away from their own covering 
and accept God’s provision, which in essence is an act of repentance and faith. Genesis is 
replete with subjects, themes, topics, etc. which are given their first mention in Scripture. 

3. No subsequent mention of a subject should be used to contradict or 
violate that which is in the first mention. 

 
When Jesus was questioned by His enemies regarding divorce and remarriage, He argued 
that marriage was meant to be permanent based on God’s original design; i.e. He argued 
his point based on the first mention in God’s Word concerning the purpose of marriage. 

4. The first mention principle should never be used alone to interpret 
a verse, as it is insufficient for a full interpretation. 
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According to the comparative mention principle, a certain 
verse or group of verses may be interpreted by comparing 
and/ or contrasting it with another verse or group of verses.  
No doctrine should be formulated on the basis of one 
passage of Scripture. 

 
 
1. Description: A certain verse or group of verses may be interpreted 

by comparing and/or contrasting it with another verse or group of 
verses. 

 
 

2. This principle should be used whenever there is more than one 
verse or passage in Scripture which deals with the same subject. 

 
The most obvious use of this principle is in the use of the Gospels. 

3. No doctrine should be formulated on the basis of one verse or 
passage of Scripture. 

 
Many imbalances in interpretation can easily be avoided if we will simply take the extra 
time to consider other relevant passages in the Bible that speak to the same subject.  
Imagine taking some of Jesus’ statements all by themselves: 
 
Luke 14:26: “If anyone comes to Me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and 
children, his brothers and sisters—yes, even his own life—he cannot be My disciple.” 
 
Matthew 5:29: “ If your right eye causes you to sin, gouge it out and throw it away. It is better 
for you to lose one part of your body than for your whole body to be thrown into hell.” 

4. Determine the meaning of the clearer passages and then proceed to 
interpret the more obscure ones in the light of these. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



How to Study the Bible  Session 3: Fundamental Principles of Interpretation 

© Every Nation Leadership Institute  
African Region Version 1  
February 2006 

25 

����������

����������������	�����
 

According to the progressive mention principle, the 
interpretation of any verse is aided by a consideration of the 
progressive mentions of its subject in Scripture.  Since God 
revealed His truth progressively, we need to consider the 
level of revelation that was available to the author at that 
time.  

 
1. Description: The interpretation of any verse is aided by a 

consideration of the progressive mentions of its subject in 
Scripture. 

 
 
2. The Word of God is a progressive revelation given, over the 

centuries, by God to man. God did not give the full truth at once, 
rather He unfolded it progressively to man step by step, detail by 
detail, each portion giving further amplification and clarification. 

 
This is important to understand. Each author wrote according to the revelation that was 
available to him at the time. Even Jesus did not reveal everything in God’s plan to his 
disciples when he was with them.  In John 16:12 He told them, “I have much more to say to 
you, more than you can now bear.” It was after His ascension and the pouring out of His 
Spirit, that he communicated further revelation to the apostles, especially Paul, who then 
wrote these things down for our benefit. 
 
When we interpret a passage we must consider the level of revelation that was available up 
to that time. 

 
3. Because truth is progressively unfolded in Scripture, no one verse 

contains the whole truth on any given theme. 
 
 
 

����	��������������������	�����
 

According to the complete mention principle, the 
interpretation of any verse is determined upon a 
consideration of the complete mention of its subject in 
Scripture.  Thus, every relevant verse to a particular subject 
should contribute to our understanding of doctrinal teaching 
on that subject. 

 
1. Description:  The Interpretation of any verse is determined upon a 

consideration of the complete mention of its subject in Scripture. 
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2. In order to understand the subjects of the Bible, every reference to 
them must be gathered and considered as a whole. 

 
For example, to fully study a subject such as tithing, you would want to look up and study 
the context of every appearance of the words tithe, tithes, tithed, tithing, tenth, etc., in both 
the Old and New Testaments, as well as any indirect references to tithing. 

3. This principle requires that no single verse relevant to any specific 
subject be left out in formulating the doctrinal teaching on that 
subject. 

 
To develop a sound, authoritative, balanced teaching on any given subject, it is not enough 
to merely consider the most popular or well-known verses or passages on a subject. To do 
so is to fail to consider the “whole counsel of God” on a matter and can lead to error both 
in understanding and application. 

4. Each relevant verse is an integral part of the whole, 
supplementing, adding to, clarifying and illuminating the others. 

 
Concerning the topic of divorce and remarriage, we find that the Scriptures do not always 
address the specifics of every situation that arises in pastoral ministry today. Only by 
carefully considering everything God has said about marriage, divorce, and remarriage can 
we avoid the extremes made by those who never allow remarriage in any circumstance and 
those who allow it in cases not sanctioned by God.  Contextualising, comparing, and 
harmonizing all the relevant passages on the topic is necessary for acquiring the wisdom, 
based on biblical principles, needed to deal with this challenging area of pastoral ministry. 

����	��������������	�����
 

According to the covenantal principle, the interpretation of 
a verse or group of verses is determined by a consideration 
of its covenantal setting.  The interpreter should be able to 
distinguish between an irrevocable and a revocable 
covenant and should also be able to recognize the fulfilment 
of all other covenants in the New Covenant. 

 
1. Description:  The interpretation of a verse or group of verses is 

determined by a consideration of its covenantal setting. 
 
 

2. There are two kinds of Divine covenants seen in Scripture: 
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·  The Irrevocable Covenant, wherein God obligates Himself to fulfil 
the promises of the covenant regardless of man’s response. 

 
An irrevocable covenant is often identified by God simply saying, “I will...,” without any 
conditions attached. 

·  The Revocable Covenant, wherein God obligates Himself to fulfil the 
promises of the covenant only upon man’s obedience to the 
conditions set forth by God.  

 
A revocable covenant is often identified by God saying, “If…, then…”  

3. There must be a recognition of the interrelatedness of the 
covenants and their ultimate fulfilment in the New Covenant. 

 
There are many covenants made by God in the Old Testament, some major, some minor; 
such as, the Noahic covenant, the Abrahamic covenant, the Davidic covenant, and the 
covenant with Phinehas (Numbers 25:10-13). 
 
The interpreter must recognize that he is under the New Covenant and must view the other 
covenants from that standpoint. 

����	���
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According to the Christo-centric principle, Scripture must 
be interpreted in relation to its centre, i.e. Christ.  All of 
Scripture points to Christ: (1) The Old Testament points to 
Him in symbols/types; (2) The Prophets refer to Him as the 
coming Messiah; (3) The Gospels refer to His life in history; 
and (4) The Epistles refer to Him in doctrine.  

 
1. Description:  That principle by which Scripture is interpreted in 

relation to its centre – Christ. 
 
The ultimate purpose of the written Word is to bring an individual to Christ, the Living 
Word. 
 

2. This principle can be used when the verse or passage under 
consideration speaks of Christ in one of the following ways: 

 
·  In Symbols or In Types.  

 

 



How to Study the Bible  Session 3: Fundamental Principles of Interpretation 

© Every Nation Leadership Institute  
African Region Version 1  
February 2006 

28 

o This involves all of the Old Testament shadows and types 
which point to Christ, as well as the poetic figures of speech 
which symbolize Christ.  

 
Examples of types of Christ include the life of Joseph, the rock in the wilderness, the 
sacrifices of the Tabernacle, and even the very history of Israel. Like Israel, Jesus was born 
in the Promised Land, sojourned in Egypt, returned and lived in quiet obscurity, came to 
prominence and glory in his public ministry as did Israel under David & Solomon, was 
killed and buried for sin as Israel was exiled for sin, and rose from the dead as Israel was 
restored from exile.   
 
The Old Testament is full of types and symbols that point to Jesus, most of which are 
already referred to by the New Testament authors. 

·  By The Prophets.   
 

o This would include the many references made to a future 
Messiah King by the various Old Testament prophets. 

 
Numerous such passages are already referred to in the New Testament and provide a good 
beginning point to going back and looking for references to Christ. 

·  In History.   
 

o This would involve the Gospels themselves. 
 

·  In Doctrine.   
 

o This would include the many references to Jesus found 
throughout the Epistles. 

 
 

3. A verse should never be applied directly to Christ unless it 
possesses Christo-centric characteristics. 

 
Some have sought to relate every verse of Scripture directly to Christ, and in so doing have 
violated and missed the actual truths of those verses… It is best to be cautious and begin by 
first referencing and studying those places in the Old Testament that are already identified 
by the New Testament authors as being Christo-centric. Once you have become very 
familiar with how the apostles saw Christ in the Old Testament, then you will be able to 
wisely discern further references to him in other Old Testament passages. 
 

·  Billy Graham’s brief synopsis of the Bible’s Christo-centric nature is 
worth repeating in full: 

 
o In Genesis, JESUS is the SEED of the WOMAN . 
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o In Exodus, He is the PASSOVER LAMB. 
 
o In Leviticus, He is the ATONING SACRIFICE . 
 
o In Numbers, He is the SMITTEN ROCK  and UPLIFTED 

SERPENT. 
 
o In Deuteronomy, He is THE PROPHET like MOSES. 
 
o In Joshua, He is the CAPTAIN  of the LORD’S HOST. 
 
o In Judges, He is DELIVERER . 
 
o In Ruth, He is the KINSMAN REDEEMER . 
 
o In Samuel, Kings and Chronicles, He is the PROMISED 

KING . 
 
o In Ezra and Nehemiah, He is the RESTORER of all things. 
 
o In Esther, He is the ADVOCATE  who pleads for us. 
 
o In Job, He is my REDEEMER. 
 
o In Psalms, He is my ALL  and in ALL .  My FORTRESS, 

my HIGH TOWER , my ROCK, my SHEPHERD, 
SAVIOUR, HEALER , DELIVERER , and KING . 

 
o In Proverbs, He is the WISDOM of God and my 

PATTERN. 
 
o In Ecclesiastes, He is my GOAL , the END of ALL 

THINGS. 
 
o In the Song of Solomon, He is the LOVER  of MY SOUL . 
 
o In the Prophets, He is the SHOOT from the STUMP of 

JESSE, the COMING PRINCE  of PEACE and 
MESSIANIC KING.  

 
o In the Gospels, He is the CHRIST come to SEEK and to 

SAVE the LOST. 
 
o In the book of Acts, He is the RISEN LORD, who is active 

in HIS CHURCH by the HOLY SPIRIT . 
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o In the Epistles, He is CHRIST at the FATHER’S RIGHT 
HAND, INTERCEDING  for US. 

 
o In the Revelation, He is KING  of KINGS and LORD of 

LORDS, CHRIST RETURNING , VICTORIOUS  and 
REIGNING . 

����
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According to the symbolic principle, the interpretation of a 
verse or passage of Scripture containing symbolic elements 
can be determined by a proper interpretation of the 
symbol(s) involved.  As a rule, the literary context for each 
appearance of a given word determines whether it is to be 
understood symbolically and how it is to be understood. 

 
 
1. Description:  That principle by which the interpretation of a verse 

or passage of Scripture containing symbolic elements can be 
determined by a proper interpretation of the symbol(s) involved. 

 
Though the word ‘symbol’ is not specifically used in the Bible, God caused the writers of 
Scripture to employ the literary method of symbolization throughout Scripture. They often 
used one thing to represent another because of common characteristics. 

2. If the language of the verse makes no actual sense, then many 
times it may be interpreted as having symbolic sense. 

 
 
3. If it does make actual sense, then it can only be interpreted as 

having symbolic sense when the Scripture interprets or intimates 
this to be the case. 

 
In other words, don’t force Scripture to be symbolic if it’s not apparent. 

4. The literary context for each appearance of a given word 
determines whether it is to be understood symbolically and how it 
is to be understood. 

 
For example, the Bible refers to the devil as a thief, but also says that Jesus will come back 
like a thief in the night. In the first case the reference is literal—the devil really is a thief. 
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With regard to Jesus, the reference is purely symbolic pointing to the qualities of stealth 
and surprise which characterize a thief. 
 
In another example, leaven is used symbolically by Paul when writing to the Corinthians 
about sin being tolerated in the church, while Matthew records Jesus’ symbolic use of the 
term in a parable about the Kingdom of God. In Paul’s case the symbol carries with it a 
negative import; sin can spread like leaven. In Jesus’ case it carries a positive import; the 
Kingdom will spread throughout the world like leaven.  The characteristic of leaven to 
which both Paul and Jesus refer is its ability to entirely permeate and influence something. 
It would be absurd to take the negative import of Paul’s symbolic use of leaven and suggest 
that Jesus was actually warning us about the inevitable spread of sin throughout the 
Church. To do so would be to ignore the immediate literary context of Jesus’ parable as 
well as the overall context of Jesus’ teaching. 
The point is… 

 
·  One cannot determine the meaning of a symbol in one biblical context 

and then automatically plug it into any other such context where the 
same word(s) appears. 

 
 
 

��������	�������	�����
 

A type is a prophetic prefiguring of the persons and things 
of the New Covenant which occur in the Old Testament.  
According to the typical principle, the interpretation of a 
verse or passage of Scripture containing typical elements 
can be determined only through a proper interpretation of 
the type or types involved. The Bible interprets its own types 
or gives us the key to the interpretation of types.  Types are 
usually used for the illustration rather than the formulation 
of doctrine. 

 
 
1. Description:  The principle by which the interpretation of a verse 

or passage of Scripture containing typical elements can be 
determined only through a proper interpretation of the type or 
types involved. 

 
 

2. A type is a figure or representation of something to come; an 
anticipative figure, a prophetic symbol. It is a prophetic 
prefiguring of the persons and things of the New Covenant which 
occur in the Old Testament. 
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Sometimes people confuse allegories, types and parables.  Here are some helpful, brief 
definitions... 

·  Parable = A story which is true to reality and teaches a moral or 
spiritual lesson. 

 
·  Type = A real parable, the details of which are woven by God into the 

facts of history. 
 
·  Allegory = A story in which people or things have hidden or symbolic 

meaning. 
 

 
3. A type is prophetic in and of itself and does not depend upon 

prophetic language for its prophetic import. 
 
For example, in Genesis 22, Abraham, the Father of the Faith, offers up his promised son 
as a sacrifice in obedience to God. Although no language appears in the biblical text 
intimating that this event functions as a type, it becomes obvious in the New Testament that 
this was a foreshadowing of God offering his only-begotten Son on behalf of our sins. 

4. The interpreter must ascertain the primary point of resemblance 
between the type and the antitype.   

 
To clarify, an antitype is simply the fulfilment of a type. In the example of Abraham 
offering Isaac, Isaac would be the type, while Jesus would be the antitype. 
 
A wise word of caution is given to us in the Evangelical Dictionary of Theology concerning 
the interpretation of types: “…one should study the specific correspondences as well as the 
differences between type and antitype. …There will always be a single central point, and 
secondary details must be noted with care before they are applied to the analogy. Noting 
the dissimilarities provides a control against an overly imaginative, allegorical rendering of 
the type.” 17 

5. The typical sense of Scripture is always solidly based on the actual 
sense. The typical sense cannot be used to eradicate or contradict 
the actual sense. The significance of a type is based upon the actual 
nature and characteristics of that which is being used as a type. 

 
In other words, start with the plain, evident meaning of a story or passage. Then, provided 
it speaks typically of New Testament persons, things or truths, base your interpretation of 
the type squarely upon that plain, evident meaning of the text. Don’t come up with an 
interpretation of the type that subverts or compromises a basic, straight-forward reading of 
the text. 
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6. The Bible interprets its own types, or at least gives us the key to 
their interpretation. The best interpreter of Scripture is Scripture 
itself. There is hardly a type used in the OT which is not 
interpreted or its key given in the NT.  

 
Keep in mind that you do not have the authority to teach dogmatically about insights you 
have gained from an interpretation of a type that speaks about a New Testament person or 
subject that goes beyond what is clearly revealed in the New Testament. You may speak 
about it as an opinion, but not as indisputable truth. 

7. No doctrines should be built on types alone. Instead, types are 
especially useful to illustrate doctrines. 
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Seven common errors of interpretation include: 
Allegorising; Decontextualising; Selectivity; False 
Combination; Redefinition; Moralising; and Personalising. 

 
 
1. We do well to avoid the following errors: 

 
·  Allegorising – looking for hidden mysterious meanings behind the 

text. 
 
·  Decontextualising – taking things out of context. 
 
·  Selectivity – not harmonizing a text with the rest of Scripture. 
 
·  False Combination – connecting unrelated thoughts, texts, and 

phrases. 
 
·  Redefinition – coming up with new definitions for words. 
 
·  Moralizing – squeezing morals out of a story that were not intended 

by the author. 
 
·  Personalizing – forcing an application from the text because you want 

it to say something. 
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During the last three sessions on Hermeneutics we have looked at the 
following: 
·  In the first session we looked at the importance of responsible 

Biblical interpretation.  We started by looking at the double 
authorship of the Scriptures.  This means that although they have 
eternal relevance (because of their divine origin), they also have 
characteristics that are particular to the author’s historical context 
(because of their human origin).  Thus it is our task as interpreters to 
help bridge the understanding gaps between the author’s culture and 
our own. We then noted that responsible Biblical interpretation rests 
on the assumptions of the Grammatical-Historical method, which 
interprets Scripture by using the accepted rules of grammar at the 
time that it was written and the historical worldview of the intended 
readers.  Finally, we emphasized that God examines our exposition of 
His Word.  As such we need to interpret the Scriptures responsibly, 
approaching them in an attitude of humility and respect.  When we 
encounter textual difficulties in the Word, we need to maintain an 
attitude of humility, knowing that God can lead us, like Abraham, to 
perceive greater truths than we had known before. 

 
·  In the second session we looked more specifically at the task of 

exegesis in discovering the original intended meaning of the author.  
We saw that good exegesis requires that we read the text carefully 
and ask the right questions of the text.  The questions that needed to 
be asked relate primarily to the historical context, the literary context 
and the content.  Questions regarding the historical context provide 
details relevant to the biblical book’s author, the original audience 
and the subject matter, all of which can deepen our understanding of 
different passages of Scripture.  Questions regarding the literary 
context help us to understand what the original authors meant.  
Questions of content need to take into account: (1) Variant readings; 
(2) The meaning of the words of a text; (3) The danger of “plug & 
play”; (4) etymological roots – with particular attention being given 
to what the word meant when the author wrote it; and (5) Content and 
grammatical relationships. 

 
·  Finally, in this third session we looked at some fundamental 

principles of interpretation.  These included the context principle, the 
first mention principle, the comparative mention principle, the 
progressive mention principle, the complete mention principle, the 
covenantal principle, the Christo-centric principle, the symbolic 
principle and the typical principle.  We also looked at seven common 
errors of interpretation, which included: (1) Allegorising; (2) 
Decontextualising; (3) Selectivity; (4) False Combination; (5) 
Redefinition; (6) Moralising; and (7) Personalising.



How to Study the Bible  Session 4: Application Guidelines 

© Every Nation Leadership Institute  
African Region Version 1  
February 2006 

 

�������� 	��!�����������"��
�������
�
 

�
��	������
�

���
������
During the last three sessions on Hermeneutics we have looked at the 
following: 
·  Although the Scriptures have eternal relevance (because of their 

divine origin), they also have characteristics that are particular to the 
author’s historical context (because of their human origin).  Thus it is 
our task as interpreters to help bridge the understanding gaps between 
the author’s culture and our own.  

·  Responsible Biblical interpretation rests on the assumptions of the 
Grammatical-Historical method, which interprets Scripture by using 
the accepted rules of grammar at the time that it was written and the 
historical worldview of the intended readers.   

·  God examines our exposition of His Word.  As such we need to 
interpret the Scriptures responsibly, approaching them in an attitude 
of humility and respect.   

·  When we encounter textual difficulties in the Word, we need to 
maintain an attitude of humility, knowing that God can lead us, like 
Abraham, to perceive greater truths than we had known before. 

·  Exegesis seeks to discover the original intended meaning of the 
author.  Good exegesis requires that we read the text carefully and ask 
the right questions of the text.   

·  The questions that needed to be asked relate primarily to the historical 
context, the literary context and the content.   

·  Questions regarding the historical context provide details relevant to 
the biblical book’s author, the original audience and the subject 
matter, all of which can deepen our understanding of different 
passages of Scripture.   

·  Questions regarding the literary context help us to understand what 
the original authors meant.   

·  Questions of content need to take into account: (1) Variant readings; 
(2) The meaning of the words of a text; (3) The danger of “plug & 
play”; (4) etymological roots – with particular attention being given 
to what the word meant when the author wrote it; and (5) Content and 
grammatical relationships. 

·  Some fundamental principles of interpretation include the context 
principle, the first mention principle, the comparative mention 
principle, the progressive mention principle, the complete mention 
principle, the covenantal principle, the Christo-centric principle, the 

4 
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symbolic principle and the typical principle.   
·  Seven common errors of interpretation include: (1) Allegorising; (2) 

Decontextualising; (3) Selectivity; (4) False Combination; (5) 
Redefinition; (6) Moralising; and (7) Personalising. 

 
 
 
 


�
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Students who complete this session should:  
·  Understand the principles of hermeneutics that will help them to 

apply Scripture wisely to contemporary life. 
·  Recognize common problems of application. 
·  Understand how to discern between those aspects of Scripture that 

are universal and normative and those that are culturally specific. 
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Hermeneutics is the wise application of the Scripture to 
contemporary life and should always build on good 
exegesis.  The Christian leader needs to work hard at this 
proper study of Scripture so as to prevent drifting into error. 

 
1. Remember: Exegesis is the careful systematic study of the 

Scripture to discover the original, intended meaning. 
Hermeneutics, in the manner used by the authors of the textbook, 
is the careful wise application of the Scripture to contemporary 
life; i.e. discovering its relevant meaning for today. 

 
Traditionally, hermeneutics often refers to both aspects of interpretation, with the term 
“exposition” referring to application.  

2. Proper application begins with solid exegesis. Good exegesis is the 
objective anchor which keeps our hermeneutics (and thus, our 
lives and churches) from drifting into error. Consequently, the 
Christian leader must be more careful and work harder in his/her 
study of Scripture than the average believer. 

 
If you only do devotional reading, it can lead to erroneous revelations and understanding 
which lead to foolish actions and advice. 
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3. Furthermore, proper study of Scripture greatly aids devotional 
reading.   

 
·  Proper study grounds devotional reading. 

 
It keeps you from misinterpreting & misapplying your devotional reading by providing a 
deeper, broader understanding of the context and content of your reading. 

·  Proper study guides devotional reading. 
 
It leads you to those texts which will speak best to your life situation. For example, if you 
need encouragement concerning God’s providence in your life, Esther or Ruth can be 
particularly helpful. If practical life skills need  development, Proverbs is a good place to be 
reading. If you want to understand and improve your marriage, Song of Songs (Song of 
Solomon) is full of insight. On the other hand, if you are terribly discouraged, you probably 
don’t want to be reading from the dark passages of the Prophets who ministered just prior 
to the fall of Israel or Judah. 
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Problems in application occur when texts are 
misappropriated, neglected or mishandled.  The process of 
application should also guard against cultural, 
ecclesiastical and theological biases. Our underlying 
presuppositions can often influence our perspective when 
seeking to interpret Scripture. 

 
 
1. When seeking to discover Scripture’s relevant meaning for us 

today, problems often arise in the following ways: 
 

·  Misappropriating texts which are considered to have relevance today. 
 
Such as women being silent in church, which is mentioned twice by Paul (1 Corinthians 14; 
1 Timothy 2). 
 

·  Neglecting texts which are considered to have no relevance today. 
 
Such as the laying on of hands. Consider that Hebrews 6 lists this as one of the fundamental 
teachings of the Christian faith. 

 
·  Mishandling passages that are not clear. 

 
The prohibition of the corporate use of tongues found in Paul’s letter to the Corinthians. 
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2. Such problems of misapplication or inconsistent application are 
typically due to: 

 
·  Cultural biases. 

 
The culture, or cultures, in which we were raised inevitably shapes our perceptions of many 
of the issues addressed in the Bible. 

·  Ecclesiastical biases. 
 
Any religious institutions to which we have been exposed in our past can also play a 
significant role in shaping our views on many topics of the Bible. 

·  Theological biases. 
 
Our fundamental belief system, which for most people is formed outside of a 
comprehensive biblical worldview, definitely colours our reading and understanding of 
Scripture. 
 
 

3. It is important to realize that our underlying presuppositions 
influence our perspective when seeking to interpret Scripture. 
(This is especially true when dealing with passages that appear to 
be contradictory.)  

 
·  A common but poor approach is to seek to explain texts in a way that 

allows you to maintain your presuppositional bias without allowing 
the texts to challenge your views.  

 
·  The better approach is to simply ask: “What does this actually mean?” 

even if the conclusion seems to clash with your cultural, ecclesiastical 
or theological biases. 

 
For example, Charismatics typically quote Romans 8:26 as a text in support of the use and 
importance of praying in tongues. It reads: “In the same way, the Spirit helps us in our 
weakness. We do not know what we ought to pray for, but the Spirit Himself intercedes for us 
with groans that words cannot express.” Paul, however, wrote explicitly about tongues in his 
letter to the Corinthians (chapter 14), stating that tongues are an expression of words from 
our spirit which are intelligible to God. The groanings referenced in Romans must be 
understood as a form of intercession other than tongues. 
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Two basic rules which should guide our application include: 
(1) Not interpreting a text as saying something inconsistent 
to what it meant to its author or his readers; and (2) 
Recognising that when the specific life situations are similar 
to those when the text was originally written, God’s word to 
us is the same as God’s word to them. 

 
 
1. Rule one: A text cannot mean for us anything inconsistent with 

what it meant to its author or his readers. 
 

·  In other words, we do not have the right to impose meanings on the 
text which are incompatible with the original meaning as best as we 
can understand it.   

 
For example, some have argued against the taking of oaths on the basis of Jesus’ teaching 
in Matthew 5:33-37. The historical context has significant bearing on our understanding of 
the text, and is alluded to by Jesus when he speaks of oaths sworn “by heaven,” “by the 
earth,” “by Jerusalem,” and “by your head.” In orde r to combat the widespread 
proliferation of false oaths and broken vows, the Pharisees had developed an elaborate set 
of rules to articulate their view as to which oaths would be binding and to what degree. 
They maintained that the degree to which an oath was binding was dependent on how 
closely it was related to YHWH’s name, since the Mosaic Law required oaths to be taken in 
his name (Deuteronomy 6:13). Rather than stimulating a revival of integrity, their rules 
resulted in formalizing varying degrees of honesty. Jesus was overthrowing this corrupt 
approach and the endemic problem of dishonesty and lack of integrity among the general 
populace. His admonition to “not swear at all” cannot be understood in the light of the rest 
of Scripture to mean that it would be wrong for a Christian today to swear an oath to tell 
the truth in a court of law or to uphold the constitution of a nation as some have 
maintained. 

·  This rule does not preclude the depth of meaning associated with 
types, but instead maintains that such understanding, even in the time 
of the apostles, had to be consistent with the meaning originally 
intended by the Old Testament authors. 

 
 

2. Rule Two: If the specific life situations are similar, God’s word to 
us is the same as God’s word to them. 

 
·  What about applying God’s word to situations which are dissimilar? 

 
o God’s word to us must be limited to that which is consistent 

with original intent. 
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·  Scripture is unfortunately often misused in extended application to 
dissimilar situations. This is commonly accepted by people because 
the point made is usually valid; i.e. it is taught clearly elsewhere in 
Scripture. The better approach is to take the time to study well and to 
use the appropriate clear text to make the point. 

 
In the example given earlier concerning the use of Romans 8:26 in support of tongues, it 
would be better to use Acts 2 and 1 Corinthians 14 to teach that the Holy Spirit enables our 
spirits to pray directly to God through tongues. 
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In texts where the Bible contains teaching regarding 
situations which are dissimilar from that we encounter 
today, we need to look for the underlying principle implied 
in the text. 

 
1. In numerous places the Bible contains teaching regarding 

situations which are dissimilar from that which we encounter in 
our lives today, and consequently do not directly apply to us. These 
typically involve: 

 
·  Specific issues that are without a contemporary counterpart; e.g. the 

theocratic nation of Israel governed under the Mosaic Law, the 
offering of a sacrifice at the Temple, etc. 

 
·  Specific issues that are highly unlikely to arise today in many parts of 

the world; e.g. slavery, food sacrificed to idols, etc. 
 
 

2. In these cases, we must look for the underlying principle implied in 
the text. 

 
·  Principles typically transcend the particular historical details and have 

relevance for us today. 
 
For example, in the case of Philemon’s runaway slave who had providentially become 
connected with Paul, it is unlikely that most people on the earth today will ever face a 
situation like that described by Paul in Philemon. Nevertheless, this brief letter contains 
many powerful messages based on the principles of reconciliation, forgiveness, spiritual 
family, etc. 

·  Consider the situation at Corinth concerning their celebration of 
Communion during the time of their church meal or “agape feast,” as 
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it was known in ancient times. Paul wrote them the following 
instruction: 

 
1 Corinthians 11:33, 34 
So then, my brothers, when you come together to eat, wait for each other. 
If anyone is hungry, he should eat at home, so that when you meet 
together it may not result in judgment. 

 
Does this mean that we should not receive communion at our church meetings unless we 
make an accounting of every church member and wait until everyone has shown up? If we 
don’t do this, are we running the risk of incurring the judgment of God? 

 
·  What was the situation at Corinth? Reconstructing the historical 

setting through a careful reading of the text, we discover that the 
church was fraught with neglect of the poor, drunkenness, and 
division, all of which was seriously exposed during the church meal 
and communion time. These were the underlying issues which Paul 
addressed when he gave the order and warning found in 1 Corinthians 
11:33, 34. 

 
·  In seeking to apply these verses today, it is unlikely that any of our 

churches will face a similar situation. Therefore, we want to discern 
the guiding principles involved. These would include Paul’s serious 
concern for the church’s unity and love, and for Christ’s honour. With 
regard to church life today, we could argue that it is appropriate for 
church leadership under the guidance of the Holy Spirit to establish 
policies which promote love and unity in the church, and which help 
prevent selfishness and division. This would be particularly 
appropriate in situations where such a need would already be present. 

 
A ludicrous example of an inappropriate extended application of this verse would be the 
mother, who out of frustration with her family’s continual tardiness or absence at dinner 
time, would quote these verses from Paul to exhort everyone to be on time for the family 
meal. 
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The eternal truths and principles of the Bible are adaptable 
to every culture that has ever been or ever will be on the 
earth.  When reading Scripture and seeking to apply it 
today, we must distinguish that which transcends culture 
and time from that which is peculiar to the text’s original 
cultural setting. 
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1. It is important to understand that the Bible does not promote the 
idea of one divinely ordained culture for all peoples everywhere 
through all of time. Instead, we find Paul adapting himself and his 
message in a great variety of cultural settings, yet without 
compromise. 

 
Please see the additional reading, “Cultural Adaptation,” in Appendix C at a later time. 

2. The eternal truths and principles of the Bible are adaptable to 
every culture that has ever been or ever will be on the earth. It is 
forever immutable, yet incredibly flexible in its adaptability. 
Nevertheless, many aspects of any culture need transformation 
according to universal biblical truths and principles. 

 
 
3. When reading Scripture and seeking to apply it today, we must 

distinguish that which transcends culture and time from that 
which is peculiar to the text’s original cultural setting. The 
question we must ask is: What is universally normative? In order 
to answer this question, there are several things to keep in mind. 

 
·  We must identify the core message of the Bible versus its peripheral 

issues. 
 
·  We must identify that which the Bible indicates is inherently moral. 

 
o All matters of morality are necessarily absolute, and 

consequently binding upon all peoples throughout history. 
 
It is interesting to note that all of the Old Testament Major and Minor Prophets except 
Hosea and Haggai brought indictments against foreign nations and cities for violations of 
the moral law—even though Moses was never sent to them nor were they directly given the 
Law. This demonstrates Paul’s teaching in Romans 1 and 2, that the knowledge of God and 
the moral requirements of his law should be self-evident to the human heart and 
conscience. 

o Matters of morality generally are indicated by a consistent, 
uniform witness concerning a given behaviour or conduct.   

 
If there are inconsistencies or contradictions, it is likely that the matter is not moral, but is 
culturally relative; for example, the role of women in the New Testament church varies 
from being told to be silent, to a woman instructing an apostle in the way of the Lord “more 
accurately;” cf. Acts 18:26. 

 
·  If the subject matter is not inherently moral, then it is likely cultural. 
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These issues interestingly never show up in any of the “sin lists” found in the New 
Testament Epistles; that is, in the passages that name a host of sins which are condemned 
by the various authors.  Nor do these issues show up in any of the “do lists,” which are 
those passages which enumerate a series of moral exhortations. 
 
As an example, the Epistles identify a number of matters as non-moral issues; such as, food, 
drink, holy days, etc. 

·  We must distinguish between absolute biblical principles and their 
specific application in any given matter. 

 
o As an example, we will use Paul’s exhortation to the 

Corinthian church found in 1 Corinthians 14:29-33. 
 

1 Corinthians 14:29-33 
Two or three prophets should speak, and the others should weigh 
carefully what is said. And if a revelation comes to someone who is 
sitting down, the first speaker should stop. For you can all prophesy in 
turn so that everyone may be instructed and encouraged. The spirits of 
prophets are subject to the control of prophets. For God is not a God of 
disorder but of peace.   

 
·  When we read the larger literary context, we find that the 

fundamental problem which Paul is addressing is that of disorder 
resulting in the failure to achieve the goal of corporate and individual 
edification in their meetings.  The universal biblical principle which 
underscores Paul’s instruction is the promotion of unity, love and 
edification by maintaining order in their meetings. The specific 
historical application was to limit the number of prophets speaking 
and require that they only talk to the church one at a time. 

 
·  In light of this, how might these verses apply to a church gathering 

today? 
 

o Having several people speaking or prophesying 
simultaneously would still violate the principle today. 

 
o On the other hand, having more than two or three prophetic 

speakers throughout a meeting would not necessarily violate 
the principle, even though the specific biblical-historical 
instruction is not being upheld, provided of course that there 
is order, clarity of communication and edification taking 
place. 
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o However, if the content of the speakers is so disconnected 
that the people are confused, then it could be argued that the 
principle was being violated. 

 
This raises questions about whether the corporate use of tongues in a contemporary public 
church service is necessarily prohibited by 1 Corinthians 14. Applying the same line of 
reasoning and analysis, an argument could be made for its permissibility, provided that the 
fundamental principles underlying Paul’s instruction are not violated. 
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In applying biblical truths and principles to our lives, we 
need to differentiate between universal standards, group 
covenant standards and personal standards.  Universal 
standards apply to all Christians in all cultures through all 
history.  Group covenant standards apply only to Christians 
in a particular group (family or church), but not necessarily 
to those outside the group.  Personal standards are matters 
of personal conscience based on an individual’s 
understanding and application of moral truths and biblical 
principles 

 
 
1. In applying biblical truths and principles to our lives, it is 

important to differentiate between three different levels of 
standards. Failure to do so often leads to unreasonable demands 
and unnecessary conflict. A proper appreciation, assessment, and 
application of these standards will result in greater stability and 
harmony between believers. 

 
 

2. Universal Standards 
 

·  These are the moral truths and spiritual principles articulated in the 
Bible. 

 
·  They apply to all Christians of all ethnicities in all cultures through all 

of history. 
 
·  They are recorded in the Bible with a consistent, unified witness. 
 
·  They do not include: 

 
o Anything not established by 2-3 clear biblical witnesses. 
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As it is written, “Every matter must be established by the testimony of two or three 
witnesses.” (1 Corinthians 13:1) 

o Anything declared by Scripture to be obsolete. 
 
... such as the sacrificial system of the Old Testament which is declared obsolete in the book 
of Hebrews. 

o Anything which has an inconsistent witness in Scripture. 
 
... such as women being silent in church. 

o Anything which is a matter of cultural relativity. 
 
... such as abstention from certain foods and drinks, the celebration of certain holy days, 
etc. 

·  These standards never change. 
 
They are non-negotiable and must be proclaimed, upheld and enforced by Christian 
leaders, churches and ministries everywhere. 

3. Group Covenant Standards. 
 

·  These are policies for groups of Christians, such as a family, a church, 
a ministry, a school, etc., which are designed to uphold moral truths 
and spiritual principles articulated in the Bible. 

 
Church membership classes, school dress codes, family entertainment standards, and 
ministry alcohol policies are all examples of policies which do not appear as universal 
standards in the Bible, but nevertheless help the group promote and uphold various biblical 
truths and principles. 

 
·  These apply to all Christians in the group, but not to those outside the 

group. 
 
It is the failure to discern these standards as distinct from those which are universally 
binding, that often causes unnecessary expectations, criticism and conflict among 
Christians. 
 
For example, while holiness, sexual purity, and seeking God’s will are universal standards 
for all Christians, a particular approach to courtship for those seeking to be married is not. 
Nevertheless, a ministry or church may establish guidelines for the process of courtship, 
engagement and marriage. In this event, all the members of the group should be expected 
to embrace and uphold such a policy. 
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·  Such policies should be established through wisdom in the light of 
Scripture by the appropriate God-given authorities. 

 
This would be the parents in a family, the elders in a church, the board members in a 
ministry or school, etc. 

o These policies should not be established merely on the basis 
of tradition. Scripture, not tradition, should play the 
determinative role in evaluating existing policies as well as 
in developing new ones.   

 
·  Such policies should be culturally sensitive, so as to provide the least 

stumbling blocks necessary to those who are apart from Christ. 
 
Churches and missionaries have often failed in this regard and have made the church 
appear to the unbelieving public as not merely holy, but foreign and alien to their culture. 
Consequently, they have made the prospect of becoming a Christian unnecessarily difficult 
and at times, even undesirable. 

 
·  Group covenant standards are subject to change. 

 
The New Testament is short on rules and long on self-government through the indwelling of 
the Holy Spirit. Policies should only be developed as specific needs arise. This was the case 
at Corinth where Paul established a number of policies in order to deal with various 
problems and sins in the church. However, as was earlier pointed out, we are not 
necessarily under obligation today to adhere to the details of each of Paul’s specific 
instructions. This underscores the fact that policies retain their value only so long as the 
circumstantial needs warrant. As circumstances and needs change, it becomes necessary to 
re-evaluate the appropriate correlating policies. In some cases, these policies should be kept 
in place; in others, they should be modified; and in still others, they should be altogether 
abandoned. 

4. Personal Standards 
 

·  These are matters of personal conscience based on an individual’s 
understanding and application of moral truths and spiritual principles 
articulated in the Bible. 

 
·  These apply only to the individual believer. 

 
Just as group covenant standards are only binding on those who belong to the group and 
not to those outside, so also do personal standards apply only to the individual and to no 
one else. 

 
·  These standards should be developed from a strong conscience 
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trained by a thorough knowledge of the Bible, and out of a prayerful, 
personal relationship with God. 

 
If not, a person can fail to enjoy the liberty which Christ came to bring, or worse, become 
“hyper-spiritual” in such a way that they repel rather than attract people to Christ. 

·  Personal standards should not be confused with preferences, opinions, 
or desires. 

 
Preferences, opinions, or desires are easily changed and are not issues of conscience. 
Personal standards, on the other hand, are indeed matters of conscience, for they stem from 
faith; that is, the belief that the person is pleasing God by adhering to them. 
 

·  Personal standards are subject to change. 
 
As a person grows in their knowledge of God and the Bible, their convictions concerning 
extra-biblical personal standards will likely develop and mature as well. Changes in the 
circumstances and seasons of their life will likely present fresh challenges requiring the 
further development of existing personal standards or the formation of new ones. 
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In this session, we looked at some principles of Hermeneutics that will 
help us to apply the Scriptures wisely to contemporary life.  We 
emphasized that the Christian leader needs to work hard at the proper 
study of Scripture as a caution against drifting into error.  We noted that 
problems in application occur when texts are misappropriated, neglected 
or mishandled.  Two basic rules which should guide our application 
include: (1) Not interpreting a text as saying something inconsistent to 
what it meant to its author or his readers; and (2) Recognising that when 
the specific life situations are similar to those when the text was 
originally written, God’s word to us is the same as God’s word to them.  
In texts where the Bible contains teaching regarding situations which are 
dissimilar from that we encounter today, we need to look for the 
underlying principle implied in the text. 
 
In looking at the challenge of cultural relativity, we noted the need to 
distinguish those aspects of the text which transcend culture and time 
from those which are particular to the text’s original cultural setting.  
Furthermore, in applying biblical truths and principles to our lives, we 
need to differentiate between universal standards, group covenant 
standards and personal standards.   



How to Study the Bible Session 5: Old Testament – Basic Interpretive Guidelines 

© Every Nation Leadership Institute  
African Region Version 1  
February 2006 

 

��������#	��$�
�
��������	��%�����
����������&��"��
�������

 
 
 


�

������
�	����
�
Students who complete this session should:  
·  Understand the interpretive guidelines that help us to understand 

the Old Testament literature, i.e. the Mosaic Law, the Old 
Testament Narratives, the Psalms, the Wisdom Literature and the 
Prophetic Literature. 
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We need to understand the Mosaic Law in the light of Jesus’ 
interpretation thereof (who taught that the fundamental 
basis of the Old Testament was love) as well as in the light 
of the New Testament’s treatment of the Law (which yields 
three general approaches that correspond to three different 
dimensions of the Law; namely, the civil, ceremonial, and 
moral aspects of the Law.) 

 
 
1. The Mosaic Law is the foundation upon which the rest of the Old 

Testament is based. Understanding it provides an important 
interpretive key to the rest of the Old Testament. 

 
 

2. Jesus Himself is the ultimate authoritative interpreter of the Law. 
He taught that the fundamental basis of the Old Testament was 
love. 

 
Matthew 22:37-40  
‘Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and 
with all your mind.’ This is the first and greatest commandment. And the 
second is like it: ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ All the Law and the 
Prophets hang on these two commandments. 

 

5 
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·  A major implication of His teaching is that every law in the Mosaic 
code either encourages and rewards love toward God and man, or 
discourages and punishes violations of love toward God and man. 

 
For example, in regard to the dietary laws, nearly all of the prohibited foods fell into one of 
the following three categories: 
·  Those which were more likely to carry disease in that part of the world. 
·  Those which were comparatively uneconomical to raise in that part of the world. 
·  Those which were intrinsically used in religious sacrificial ceremonies by the pagans 

around Israel. 
In other words, God was interested in Israel’s physical, material and spiritual welfare. 

3. Jesus also provided tremendous insight into some of the character 
of the Mosaic Covenant by referring to what may be called “Laws 
of Condescension.” 

 
·  When confronted by the Pharisees regarding the right of a man to 

divorce his wife for any reason, Jesus replied in the following 
manner, referring to the provision in the Mosaic Covenant which 
allowed divorce: 

 
Mark 10:5 
“It was because your hearts were hard that Moses wrote you this law,” 
Jesus replied. “But from the beginning of the creation, God ‘made them 
male and female.’” 

 
·  In other words, divorce was allowed because men’s hardened hearts 

could potentially produce more evil if not allowed to divorce. 
Nevertheless, divorce was not according to God’s original design or 
intent. 

 
This provides insight into why God seemingly permitted other practices which are either 
discouraged or altogether prohibited in the New Testament, such as limited forms of 
slavery, polygamy, etc. 

4. Jesus also had some strong words concerning the applicability of 
the Law not only for His day but for future generations. 

 
Matthew 5:17-20 
Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have 
not come to abolish them but to fulfil them. ... Anyone who breaks one of 
the least of these commandments and teaches others to do the same will 
be called least in the kingdom of heaven, but whoever practices and 
teaches these commands will be called great in the kingdom of heaven. 
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The question naturally arises as to how the Law should be practiced and taught in the New 
Covenant era. An overview of the New Testament’s treatment of the Law yields three 
general approaches which correspond to three different dimensions of the Law; namely, the 
civil, ceremonial, and moral aspects of the Law. 
 
 

5. Civil (Judicial) – This aspect of the Law concerned itself with the 
social order of the theocracy, as well as the civil organization of the 
nation and the national existence of the tribes. It set parameters 
for their court system, and served to uphold justice and protect the 
nation. 

 
This dimension of the Law was an expression of God’s eternal and immutable principles of 
justice and standards of social morality, and is a wise guide for the ordering of any society, 
given that we take their historical & cultural context into account.   
 

·  In terms of application, the key is to discern the underlying principles 
of moral justice and apply these to each unique cultural society, but 
not necessarily the same punishments. 

 
 

6. Ceremonial (Ritual) – This aspect of the Law governed all their 
modes of worship and was associated with the Tabernacle. It 
employed earthly forms to reveal heavenly truths, many of which 
were shadows of Jesus, all of which was useful for a spiritually 
immature people. 

 
This dimension of the Law is particularly useful for teaching New Testament spiritual 
truths and realities. 
 

·  In application, we need to glean the deep underlying spiritual truths 
embodied in this aspect of the Law, understanding that the ceremonial 
laws are filled with shadows of Jesus’ person and work. 

7. Moral (Ethical) – This aspect of the Law reveals God’s nature, 
expressing clear definitions of good and evil, and is epitomized in 
the Decalogue. It was a necessary articulation of morality because 
of sin’s corrupting influence upon the human condition.   

 
Consider the downward spiral of moral degradation in the days of Noah prior to the giving 
of the Law.  Only eight people were deemed worthy of salvation. 
  

·  This dimension of the Law gives us an eternal measure of right and 
wrong, reflecting God’s holy nature and giving us knowledge of sin, 
showing us our need for forgiveness, and thus Jesus.  In application, it 
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is extremely valuable as it serves as our rule and guide for living, 
indicating what a life of love looks like (see also Romans 13:8-10). 
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The ultimate focus of narratives is on God’s interaction with 
humanity in the development of His plan, not the complete 
life stories of particular individuals or families. 
Furthermore, narratives illustrate truths and principles 
taught directly elsewhere; such as in the Law. 

 
 
1. The Old Testament narratives are essentially stories and include 

many sections of the Pentateuch as well as Joshua through Esther, 
and some brief portions of the Prophets. 

 
 

2. Narratives typically have relevance on three different levels:  a 
bottom, a middle, and a top level. 

 
·  The story of David and Goliath found in 1 Samuel 17, demonstrates 

this well. 
 

o On the “Bottom” level, we read and understand the story in 
terms of the interaction between Saul, David, his brothers, 
Goliath, etc.   

 
It is at this level that children all over the world fall in love with this great story. 
 

o On the “Middle” level, we consider the story in the context 
of Israel’s national history.  

 
It is a significant turning point for the nation in  that young David first sets foot upon the 
stage of moving Israel forward to finally inherit the land that had been promised nearly 400 
years ago to Moses and Joshua. 
 

o On the “Top” level, we view the story in the light of God’s 
overall eternal plan of salvation, which was to make ready a 
nation of people for the coming of his Son into the world.  

 
It was necessary for Israel to be planted in the land and grounded in the faith of the Mosaic 
covenant in order to be prepared for the Messiah. 
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3. It is important to keep in mind that narratives are not full 
biographies. Their ultimate focus is on God’s interaction with 
humanity in the development of His plan, not the complete life 
stories of particular individuals or families. 

 
 

4. Narratives also are not full of mysterious hidden meanings.  
 
Some things in the stories simply are not clear. Sometimes we are not told what God did to 
make something happen, or how or why God did something. We should not feel compelled 
to come up with “revelations” or insights into things which are unclear in order to have an 
answer for everything. 

5. Narratives are not intended to be used as a primary source for 
direct teaching. Instead, they illustrate truths and principles 
taught directly elsewhere; such as in the Law. 

 
 

6. Some basic advice to follow when studying the narratives are as 
follows: 

 
·  Pay attention to the underlying implicit principles in the story. 
 
·  Allow clear texts to always guide the interpretation of obscure texts.  
 
·  Beware of searching for obscure hidden meanings! 
 
·  Be cautious in your search for types (cf. Session 3 – “The Typical 

Principle.”) 
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The Psalms are a poetic genre that appeal to our emotions 
and help us to give an honest expression of ourselves to 
God.  They were not primarily designed to teach systems of 
doctrine and should therefore not be read too literally. 
Furthermore, we should always read the Psalms as 
complete units and understand them within the context of the 
Mosaic covenant and the historical experiences of Israel. 

 
1. The Nature of the Psalms. 

 
·  They are musical religious poems written by an ancient Middle 
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Eastern people, and should be read as such. This means that they are 
designed to be sung in worship to God, not read like a section of law, 
or a historical narrative. Furthermore, they intentionally appeal to the 
emotions of the worshiper, and were not primarily designed to teach 
systems of doctrine. 

 
By their very nature, the Psalms are extremely useful in helping us give honest expression 
of ourselves to God; especially our joys and sorrows, successes and failures, hopes and 
regrets. We shouldn’t over analyse the Psalms as though they contained propositional lists. 

·  The Psalms are squarely based on the truths embodied in the Mosaic 
covenant and the historical experiences of Israel. 

 
This fact helps explain the imprecatory Psalms; that is, those Psalms which express hatred 
toward the enemies of God and/or call for divine wrath and destruction to come upon 
them; e.g. Ps 137:8-9. The Mosaic Law provided for “an eye for an eye.” It was this law of 
retribution that lay behind the calls for judgment upon the unrepentant enemies of God, 
who had inflicted merciless and unjust suffering upon the people of God. Such Psalms were 
written prior to the revelation of the New Covenant in the person of Jesus Christ. 

 
·  Many of the Psalms also contain prophetic messianic allusions. 

 
Using the New Testament as a starting point, one can cross reference numerous quotations 
from the Psalms that were applied under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit to Jesus. 
Reading the entire Psalm from which such quotations are referenced, one can often identify 
further prophetic allusions applicable to Christ within the Psalm. 

2. How to Read the Psalms. 
 

·  It is helpful to be aware of the different types of Psalms which were 
used for different functions in the life of Israel and the believer.  

 
These appear scattered throughout the entire collection; (cf. Fee & Stuart, pp. 194-197). 
 

o Some examples include Laments, Thanksgiving Psalms, 
Hymns of Praise, Salvation History Psalms, Psalms of 
Celebration and Affirmation, Wisdom Psalms, and Songs 
Of Trust. 

·  Keep in mind that each Psalm is a complete unit, and that we need to 
honour its integrity.   

 
o In light of this, don’t isolate verses from their context and 

treat them independently as one would many of the verses in 
the Proverbs. Instead, be in the habit of reading the entire 
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Psalm, paying attention to the development of thought from 
start to finish.  

 
There are often several sections of thought within a given Psalm, which can be identified in 
a good translation by the spacing of the text employed by the publishers. One should 
consider how each section is related to the others. Looking for a clear development of 
thought resulting in an overall conclusion is usually the key to correctly understanding the 
Psalm. 

 
·  Being a poetic genre, the Psalms employ many figures of speech and 

are often not to be read too literally.   
 

At a later time please see the Additional Reading, “Figures of Speech” in Appendix D. 
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The goal of the wisdom literature is to help the reader to live 
in the fear of the Lord.  The wisdom literature includes the 
book of Ecclesiastes (cynical wisdom); the book of Job 
(theodicy); the book of Proverbs (practical living); and the 
Song of Songs (marriage). 

 
 
1. The Nature Of Biblical Wisdom. 

 
·  Theological issues and redemptive history are not the primary focus 

of biblical wisdom. Instead, the goal is to help the reader to live in the 
fear of the Lord. 

 
 

2. Ecclesiastes—Cynical Wisdom. 
 

·  Ecclesiastes represents the expression of the highest level of human 
wisdom based on two significant, but false presuppositions: 1) God is 
far away and uninvolved in human affairs; and 2) Death is the end of 
everything. Consequently, the advice given is meant only to help 
someone make the most out of this “meaningless” life. Sometimes the 
advice agrees with, sometimes it disagrees with the rest of Scripture, 
which is to be expected considering its operational presuppositions. 
The book builds up to the last two verses which provide the 
interpretive key for the whole work. 
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Ecclesiastes 12:13-14 
Now all has been heard; here is the conclusion of the matter:  Fear God 
and keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man.  For God 
will bring every deed into judgment, including every hidden thing, 
whether it is good or evil. 

 
The reader must therefore be well grounded in that which is taught clearly in the rest of 
Scripture, particularly the Mosaic Covenant, in order to rightly interpret any given text of 
this insightful book. 

 
 
3. Job—Theodicy  
 
·  Job, on the other hand, presents a theological view of life entirely 

opposite that of Ecclesiastes. The worldview of Job’s friends is as 
follows: God is always directly involved in each person’s life, 
continuously meting out judgments and rewards in response to human 
attitudes and behaviours. All suffering therefore is due to sin or the 
need for chastisement, while all blessing is due to obedience.   

 
·  The result is a mixture of truth and wrong advice and conclusions on 

the part of Job’s friends. The purpose of Job is to show how flawed 
this theology is in the light of the suffering of the righteous. When 
interpreting Job, it is important to pay attention to who is speaking. If 
not, it may produce misunderstanding and misappropriation of the 
text. What God says is obviously most important. 

 
 

4. Proverbs—Practical Living. 
 

·  “A proverb is a brief, particular expression of truth.”19 Its brevity 
enhances memorization and helps drive home a particular point, while 
its flaw is that it is not exhaustive in either detail or doctrine. 

 
·  The Book of Proverbs must be read as a whole. No individual proverb 

is a complete statement of truth. Each must be balanced with other 
proverbs and the rest of Scripture. 

 
·  The purpose of the Proverbs is to convey general truths and 

principles, not articulate flawless expositions of theology & 
philosophy. Thus they should not be taken too literally or universally. 
They should not be thought of as legal guarantees from God, but 
instead are based on general life experience lived out under the 
Mosaic covenant and speak from that perspective. They indicate what 
is likely to occur in life, not what is guaranteed to occur. 
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For example, Proverbs 10:3 states, “The LORD does not let the righteous go hungry, but he 
thwarts the craving of the wicked.” Yet the apostle Paul often went hungry (see 1 
Corinthians 4:11). Was Paul therefore not righteous, or even worse, was he wicked?! Of 
course not. 
 
 

5. The Song Of Songs—Marriage.  
 

·  The plain meaning of the text is that it is an extended love song, and 
as such provides tremendous insight into cultivating a strong, healthy, 
growing love relationship between a husband and wife. 

 
·  When interpreting the many compliments bestowed by the lovers 

upon each other, it is helpful to note that the comparisons may not be 
to specific features, but to the effects which the objects make upon the 
observer. That is, they are impressive, elegant, beautiful, captivating, 
or some such thing. 

 
For example, 1:9 reads, “I liken you, my darling, to a mare harnessed to one of the chariots 
of Pharaoh.” This does not immediately appear to be much of a compliment, and in fact to 
uninformed ears sounds like more of an insult. Insight is provided through a piece of 
historical information, though. Egyptian chariots used stallions, not mares. Thus a mare 
would especially attract attention if it were harnessed to Pharaoh’s chariots. In other 
words, the compliment means that the woman is to her lover as though the only woman in a 
world full of men. 
 

·  The Song has tremendous application to the Church. As a type (not an 
allegory) it speaks to the Church about its relationship with Jesus; cf. 
Ephesians 5:31-32 which refers to the union between Christ and the 
Church as that which exists between a husband and wife. 

 
Caution should be exercised in such application, however. All application must be rooted 
and grounded in the basic premise that the Song is about human love and marriage. Do not 
attach spiritual significance to every minor detail of the Song; that is, don’t look for hidden, 
spiritualised meanings beneath the plain and obvious meaning of the text which are not 
evident. The Song serves best to illustrate truths clearly taught in the New Testament. 
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The prophetic books were written to make specific warnings 
or promises to the people of the OT at various times.  The 
following interpretive guidelines are helpful: (1) 
Understanding prophetic distance (some prophecies 
concerned events of the imminent future whereas others 
were set against the background of more distant events); (2) 
the Breach Principle (i.e. sometimes events mentioned 
consecutively are thousands of years apart chronologically); 
(3) Dual Fulfilment (some prophetic words have more than 
one single fulfilment); and (4) New Testament fulfilment 
(numerous portions of the Prophets were fulfilled in the 
person and work of Jesus Christ.)    

 
1. The Historical Context.  

 
·  The primary function of the prophets was to call their own generation 

to repentance and faith according to the provisions of the Mosaic 
Covenant. Most of their prophecies were filled with specific warnings 
and promises based on the blessings and curses outlined in the Mosaic 
Covenant. 

 
·  Their religious, cultural and historical setting is far removed from us. 

Outside reference books can therefore be very helpful in bridging 
these gaps; for example, a Bible dictionary, study Bible, Bible 
handbook, or commentary can often provide important background 
information helpful to better understanding the text. 

 
·  It is valuable to consider the setting of each of the prophetic books in 

relation to the Old Testament historical books, as well as to any other 
of the prophetic books, which may have been contemporary with 
them. 

 
Please see at a later time, the helpful Additional Reading in Appendix D, “Chronology Of 
The Old Testament Prophets.” 

 
 

2. Individual Oracles. 
 

·  Many prophetic books are comprised of numerous oracles, which are 
simply self-contained divine messages. These are not necessarily 
arranged in chronological order either in respect to the events they 
predict nor to the time at which they were received or delivered. 
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Therefore, one should not assume that each consecutive oracle is chronologically built upon 
the previous one, or that ancient Israel originally heard them in the order in which they 
currently appear. On the other hand, it is appropriate to assume that the oracles are 
arranged in the order in which they appear for specific literary purposes.  Therefore, the 
reader should look for connections in themes and subject matter between the oracles. Good 
commentaries can be very helpful in these matters, but careful reading and rereading can 
also provide much insight. 

3. Understanding Prophetic Distance. 
 

·  A majority of the prophecies concerned events that were in the 
imminent future of the original listening audience. Nevertheless, a 
number of these prophecies were set against the background of much 
more distant events. It is not uncommon for these “near” and “far” 
prophecies to blend together in the language of the prophets. This can 
be understood by the following diagram. 

 

Near Far

Time

B

�
A �

Near

Far

 

·  The prophets sometimes saw and heard future events without a clear 
sense of “distance” between them, which is illustrated by diagram 
(A). Thus “near” and “far” events are sometimes sandwiched together 
so that the prophetic language tends to blend in such a way that the 
distinction between the two seems to blur somewhat. Diagram (B) 
illustrates the actual distance of time between the events. 

 
For example, the phrase, “the day of the Lord,” was typically employed to describe events 
which were actually imminent in their day, thus rendering the “near” events as symbolic or 
indicative of the Final Day of Judgment. Other eschatological language is similarly used.   
Care must therefore be taken not to ascribe all the details of such prophecies to the end of 
time. Rather, one must draw the parallel between the near and far events. 

4. The Breach Principle. 
 

·  Sometimes prophetic language glides smoothly from describing one 
event to another, giving the impression that they are close in 
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chronological proximity, but in reality are hundreds or even 
thousands of years apart. 

 
Malachi chapter four illustrates this well. Verses 1-3 prophesy concerning Jesus’ Second 
Coming, which is still yet to come. Verse 4 is addressed to Malachi’s contemporary 
audience around the time of 450 B.C., and is referencing Moses, who lived around 1600 
B.C. Verses 5-6 prophesy concerning John the Baptist’s ministry, which would take place 
around 25 A.D. All told, these brief six verses cover four different time periods ranging 
over more than 3600 years! 

5. Dual Fulfilment. 
 

·  Some prophetic words have more than one single fulfilment. This can 
often be the case when predicted events in Israel’s imminent future 
serve as types for events and persons yet to come under the New 
Testament era. 

 
An example of this is found in Joel 2:1-11, which speaks of the “Army of the Lord.”  Some 
Bibles provide an editorial heading for this passage, entitled, “An Army of Locusts,” which 
understands the passage as predicting an imminent natural disaster also foreseen and 
described in chapter one. Many commentators consider the locust plague to be a 
foreshadowing of the Assyrian armies which would one day invade the nation. Many also 
believe this “Army of the Lord” to speak prophetically as a type to Jesus’ Second Coming; 
cf. Mal 4:1-3; 2 Thessalonians 1:6-10; Rev 19:11-21. Thus, in this unusual case, the passage 
may actually have a triple fulfilment. 

6. New Testament Fulfilment. 
 

·  Numerous portions of the Prophets were understood by the first 
apostles and the early church as being fulfilled in the person and work 
of Jesus Christ.  To gain insight into their understanding, it is 
worthwhile to begin by first reading the New Testament’s quotes of 
the Old Testament which are fulfilled in Christ and the Church.  Then 
we can reference these quotes to their Old Testament literary setting, 
reading their larger context in which they originally appeared.  When 
doing so you will often find further prophetic insight pointing to the 
New Covenant era.   

 
For example, Matthew 21:4-5 references Zech 9:9, but 9:10, which is unquoted in the NT, is 
also messianic. 
 
Matthew 21:4, 5: This took place to fulfil what was spoken through the prophet: “ Say to the 
Daughter of Zion, ‘See, your king comes to you, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the 
foal of a donkey.’” 
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Zechariah 9:9, 10: Rejoice greatly, O Daughter of Zion! Shout, Daughter of Jerusalem! See, 
your king comes to you, righteous and having salvation, gentle and riding on a donkey, on a 
colt, the foal of a donkey. I will take away the chariots from Ephraim and the war-horses from 
Jerusalem, and the battle bow will be broken. He will proclaim peace to the nations. His rule 
will extend from sea to sea and from the River to the ends of the earth. 
 
Zechariah 9:9 refers to Jesus’ first Advent, while 9:10, which is not quoted in the New 
Testament, clearly refers to His second Advent. 

·  Building upon this foundation you will begin to discover other 
prophecies that also point to the New Testament era that are not 
always directly quoted in the New Testament. Remember, the Old 
Testament was the preaching book of the apostles. 
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In this session we considered some interpretive guidelines that will help 
us understand different aspects of the Old Testament Scriptures, 
including the Mosaic Law, the Old Testament Narratives, the Psalms, the 
Wisdom Literature and the Prophetic books. 
·  Looking at the Mosaic Law, we noted the need to understand it in the 

light of Jesus’ interpretation thereof (who taught that the fundamental 
basis of the Old Testament was love) as well as in the light of the 
New Testament’s treatment of the Law (which yields three general 
approaches that correspond to three different dimensions of the Law; 
namely, the civil, ceremonial, and moral aspects of the Law.)   

·  Looking at the Old Testament narratives we emphasized their 
ultimate focus on God’s interaction with humanity in the development 
of His redemptive plan. Narratives also illustrate truths and principles 
taught directly elsewhere; such as in the Law.   

·  Looking at the Psalms, we noted that they are a poetic genre that 
appeal to our emotions and help us to give an honest expression of 
ourselves to God.  We should always read the Psalms as complete 
units and understand them within the context of the Mosaic covenant 
and the historical experiences of Israel. 

·  Looking at the Wisdom Literature, we noted that their main goal is to 
help the reader to live in the fear of the Lord.  The wisdom literature 
includes the book of Ecclesiastes (cynical wisdom); the book of Job 
(theodicy); the book of Proverbs (practical living); and the Song of 
Songs (marriage).   

·  Finally, looking at the prophetic books, we noted that they were 
written to make specific warnings or promises to the people of the OT 
at various times.  The following interpretive guidelines are helpful: 
(1) Understanding prophetic distance; (2) the Breach Principle; (3) 
Dual Fulfilment; and (4) New Testament fulfilment. 
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Students who complete this session should:  
·  Understand the interpretive guidelines that help us to 

understand the New Testament literature, i.e. the Epistles, the 
Gospels, the Parables and the book of Acts. 
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In this session we will look at interpretive guidelines that will help us 
to understand different aspects of the New Testament Scriptures.  
These include the Gospels, the Parables, the book of Acts and the 
Epistles.  The apocalyptic literature in the book of the Revelation is 
looked at more closely in the Theology II course. 
�
�
�
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When interpreting the Gospels, we need to take into 
consideration the historical context of Jesus as well as the 
specific emphasis given to specific events by each of the 
Gospel writers.  We should also note literary aspects of 
the Gospel writings specifically as they relate to 
chronology, interpreting individual passages and 
interpreting the Gospels as a whole. 

 
1. The Historical Context of Jesus—In General. 

 
·  Knowledge of the political, economic and religious climate of 

ancient Palestine in the time of Jesus contributes to our 
understanding of the Gospels. Sources for finding this information 
include: Bible dictionary and encyclopaedia articles; introductory 
articles to commentaries; articles in Bible handbooks; and specialty 
articles in certain study Bibles. Much can also be derived by 
piecing together many pieces of historical information found 
throughout the biblical texts themselves. 

6 
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2. The Historical Context of Jesus—In Particular. 
 

·  The historical settings of specific events as recorded in the Gospels 
must be taken into consideration when interpreting Jesus’ actions 
and words. Caution must be exercised, however, as events are not 
necessarily always arranged in chronological order.   

 
For example, Matthew at times treats subjects thematically instead of according to a 
strict chronology. This can be seen from the sayings of Jesus listed in Matthew 10 which 
are scattered throughout Luke in completely different historical settings. 
 
 

3. The Historical Context of the Evangelist. 
 
John’s words found in 21:25 of his gospel provide us with food for thought: And there are 
also many other things which Jesus did, which if they were written in detail, I suppose that 
even the world itself would not contain the books which were written. The implication 
should be obvious:  each of the Gospel writers selected and fashioned their material for 
the specific audience to whom they were writing.   

·  In addressing their original audiences, each of the Gospel writers 
emphasized different issues and themes, which, when considered 
by the Bible student today, results in a fuller understanding and 
appreciation of each entire gospel. Reflective, multiple readings of 
the gospels, or the reading of an introductory article to a gospel in a 
quality reference work, will yield such insight. 

 
 

4. The Literary Context—Chronology. 
 

·  We have reliable, true, accurate historical settings in the Gospels, 
but not necessarily arranged in strict chronological order. 
Consequently, it is not possible to come up with a singular, 
comprehensive chronological account of Jesus’ ministry by 
synthesizing the Gospels. Therefore, we should not automatically 
assume that a given event in a Gospel is necessarily linked 
chronologically with what precedes or follows.  Read carefully, 
comparing Gospels, and consider the thematic, literary 
arrangement of the material. 

 
 

5. The Literary Context — Interpreting the Individu al Passages. 
 

·  Think Horizontally — Among The Gospels. 
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o There is value in comparing parallel passages among the 
Gospels. For example, sayings and events which appear 
in more than one Gospel and have the same historical 
context, or identical or similar sayings which have 
different historical contexts, are worth comparing and 
contrasting between the Gospels. 

 
When doing so, be sure to notice both the similarities and the differences between the 
Gospels. Extra details from another Gospel have value, but don't lose sight of each 
Gospel’s integrity. The differences provide insight into a given writer’s purpose; that is, 
why he wrote what he wrote. 

·  Think Vertically — Within A Gospel. 
 

o Don’t force every story and passage into an exact slot in a 
timetable.  The Gospels in their present form are the 
Word of God to us; our own reconstructions of Jesus’ life 
are not. Instead, analyse the flow of the narrative. Ask 
yourself: what is the gospel writer emphasizing, and how 
does it connect with what precedes and what follows. 

 
 

6. The Literary Context — Interpreting the Gospels as Wholes. 
 

·  Try to get the big picture. It is challenging because the Gospels are 
long, but is rewarding because it will help you better understand 
the full context of each incident. 

 
For example, when studying the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew, you should interpret 
any portion of the sermon in the context of both the entire sermon as well as the overall 
Gospel. 
 
 

�����������
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Parables are stories that are true to reality and teach a 
moral or spiritual lesson.  They are designed to provoke a 
response from the listener; usually a change of mind, 
attitude, belief, or action.  Some parables were told to an 
individual audience, some were told to multiple audiences 
and some were told to help us understand the kingdom of 
God.  
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1. The Nature Of The Parables. 
 
·  A parable is simply a story that is true to reality and teaches a 

moral or spiritual lesson. Generally speaking, they are not stories 
with mysterious hidden symbolic meanings where every detail has 
a significant secret associated with it.  Such an approach opens the 
door to every kind of uncontrolled, subjective interpretation.   

 
Fee & Stuart provide us with an example of such reckless interpretation on page 136, 
where they review St. Augustine’s treatment of the Good Samaritan. 
  

·  Nevertheless, some of the parables were meant to be understood 
allegorically, as is evidenced by Jesus’ explanation of the Parable 
of the Weeds; cf. Matt 13:36-43, 24-30. In such cases, the meaning 
of the symbols and points of reference should be clear and not open 
to multiple interpretations which leave the Bible student confused. 

 
The Wycliffe Bible Encyclopaedia provides us with a good, brief description of an 
allegory: A “prolonged metaphor” (longer and more detailed) in which objects or events are 
understood as symbolic or typical of meanings in another realm of discourse. An allegory is 
distinguished from a parable in that an allegory makes each detail representative of the 
truth or meaning, whereas a parable stresses one central truth. A hard and fast line is 
difficult to draw, since many parables lend themselves to allegorising.20 

2. How The Parables Function. 
 

·  They are designed to provoke a response from the listener; usually 
a change of mind, attitude, belief, or action.  

 
·  Sometimes they have an unexpected twist. 

 
In the Parable of the Talents (Matthew 25:14-29), the surprise is the severity of the 
judgment announced upon the unproductive servant, for he had not stolen, embezzled, 
squandered or lost the investment, but instead returned it without loss. Furthermore, he 
had the least ability of the three servants entrusted with the master’s money. The 
parable’s conclusion would have astonished the original audience, causing them to weigh 
seriously their responsibility before God to make good use of that which has been 
entrusted to them. 

·  In order to grasp the message of a parable, it is important to find 
the various points of reference. This can be done as follows... 

 
o Put yourself in the listener’s place and try to hear the 

parable from their perspective. 
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o Anticipate the expected flow of the story as it unfolds. 
 
o Catch the unexpected twist, if there is one. 
 
o Grasp the main point.  Most parables have one main 

point, and sometimes one or several sub-points. 
 
In the parable of the Prodigal Son, the primary point concerns itself with the embittered 
older brother’s relationship with his father, while several sub-points can made from the 
younger brother and his relationship with his father. 
 
 

3. Identifying the Audience 
 

·  The Parable of the Good Samaritan in Luke 10:25-37 serves well 
to illustrate the value of identifying the original audience. The 
parable is told to an expert in the Law in response to a discussion 
with Jesus over the greatest commandments.  Such experts were 
members of the Pharisees, who prided themselves in alms-giving. 
Hearing Jesus say that a priest and a Levite ignored a beaten man, 
would not have bothered the expert since these men would have 
been associated with the Sadducees, who were religious opponents 
to the Pharisees. Being a Pharisee, the expert would have thought 
to himself that he himself would surely help the beaten man.  
Introducing a Samaritan as the man who came to the victim’s 
rescue would have introduced an unexpected twist to the story for 
the expert, considering that Jewish-Samaritan relationships were 
notably poor. 

 
·  The impact of the parable was such that it served to expose the 

prejudice of the Pharisees and of this expert in particular.  The 
main point is clear: There is no place for prejudice in the heart of a 
disciple of Jesus; we are to love our neighbour, whoever they 
might be. 

 
 

4. Multiple Audiences. 
 

·  The Parable of the Lost Sheep – Luke 15:1-7. 
 
This parable illustrates well the benefit of considering whether a parable may have had 
more than one category of people originally listening to its telling. Jesus told the parable 
in response to a critical comment made by the Pharisees and teachers of the law 
concerning his spending time with “sinners.” The main point of the parable is to 
communicate that Jesus is justified in His actions towards sinners. 
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Luke 15:1, 2 
Now the tax collectors and ‘sinners’ were all gathering around to hear 
him. But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, “This 
man welcomes sinners and eats with them.” Then Jesus told them this 
parable ... 

 
·  Although not explicitly mentioned, the presence of his disciples 

would naturally be assumed. Thus, we have in Jesus’ hearing three 
different viewpoints represented by: 1) the tax collectors and 
‘sinners,’ 2) the Pharisees and teachers of the law, and 3) the 
disciples. Although each would have understood and could have 
agreed on the main point of the parable, they would have each 
heard it differently for themselves; that is, how it applied to them, 
or what it meant for them. 

 
o The tax collectors and “sinners” would have taken great 

comfort from the parable, for it communicated God’s 
heart and compassion for them. 

 
o Conversely, the Pharisees and teachers of the law would 

have understood the parable to be a rebuke from Jesus for 
their attitude. 

 
o The disciples, on the other hand, would have understood 

the parable as an exhortation to do the same as Jesus: to 
seek and save the lost. 

 
 

5. Parables of the Kingdom. 
 

·  There are a series of parables in the Gospels which begin with the 
phrase, “the kingdom of heaven is like,” or wording similar to it. 
This wording does not necessarily mean the kingdom of heaven is 
like the very next specific thing mentioned; such as a merchant, a 
net, yeast, etc. Rather, the entire parable is like the kingdom of 
heaven. The meaning of the phrase could perhaps be better 
translated: “It is like this with the kingdom of heaven…” 
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The book of Acts provides us with some historical 
examples which are normative, provided that “the 
purpose of a given narrative is to establish precedent;” 
with other historical examples which we should do, 
provided that there is sufficient evidence of a consistent 
pattern; and with still other historical examples which we 
may do, provided that they are culturally applicable. 

 
1. Applying Acts as Narrative. 

 
·  A general maxim often maintained concerning the interpretation 

and application of narrative passages of the Bible is: Unless 
Scripture explicitly tells us we must do something, it cannot 
function in a normative way; that is, we cannot say, “We must do 
this;” rather, we can only say, “We may do this.” 

 
Fee & Stuart put it this way: “The Word of God in Acts that may be regarded as normative 
for Christians is related primarily to what any given narrative was intended to teach. 
…Historical precedent, to have normative value, must be related to intent. That is, if it can 
be shown that the purpose of a given narrative is to establish precedent, then such precedent 
should be regarded as normative.” (Fee & Stuart, p. 108) 

·  The positive results of this approach are that it safeguards against 
dogmatic assertions of orthopraxy which are unreliably 
substantiated. In other words, it prevents misguided and 
overzealous people from requiring others to practice things found 
in the narratives that were never mandatory for all of God’s people, 
such as selling all your possessions and giving them to the church. 

 
·  The problem with this approach is that it is a bit restrictive and 

tends to leave us with little from Acts that is normative for 
Christian experience and Christian practice. 

 
·  If, however, Acts were intended to provide us with a glimpse as to 

what God’s church should be like, then a third alternative would 
be: “We should do this;” as opposed to “We must do this,” or 
merely, “We may do this.” 

 
 

2. A Biblical Case For Divine Patterns. 
 

·  A pattern can be considered “an original model for imitation.”21 
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Paul identified himself as an expert builder or wise master builder, who was careful to 
build God’s church according to God’s wisdom. (The Greek can also be translated “wise 
architect.”)  

 
1 Corinthians 3:9-23 (excerpts) 
For we are God's fellow workers; you are God's field, God's building. 
By the grace God has given me, I laid a foundation as an expert 
builder, and someone else is building on it. But each one should be 
careful how he builds. ...Do not deceive yourselves. If any one of you 
thinks he is wise by the standards of this age, he should become a 
"fool" so that he may become wise. For the wisdom of this world is 
foolishness in God's sight... 
 

The inference is that there is a divine pattern to the building of the church. To build 
according to it is wisdom, to build according to one’s own wisdom is foolishness. 
 

·  In the Old Testament God is identified as the architect of both the 
Tabernacle and the Temple, both of which are types of the church; 
that is, dwelling places of God’s presence. Exodus 25:9 states this 
regarding the Tabernacle, while I Chronicles 28:11-13, 19 does so 
concerning the Temple.  In both cases, God’s presence and glory 
filled his dwelling place after the people carefully and completely 
obeyed God by building according to his detailed plan. This is 
recorded in Exodus 39:32; 39:43; 40:1-35 regarding the 
Tabernacle, and in II Chronicles 5:13-14; 7:1-3 regarding the 
Temple. 

 
·  In a similar fashion, God filled the Church with his presence and 

glory on the day of Pentecost just as he had done with the 
Tabernacle and Temple. The inference is that Jesus had built the 
Church according to God’s pattern; cf. Mt 16:18; Ac 1:1-2; 2:1-4. 
The apostles, too, after receiving instructions from Jesus, carried 
on building the Church in such a way that it continued to attract the 
presence, power and glory of the Holy Spirit. The implication is 
clear: Acts explicitly reveals a Church that is being built according 
to God’s pattern. 

 
 

3. Acts as a window into God’s pattern for the New Testament 
Church. 

 
This unique book of the Bible serves as a bridge between the Gospels, which anticipate 
the establishment of the Church, and the Epistles, which assume the establishment of the 
Church. It is the only book of divine inspiration which actually records the establishment 
and advancement of the Church. Therefore it becomes an extremely valuable key to 
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building the Church. In it we see a Church that is experiencing the “triumphant, joyful, 
forward-moving expansion of the gospel, empowered by the Holy Spirit.”  

·  We should assume the Holy Spirit intended us to glean insight, 
understanding, and guidance from Acts for the purpose of 
identifying consistent patterns for the building of the Church. For 
example, it is the only biblical source which gives us explicit 
insight into being baptized in the Holy Spirit. Other patterns which 
can be gleaned would include water baptism, corporate prayer, 
multinational church planting teams, etc. In order to discern such 
patterns, we should look for matters which have at least two or 
three witnesses, or are attested to several times in either the 
Gospels or the Epistles. 

 
As an example of this, please see at a later time the Additional Reading in Appendix E, 
“Initial Infillings With The Holy Spirit.”  

·  In conclusion, we can say that Acts provides us with some 
historical examples which we must do, provided that “the purpose 
of a given narrative is to establish precedent;” with other historical 
examples which we should do, provided that there is sufficient 
evidence of a consistent pattern; and with still other historical 
examples which we may do, provided that they are culturally 
applicable. 
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The Epistles apply theological truth to particular 
historical circumstances at the time of Paul and the 
apostles. In order to apply these theological truths to our 
modern-day context, we need to consider the Historical 
and Literary Context of the book.  We should also pay 
careful attention to our interpretation of problem 
passages.   

 
 
1. The Nature of the Epistles. 

 
·  The Epistles are referred to as 'Task Theology' because they 

practically apply theological truth as opposed to merely articulating 
it academically. The problem with this for us is that we don't know 
all of the circumstances surrounding a given epistle. The challenge 
for us is to take the eternal Word given in a specific situation and 
apply it today. 
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2. The Historical Context 
 

·  A consideration of the historical context of a given epistle leads us 
to ask some key questions; such as: 1) Who is the author? 2) To 
whom is he writing? 3) What was the occasion which gave rise to 
the epistle? 

 
·  In seeking to answer these questions, here is some important 

advice: 
 

o Read the whole epistle - get the big picture. Don’t merely 
read bits and pieces here and there in a disconnected 
fashion. Look for entire sections of thought. 

 
For example, the subject matter of spiritual gifts is covered by Paul in a passage that 
covers all of 1 Corinthians 12-14, which concerns itself with the proper use of such gifts 
in the context of the church’s life and public meetings. 

o As you read through an entire epistle, look for 
information in the text that sheds light on the audience, 
the author, and the occasion. Sometimes, this may be 
implicit as opposed to being explicitly mentioned. 

 
Much can be inferred concerning the condition of the audience to whom Hebrews is 
written, as well as the challenges they were facing, by a careful reading of the epistle even 
though not much is explicitly stated. 

o Taking notes will help you remember your observances, 
make connections between them, and clarify your 
thoughts. 

 
 

3. The Literary Context. 
 

·  For more in-depth study, it is beneficial to use more than one 
translation. Insights can often be gained through a simple turn of a 
phrase in a particular translation that would not have been noticed 
in another. 

 
·  When reading look especially for key words and phrases, which 

indicate the focus or emphasis of the author. Sometimes these will 
be often repeated; other times they will appear at the beginning of a 
passage revealing the focal point of what follows in a particular 
section. 

 
·  Identify the paragraphs. The question to be asked is: What is the 
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main point of what is being said? Remember, the epistles are not 
proverbs; i.e. short, stand-alone sayings.   

 
A point to consider is that a translation’s paragraph divisions might be logical and may 
follow the Greek text, but this is not always the case.  It is important to read carefully 
and analyse the flow of thought for yourself. 
 
Similarly, chapter and verse divisions may not always reflect the flow of thought.  For 
example, 1 Corinthians 7:1 clearly belongs to the preceding passage in terms of thought.   
Our present chapter and verse divisions were not developed until more than 1000 years 
after time of Jesus and the apostles. 

 
·  Always ask yourself two questions: 1) What is being said? 2) Why 

is it being said? 
 
All this can be done without reference works. All you need is a Bible and some time. 

4. Problem Passages: Some Guidelines. 
  

·  In reading and studying the epistles, we inevitably come across 
passages or lines which are difficult to understand.  When this 
occurs, it is important to keep some of the following guidelines in 
mind. 

 
·  What God wants us to know, He has communicated. What is not 

communicated, He has wisely not given us. We should not seek 
additional personal revelation.   

 
Deuteronomy 29:29 speaks wisdom to us concerning such matters: The secret things 
belong to the Lord our God, but the things revealed belong to us and to our children 
forever, that we may follow all the words of this law. 

 
·  The Scripture we have is sufficient for us in all matters of doctrine 

and practice. In Scripture God has given us all we need, but not all 
that we want. We need to be content with some limitations in our 
theological understanding. 

 
·  We should never be dogmatic about things that are uncertain or 

unclear. If you are speaking publicly and dealing with a problem 
passage, explain it as not being clear. 

 
·  If you get a “revelation” beyond, but not contradictory to the Bible, 

you do not have a right to preach and teach it dogmatically. It is 
non-authoritative personal opinion. If communicated, it should be 
done with qualifying words and manner of speech. 
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·  Always focus on the overall main point. This should be clear. 
 
·  Distinguish between these two questions: 1) What things are 

certain? 2) What things are possible? 
 
·  Consult a good commentary which lists various possibilities for 

understanding the text. 
 
·  Keep in mind that sometimes we are asking our questions of texts 

that were originally written to answer their problems and address 
their needs. When our questions are not directly and clearly 
addressed in the Bible, we must bring a whole-biblical theology to 
bear upon these issues. 

 
This requires us to place an emphasis on first studying the foundational doctrines of 
Scripture, then expanding our learning in order to acquire a broad, thorough knowledge 
of the Bible’s contents, so that we may develop a comprehensive biblical worldview. 
Armed with such knowledge and insight, we will be better able to rightly discern how the 
Bible through its truths and principles speaks to any given issue we may face today 
which is not explicitly addressed in its pages. 

 
 
 
	��	��
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As we now conclude this course on How to Study the Bible it is 
helpful to briefly summarize some of the key elements that we have 
learned: 

 
·  In the first session we looked at the importance of responsible 

Biblical interpretation.  We started by looking at the double 
authorship of the Scriptures.  This means that although they have 
eternal relevance (because of their divine origin), they also have 
characteristics that are particular to the author’s historical context 
(because of their human origin).  Thus it is our task as interpreters 
to help bridge the understanding gaps between the author’s culture 
and our own. We then noted that responsible Biblical interpretation 
rests on the assumptions of the Grammatical-Historical method, 
which interprets Scripture by using the accepted rules of grammar 
at the time that it was written and the historical worldview of the 
intended readers.  Finally, we emphasized that God examines our 
exposition of His Word.  As such we need to interpret the 
Scriptures responsibly, approaching them in an attitude of humility 
and respect.  When we encounter textual difficulties in the Word, 
we need to maintain an attitude of humility, knowing that God can 
lead us, like Abraham, to perceive greater truths than we had 
known before. 
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·  In the second session we looked more specifically at the task of 
exegesis in discovering the original intended meaning of the 
author.  We saw that good exegesis requires that we read the text 
carefully and ask the right questions of the text.  The questions that 
needed to be asked relate primarily to the historical context, the 
literary context and the content.  Questions regarding the historical 
context provide details relevant to the biblical book’s author, the 
original audience and the subject matter, all of which can deepen 
our understanding of different passages of Scripture.  Questions 
regarding the literary context help us to understand what the 
original authors meant.  Questions of content need to take into 
account: (1) Variant readings; (2) The meaning of the words of a 
text; (3) The danger of “plug & play”; (4) etymological roots – 
with particular attention being given to what the word meant when 
the author wrote it; and (5) Content and grammatical relationships. 

 
·  In the third session we then looked at some fundamental principles 

of interpretation.  These included the context principle, the first 
mention principle, the comparative mention principle, the 
progressive mention principle, the complete mention principle, the 
covenantal principle, the Christo-centric principle, the symbolic 
principle and the typical principle.  We also looked at seven 
common errors of interpretation, which included: (1) Allegorising; 
(2) Decontextualising; (3) Selectivity; (4) False Combination; (5) 
Redefinition; (6) Moralising; and (7) Personalising. 

 
·  In the fourth session, we looked at some principles of 

Hermeneutics that will help us to apply the Scriptures wisely to 
contemporary life.  We noted that problems in application occur 
when texts are misappropriated, neglected or mishandled.  Two 
basic rules which should guide our application include: (1) Not 
interpreting a text as saying something inconsistent to what it 
meant to its author or his readers; and (2) Recognising that when 
the specific life situations are similar to those when the text was 
originally written, God’s word to us is the same as God’s word to 
them.  In texts where the Bible contains teaching regarding 
situations which are dissimilar from that we encounter today, we 
need to look for the underlying principle implied in the text.  In 
looking at the challenge of cultural relativity, we noted the need to 
distinguish those aspects of the text which transcend culture and 
time from those which are particular to the text’s original cultural 
setting.  Furthermore, in applying biblical truths and principles to 
our lives, we need to differentiate between universal standards, 
group covenant standards and personal standards.   
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·  In the fifth session we considered some interpretive guidelines that 
will help us understand different aspects of the Old Testament 
Scriptures, including the Mosaic Law, the Old Testament 
Narratives, the Psalms, the Wisdom Literature and the Prophetic 
books.  Looking at the Mosaic Law, we noted the need to 
understand it in the light of Jesus’ interpretation thereof as well as 
in the light of the New Testament’s treatment of the Law. Looking 
at the Old Testament narratives we emphasized their ultimate focus 
on God’s interaction with humanity in the development of His 
redemptive plan. Looking at the Psalms, we noted that they are a 
poetic genre that appeal to our emotions and help us to give an 
honest expression of ourselves to God.  We should always read the 
Psalms as complete units and understand them within the context 
of the Mosaic covenant and the historical experiences of Israel.  
Looking at the Wisdom Literature, we noted that their main goal is 
to help the reader to live in the fear of the Lord.  The wisdom 
literature includes the book of Ecclesiastes (cynical wisdom); the 
book of Job (theodicy); the book of Proverbs (practical living); and 
the Song of Songs (marriage).  Finally, looking at the prophetic 
books, we noted that they were written to make specific warnings 
or promises to the people of the OT at various times.  The 
following interpretive guidelines are helpful: (1) Understanding 
prophetic distance; (2) the Breach Principle; (3) Dual Fulfilment; 
and (4) New Testament fulfilment. 

 
·  Finally, in the sixth session we considered some interpretive 

guidelines that will help us understand different aspects of the New 
Testament Scriptures, including the Gospels, the Parables, the book 
of Acts and the Epistles.  Looking at the Gospels, we emphasized 
the need to take into consideration the historical context of Jesus as 
well as the specific emphasis given to specific events by each of 
the Gospel writers.  It is also important to note literary aspects of 
the Gospel writings specifically as they relate to chronology, 
interpreting individual passages and interpreting the Gospels as a 
whole.  Looking at the parables, we noted that they are stories that 
are true to reality and teach a moral or spiritual lesson designed to 
provoke a response from the listener.  Looking at interpretive 
principles for the book of Acts, we emphasized the importance of 
distinguishing between historical examples which are normative, 
i.e. which we must do (provided that “the purpose of a given 
narrative is to establish precedent”), with other historical examples 
which we should do (provided that there is sufficient evidence of a 
consistent pattern) and with still other historical examples which 
we may do (provided that they are culturally applicable.)  Finally, 
looking at the Epistles we saw that they apply theological truth to 
particular historical circumstances at the time of Paul and the 



How to Study the Bible Session 6: New Testament – Basic Interpretive Guidelines 

© Every Nation Leadership Institute  
African Region Version 1  
February 2006 

75

apostles. Thus, in order to apply these theological truths to our 
modern-day context, we need to consider the historical and literary 
context of the book.  We should also pay careful attention to our 
interpretation of problem passages.   
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Words have associated meanings which are held in common by groups of people.  
Without this, communication cannot take place.  God gave us revelation through this 
medium:  human words.  Therefore, we must not distort or impose different meanings on 
these words than was intended by God.  The language, grammar, literary styles & word 
definitions in use at the time the revelation was originally given, are determining keys to 
understanding God’s revelation today.  These are to be understood in the light of the 
historical-cultural context in which the revelation was given. 
 
The fact that the Bible anchors God’s revelation in historical persons & events, with the 
apex of revelation being an historical person (Jesus Christ) experiencing an historical 
event (the crucifixion & resurrection), automatically necessitates a consideration of 
historical context in order to properly understand God’s revelation.  Indeed our very 
eternal salvation depends on a belief in an historical person & an historical event. 
 
A failure to carefully consider the historical setting in which God’s revelation came forth 
can lead to any of the following:  a shallow, a distorted or an erroneous understanding of 
God’s revelation.  The same is true of a failure to carefully consider the language in 
which God’s revelation came forth. 
 
These two considerations (the original language & the original historical setting) serve as 
objective anchors in interpretation, guarding the interpreter from straying into 
erroneous interpretations of every imaginable sort.  Without them a pandora’s box is 
opened up which permits every kind of interpretation conceivable.  If there is no 
objective anchor in language, anything goes.  “The sky is blue; the grass is green; & the 
sun is warm” does not mean “Pigs can fly when the moon is full.”  Yet, “only begotten 
Son” can be twisted to mean “created being of the first rank,” and “cut off your right 
hand” can be twisted to mean “maim yourself.”  If there is no objective anchor with 
regard to the historical setting, trouble quickly ensues.  Slavery is then understood to be 
not only not immoral, but even divinely willed for today; women should be completely 
silent in all church meetings when men are present; & Christians should imitate the 
Psalms and pray death & destruction to their enemies. 
 
It is through a consideration of original language & 
historical setting that boundaries can be drawn as to 
the meaning of the biblical text:  that which is 
possible, impossible, probable & improbable. 
 
 
 

Improbable 

Probable 

Possible 

Impossible 
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The issue of original language is largely addressed in the work of the translation of the 
biblical text, provided of course that the translators have done a good job.  [It is 
significant to note that cults often prefer to develop their own “translation” of the 
Scriptures.]  The issue of historical setting is also often quickly addressed when the 
gospel initially comes to a newly reached people.  Those communicating the gospel 
typically help explain important historical-cultura l considerations which aid the 
listeners’ understanding.  (Even the Gospels include such parenthetical explanations 
when addressing audiences presumably unfamiliar with some aspects of Jewish culture 
in the first century AD.)  Furthermore, missionaries will often begin translation work on 
basic Bible study aids after the priority work of translating the Bible is completed. 
 
Basic consideration of language, grammar,& historical-cultural settings can usually be 
done with adequate care so as to ensure a safe framework of understanding God’s 
revelation in Scripture, without any of the following:  a direct knowledge of the original 
languages, the possession of extensive biblical reference works, or extensive academic 
training.  However, such understanding would of course be aided and made more full by 
the acquisition of the aforementioned items. 
 
The Question of Prioritized Interpretive Authority  
The Bible has dual authorship: human & divine.  It is possible that meaning is intended 
by God, which was unknown to the human author.  Yet it is maintained that God’s 
meaning doesn’t contradict the human’s meaning.  Instead, we speak of “depth of 
meaning” which is consistent with the clearly intended meaning of the human author. 
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Since the sixty-six books of the Bible were written in three ancient languages, which most 
students of the Bible cannot fluently read, it is important to have several good 
translations of the Scriptures.  This is because any given translation already involves 
exegetical choices on the part of the translators. Since some phrases in the Bible’s 
original languages can be understood in different ways, any given translation has 
necessarily had to make a specific choice, which may or may not be the correct choice. 
Anyone who is at least partially bilingual understands that translation at times can be a 
challenging work.  For this reason, it is worthwhile to compare translations of a given 
text. 
 
Consider for a moment that Jesus spoke Aramaic, but the overwhelming majority of the 
Old Testament was originally written in Hebrew.  Yet by Jesus’ time, it had been 
translated into Greek and was widely read among the Diaspora Jews in that form.  The 
NT authors often quoted this Greek version of the OT in their writings, and of course 
recorded Jesus’ Aramaic words into Greek.  And today we have all of this in English, or 
another language.  [Although, there are still many today who do not have the Scriptures 
in their own tongue.] 
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An important consideration in choosing a primary and secondary translation to work 
with, is the theory behind the translation.  Essentially there are three primary theories as 
listed by the authors (p.35): 
 
·  Literal:  The attempt to translate by keeping as close as possible to the exact words 

and phrasing in the original language, yet still make sense in the receptor language. 
·  Free:  The attempt to translate the ideas from one language to another, with less 

concern about using the exact words of the original. 
·  Dynamic Equivalent:  The attempt to translate words, idioms, and grammatical 

constructions of the original language into precise equivalents in the receptor 
language.  Such a translation…“updates” matters of language, grammar, and style. 

 
While a literal translation may sound good, it sometimes results in “stiff” or “wooden” 
expressions which are difficult to follow or understand.  Such a translation also 
sometimes fails to convey the best rendering of the original meaning.  Again, anyone who 
is bilingual knows this from experience.  Try telling a great joke translated literally into 
another language.  It often flops.  A free translation, on the other hand, can sometimes be 
so “loose” in its approach that it fails to communicate significant points brought out by 
the original text, and at times, even distorts the original meaning.  It is sometimes called 
a “paraphrase.”  While no translation is perfect, the authors argue that the dynamic 
equivalent approach is the best. 

 
Listed below are three recommended translations located on a scale indicating 
translational theory.  
 
Literal             Dynamic Equivalent                                            Free 
 
NASB                       NIV                       The Message 
 
NASB = New American Standard Bible 
NIV = New International Version 
The Message = by Eugene Peterson 

 
One which is not recommended is the Amplified Bible.  Its primary fault lies in the 
assumption that is typically made by the reader, that one can choose from among several 
different meanings and definitions of various words and phrases listed parenthetically in 
the text.  As will be pointed out in Lesson Two, one cannot “plug” any of several 
definitions listed in a lexicon into a given context and still wind up with the meaning 
intended when it was originally written.  Literary context plays a fundamental role in 
determining a given word’s appropriate definition. 
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Your goal in word study will be to determine: 
 
Step 1. how the word was used generally at that time 
Step 2. how biblical writers typically used the word 
Step 3. how this author typically used the word 
Step 4. how the word is used in this specific context 
 
Most of Steps 1-3 may be accomplished with a few good tools: a solid, up-to-date lexicon 
(Bauer-Arndt-Gingrich is the most reliable); a Greek concordance; and if you want to go 
deeper, Moulton & Milligan’s The Vocabulary of the Greek Testament surveys the use 
and meaning of many NT words in Greek papyri of the Hellenistic period… 
 
A note of warning!  If you do a massive word study on, say, aaaakolouqewkolouqewkolouqewkolouqew  in Matt. 8:19, 
and after all that work decide that in fact it means nothing more than “to follow,” a 
meaning you could have gotten right out of the NIV, you may become disenchanted with 
the value of all your Greek learning.  After all, how can you say, “In the Greek, this word 
literally means ‘to follow,’” when anyone with a Bible can readily spot that?  In fact, you 
may have stumbled on the true value of Greek exegesis: that while it occasionally yields 
insight into individual words, its goal is to help you to follow the flow of sentences and 
paragraphs. 
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The meaning of a word in a context is NOT fixed by: 
 
Its etymology.  Etymology is a word’s family history, but it is sometimes tapped in order 
to find some mythical “basic” or “original” meaning .  It’s remarkable that people try to 
define a word in the NT by the way it was used a thousand years beforehand.  A word 
means what it means when the author uses it. 
 
Its use in a very different context.  The verb katartkatartkatartkatartizwizwizwizw is used in Gal. 6:1, to direct 
spiritual Christians to restore a brother who has fallen into sin.  The verb is also used in 
Mark 1:19, in which James and John are repairing their nets.  But don’t make the 
mistake of saying that restoring a sinning Christian “literally” means to “mend their 
net.”  A single word may have different connotations in different passages. 
 
All of its possible meanings every time it is used.  The verb aaaakolouqewkolouqewkolouqewkolouqew  may mean “to 
come after,” “to accompany,” or “to follow as a disciple,” but it doesn’t mean all of those 
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in every single passage.  For example, the people who followed Jesus on Palm Sunday in 
Matt. 21:9 clearly did NOT follow him as disciples; the verb there simply means that 
they were walking behind him as opposed to in front of him.  Sometimes people will 
regard the NT differently from the way they regard other pieces of literature…as if there 
is some secret code between two verses that happen to use the same word.  Don’t believe 
it !  A word means what it means in that passage. 
 

An English equivalent.  Some words are easily defined in that way: ccccilioilioilioilioVVVV means 
“thousand,” and that’s that.  But logologologologoVVVV can mean “word, message, speech, reason, 
matter, etc.”  Defining a Greek word means scouting out what it may mean and what it 
does not mean. 
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Below is a brief consideration of Paul’s approach to cultural adaptation based on his 
comments found in 1 Corinthians 9:19-23. Paul’s express motivation was “to win as 
many as possible.” The biblical text appears in italics, with comments following. 

 
Though I am free and belong to no man, I make myself a slave to 
everyone, to win as many as possible.   
 
To the Jews I became like a Jew, to win the Jews. To those under the 
law I became like one under the law (though I myself am not under the 
law), so as to win those under the law.   

Paul was willing to conform to the fullness of Jewish culture, including the Old 
Testament’s ceremonial law (that is, the temple and synagogue ceremonies, etc.), yet he 
fully recognized it was all obsolete. 
 
For example, the greatest advocate of justification by faith and not by works had 
Timothy circumcised before he allowed him to travel with him in order to avoid 
unnecessarily offending any Jews to whom they would minister; cf. Acts 16:1-3. 

 
To those not having the law I became like one not having the law 
(though I am not free from God’s law but am under Christ’s law), so 
as to win those not having the law. 

Being free from Jewish culture and the ceremonial law, Paul deliberately adapted 
himself to the various Gentile customs, cultural norms and habits (for example, in the 
area of food and drink). Yet he was constantly cognizant of the fact that he was under 
Christ’s Law of Love, which includes the Moral Law. 

 
To the weak I became weak, to win the weak.  

To the weak in conscience Paul restrained the exercise of the liberty of his own personal 
conscience so as not to provide a stumbling block to them or to the gospel; for example, 
not eating meat sacrificed to idols, etc. 

 
I have become all things to all men so that by all possible means I 
might save some. I do all this for the sake of the gospel, that I may 
share in its blessings. 
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Paul personally went to great lengths to relate to people where they were in order to 
avoid any unnecessary offenses so that he might win an audience for his message. 
 
The point is quite clear: We should make it easy to win the lost. James, the New 
Testament author and brother of our Lord, in deciding the debate over what would be 
required of Gentiles turning to God through Jesus Christ, said: “ It is my judgment, 
therefore, that we should not make it difficult for the Gentiles who are turning to God.” (Ac 
15:19) The question had arisen as to what aspects of the Mosaic Law and of Jewish 
culture would the Gentiles need to keep in order to become Christians. Again, the point 
is quite clear: Don’t turn non-issues into issues. For the sake of evangelism and the 
expansion of God’s kingdom, we must be flexible in our application of God’s word to 
various cultures while maintaining firmness in our adherence to eternal truths, morals 
and principles of the Bible. An important general principle to keep in mind when 
contemplating what to demand of people surrendering to Christ is stated in 1 
Corinthians 4:6, “Do not go beyond what is written.” 
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Apostrophe A direct address to a person not present, or to a thing personified for the 
purposes of rhetoric. 

Ps 148:3  Praise him, sun and moon, praise him, all you shining stars. 

Hyperbole Deliberate exaggeration used for effect; an extravagant statement not intended to 
be understood in the literal sense. 

Ps 140:3  They make their tongues as sharp as a serpent’s; the poison of vipers 
is on their lips. 

Irony A figure of speech in which the literal meaning is the opposite of the 
intended meaning: used in ridicule, contempt, or humor. 

1 Kgs 18:27  At noon Elijah began to taunt them. “Shout louder!” he said. 
“Surely he is a god! Perhaps he is deep in thought, or busy, or traveling. Maybe 
he is sleeping and must be awakened.” 

Metaphor A figure of speech in which a term or phrase is applied to something to which it 
is not literally applicable, in order to suggest a resemblance. 

Ps 17:8  Keep me as the apple of your eye; hide me in the shadow of your wings 

Metonymy A figure of speech in which one word or phrase is substituted for another 
with which it is closely associated. 

Ps 147:12  Extol the LORD, O Jerusalem; praise your God, O Zion. 

[Note:  Originally Zion was a topographical term for the southeast hill of the 
later city of Jerusalem. Later, it sometimes denoted the whole city.] 

Personification A figure of speech in which inanimate objects or abstractions are 
endowed with human qualities or are represented as possessing human 
form. 

Ps 98:8  Let the rivers clap their hands, let the mountains sing together for joy. 

Simile A figure of speech in which two essentially unlike things are compared, often in 
a phrase introduced by like or as. 

Ps 1:3  He is like a tree planted by streams of water, which yields its fruit in 
season and whose leaf does not wither.  Whatever he does prospers. 

Synecdoche A figure of speech in which a part is used for the whole, the whole for a part, the 
specific for the general, the general for the specific, or the material for the thing 
from which it is made. 

Ps 44:3  It was not by their sword that they won the land, nor did their arm bring 
them victory… 
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Acts 1:8  
You will receive power when the Holy Spirit comes on you; and you 
will be my witnesses...to the ends of the earth. 
 

ELEMENT VERSE PENTECOST SAMARIA SAUL CORNELIUS EPHESUS 
Jesus 
 

Jn 1:32-34 Lk 24:44 
Ac 1:1+ 

Ac 8:5,12 Ac 9:4-5; 
22:7-8 
Ac 26:14 

Ac 10:36-43 Ac 19:4-5 

Believe and 
Obey 
 

Jn 7:37+ 
Ac 5:32 

Ac 1 
Lk 24:50-53 

Ac 8:12 Ac 22:8-11 
Ac 9:5-9 

Ac 10:1-8,23-35 
esp.vv. 2,34-35 

Ac 19:1-5 
 

Expect 
 

Ac 2:38-39 Ac 1:4-8 
Lk 24:49 

Ac 8:14-17 Ac 9:17 (Ac 10:33) 
truth 

Ac 19:1-2 

Pray 
 

Lk 11:5-13 
persist 

Lk 24:53 
Ac 1:14 10 
days 

Ac 8:15 
??? 

Ac 9:9,11 
three days 

Ac 10:2,4,30,9 
four days 

??? 

Power 
 

1 Co 2:4-5 Ac 1:3,9-11 Ac 8:6-8,13 Ac 9:3-12 Ac 10:3-5,30 ??? 

 
I believe the demonstration of God’s power served to dramatically increase their faith 
toward God, and thus better position them to receive the supernatural gift of the Holy 
Spirit. 
 
Thirst 
 

Jn 7:37-39      

 
I believe that in every case there is a clearly implied great spiritual thirst for God. 
 
Water 
Baptism 
 

Ac 2:36-39 Prior 
implied 

Prior 
Ac 8:12,16 

After? 
Ac 9:17-18 

After 
Ac 10:44-48 

Prior 
Ac 19:5-6 

 
I believe the evidence suggests the following as a customary pattern, but not as a law:  
water baptism immediately following repentance and faith, followed by Spirit baptism.  
Water baptism is not a firm precondition, nor a channel for receiving the Holy Spirit.  
Rather, it is related to forgiveness of sins. 
 
Method 
 

 Fall Upon 
Ac 2:1-4 

Hands Laid 
Ac 8:17 

Hands Laid 
Ac 9:17 

Fall Upon 
Ac 10:44 

Hands Laid 
Ac 19:6 

 
Testimonies extant today confirm the fact that God continues to utilize both methods. 
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Ministered 
by 
 

 --- Peter and 
John 

Ananias 
Ac 22:12 

--- Paul 

 
Those whom God used to administer being filled with the Holy Spirit were both godly 
and respected. 
 
Tongues 
 

Mk 16:17 Ac 2:4 ??? (1 Co 
14:18,15) 

Ac 10:44-47 Ac 19:6-7 

 
I believe the evidence suggests that the ability to communicate in another language 
directly to God from one’s spirit without the aid of the mind, was a customary benefit 
bestowed upon all who were initially filled with the Holy Spirit. 
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1. General tips: 
 
·  Own one or more good translations and a couple of good reference 

books. 
 
·  Establish times to study and be jealous about them. 
 
·  Be needy for the Holy Spirit's help. 
 
·  Ask yourself lots of questions as you read/study. 
 
·  Take notes. 
 
·  If God is illuminating something, don't move on. 
 
·  Seek to understand how to apply the Word. 
 
·  Write down "things to do" as they come to mind. 
 
·  Pray the Word; Speak the Word; Do the Word! 
 
·  Neglect?  Don’t get discouraged and give up.  Pick up where you 

left off and set realistic goals. 
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2. Interpretation tips: 
 
·  Before you decide what the text is saying to you, first decide what 

the author originally meant. 
 
·  Recognize there are different literary styles, each with its own 

unique characteristics; e.g. narration, poetry, prophecy, essay, etc. 
 
·  Remember to consider the external understanding gaps; e.g. 

Language, history, culture, etc. 
 
·  Read the text literally unless it's absurd to do so. 
 
·  Remember the authors used "figures of speech;" e.g. metaphors, 

hyperboles, etc. 
 
·  Many words have spiritual as well as earthly meanings.  New 

Testament words are often rooted in the Old Testament. 
 
·  Resolve apparent contradictions with the assumption that the Bible 

is God's inspired Word.  You will be able to resolve many of them 
with some more study and careful analysis. 

 
·  Try to understand the text yourself through careful study.  If you 

still can’t understand something, consult a good commentary.
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