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The Basics of 
Bible Interpretation
Session 1: Key Terms and Their Definitions

“To determine what God has said is a high and holy task. With fear and 
trembling each should be ever so careful of that which he has adopted 
as his method of Biblical interpretation. Upon the correct interpretation 
of the Bible rests our doctrine of salvation, of sanctification, of 
eschatology, and of Christian living. It is our solemn responsibility to 
know what God has said with reference to each of these. This can be 
done only if we have carefully, thoroughly, and systematically formulated 
that system of Biblical interpretation which will yield most readily the 
native meaning of the Bible. . . .

Why is a seminar on Bible interpretation necessary?
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“Further, we need to know the correct method of Biblical interpretation 
so that we do not confuse the voice of God with the voice of man. In 
every one of those places where our interpretation is at fault, we have 
made substitution of the voice of man for the voice of God. We need to 
know hermeneutics thoroughly if for no other reason than to preserve 
us from the folly and errors of faulty principles of understanding.” 
(Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation, 2)

“Be diligent to present yourself approved to God 
as a workman who does not need to be ashamed, 

accurately handling the word of truth.” 

—2 Timothy 2:15
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1. “Hermeneutics”

• DEFINITION: “the principles used in the process of 
interpretation.”  

• “People of the same culture, same age, and same 
geographical location understand each other with facility. 
Patterns of meaning and interpretation commence with childhood and early speech behavior, and by 
the time adulthood is reached the principles of interpretation are so axiomatic that we are not aware 
of them. But when the interpreter is separated culturally, historically, and geographically from the 
writer he seeks to interpret, the task of interpretation is no longer facile. The greater the cultural, 
historical, and geographical divergences are, the more difficult is the task of interpretation. In reading 
the Bible we find ourselves with a volume that has great divergences from us.” (Ramm, Protestant 
Biblical Interpretation, 4).

• The hermeneutics we choose will affect the quality of our interpretation.

2. “Interpretation”

• DEFINITION: “the process used to discover the meaning of a communication.”

• Interpretation employs the principles (“hermeneutics”) that the 
reader has chosen to study the text.

• Interpretation is both a science and a skill.

• A science: it involves objective principles.

• A skill: it improves with correction and experience.

• Differences in interpretive results are caused by different 
hermeneutics and not by a supposed “problem” with the 
biblical text.
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3. “Meaning”

• DEFINITION: “the content of a communication which an author consciously willed 
to convey through the words he used.”

• “Meaning” is therefore synonymous with the 
“author’s intent.”

• Since there is only one author, there is only one
meaning.

• The question to ask in interpretation: What did 
the author intend by what he wrote?

intent

“. . . that by revelation there was made known to me the mystery, as 
I wrote before in brief. By referring to this, when you read you can 
understand my insight into the mystery of Christ, which in other 

generations was not made known to the sons of men, as it has now 
been revealed to His holy apostles and prophets in the Spirit.”

—Ephesians 3:3-5

QUESTION: How can I understand Paul’s “insight” (intent)?

ANSWER: By correctly reading the words he wrote.
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“A text cannot mean what it could never have meant for its original 
readers/hearers. Or to put it in a positive way, the true meaning of 

the biblical text for us is what God originally intended it to mean 
when it was first spoken or written.” 

—Fee and Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth, 34-35

The golden rule of interpretation: 
“Do unto authors as you would have them do unto you.”

—John Piper

4. “Application”

• DEFINITION: “relating the meaning of the text to the life of the contemporary reader.”

• Application is living in light of the meaning of the text—submitting our intellect, will 
and emotions to the authority of the ancient text.

• Although there is just one meaning of a text of Scripture, there are many applications 
of that meaning to the unique circumstances of its readers.

• Application comes after sound Bible interpretation. The faithfulness of one’s 
obedience is predicated upon the accuracy of one’s interpretation.
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“For Ezra had set his heart to study the law of the 
LORD and to practice it, and to teach His statutes 

and ordinances in Israel.”

—Ezra 7:10

PROGRESSION: STUDY PRACTICE TEACHING

“Ezra Reads the Law to the People” 
by Gustave Doré

The Basics of 
Bible Interpretation
Session 2: Twelve Practical Steps for Fruitful Bible Study
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1. Acknowledge your need for truth.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible flows out of a core conviction that 
one needs God’s Word.

• “Halfhearted Bible study is a bore. It you come to the Scriptures legalistically, 
ritualistically, or because you are intimidated by your peers or your pastor, 
you won’t get much out of it. What you need is a hunger in your heart, a 
passion for knowing God through His Word” (MacArthur, How to Get the Most 
From God’s Word, 153-54).

• “Get a will behind the eye, and the eye becomes a searchlight, the familiar is 
made to disclose undreamed treasure” (Traina, Methodical Bible Study, 32).

“He humbled you and let you be hungry, and fed you with manna 
which you did not know, nor did your fathers know, that He might 
make you understand that man does not live by bread alone, but 

man lives by everything that proceeds out of the mouth of the LORD.”

—Deuteronomy 8:3 (cf. Matt 4:4; Luke 4:4)

“Like newborn babies, long for the pure milk of the word, so that by 
it you may grow in respect to salvation.”

—1 Peter 2:2
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“Read the Bible with an earnest desire to understand it. Do not 
think for a moment, that the great object is to turn over a certain 
quantity of printed paper, and that it matters nothing whether you 
understand it or not. Some ignorant people seem to imagine, that 
all is done if they advance so many chapters every day, though 
they may not have a notion what they are all about, and only know 
that they have pushed on their bookmark ahead so many pages. 
This is turning Bible reading into a mere ritual form. . . . Settle it 
down in your mind as a general principle, that a Bible not 
understood is a Bible that does no good! Say to yourself often as 
you read, “What is this all about?” Dig for the meaning like a man 
digging for gold.” 

—J. C. Ryle, Profiting from the Scriptures.

2. Determine to study the whole book.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible is built upon a commitment to study 
books of Scripture, not just isolated texts.

• Attention should be given to what book next needs to be studied in order to 
understand God better, rather than simply what passage.

• This commitment is predicated upon the recognition that one must read the 
literature of the Bible in a way consistent with how it was written for us.

• Reading texts in light of their whole allows context to influence our 
interpretation.
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• DEFINITION: Context is comprised of two Latin words:

con (with) + textus (woven) = “woven with”

• A text without a context is a pretext. 

• The more you interpret out of context, the more you interpret out of 
convenience.

• “Disregarding the context is one of the greatest problems in Bible interpretation” 
(Roy Zuck).

• “Every basic cult is based on ignoring the context” (Roy Zuck)

For another thing, read all of the Bible—and read it in an orderly 
way. I fear there are many parts of the Word which some people 
never read at all. This is to say at the least, a very presumptuous 
habit. “All Scripture is profitable” (2 Timothy 3:16). To this habit may 
be traced that lack of well-proportioned views of truth, which is so 
common in this day. Some people’s Bible-reading is a system of 
perpetual ‘dipping and picking’. They do not seem to have an idea of 
regularly going through the whole book This also is a great mistake. 
No doubt in times of sickness and affliction, it is allowable to search 
out seasonable portions. But with this exception, I believe it is by far 
the best plan to begin the Old and New Testaments at the same 
time—to read each straight through to the end, and then begin 
again. This is a matter in which everyone must be persuaded in his 
own mind. I can only say it has been my own plan for nearly forty 
years, and I have never seen cause to alter it. 

—J. C. Ryle, Profiting from the Scriptures
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3. Choose the right translations.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible is built upon the use of accurate
translations. 

• While less literal paraphrases may be useful for those who struggle with 
reading, or who lack any prior exposure to the Bible, more literal translations 
are necessary for in-depth Bible study.

• In addition to the translation in which you do the majority of your reading 
and study, pick at least two translations which you can consult for 
comparison when studying particular texts.

THREE RECOMMENDED VERSIONS: 
(1) New American Standard Bible (NASB)

(2) English Standard Version (ESV)
(3) Holman Christian Standard Bible (HCSB)
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Comparing Translations – Romans 8:26

NASB ESV HCSB

In the same way the 
Spirit also helps our 

weakness; for we do not 
know how to pray as we 

should, but the Spirit 
Himself intercedes for us
with groanings too deep 

for words;

Likewise the Spirit helps 
us in our weakness. For 
we do not know what to 
pray for as we ought, but 

the Spirit himself 
intercedes for us with 
groanings too deep for 

words. 

In the same way the 
Spirit also joins to help in 
our weakness, because 

we do not know what to 
pray for as we should, 
but the Spirit Himself 
intercedes for us with 
unspoken groanings. 

Comparing Translations – A Case Study in Titus 1:6

NASB ESV HCSB

namely, if any man is 
above reproach, the 
husband of one wife, 
having children who 

believe, not accused of 
dissipation or rebellion.

if anyone is above 
reproach, the husband of 

one wife, and his 
children are believers
and not open to the 

charge of debauchery or 
insubordination. 

one who is blameless, 
the husband of one wife, 
having faithful children
not accused of wildness 

or rebellion. 

• Comparing good, literal translations will alert you to the presence of 
interpretive challenges. 
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4. Pray for divine assistance.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible is dependent upon the blessing of God.

• Prayer directly acknowledges our dependency upon the ultimate Author of the 
text.

• “No Christian should ever look down at the Word 
without first looking up at the very Source of the Word 
and asking for guidance. To engage in Bible study 
without prayer is presumption, if not sacrilege”
(MacArthur, How to Get the Most From God’s Word, 155).

“Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of your law.” 

“Give me understanding, that I may keep your law and observe it 
with my whole heart.” 

“Your hands made me and fashioned me; give me understanding, 
that I may learn Your commandments.”

“Let my cry come before You, O LORD; give me understanding 
according to Your word.”

—Psalm 119:18, 34, 73, 169
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“Sometimes we hear it said that ten minutes on your knees 
will give you a truer, deeper, more operative knowledge of 
God than ten hours over your books. “What!” is the 
appropriate response, “than ten hours over your books, on 
your knees?” Why should you turn from God when you turn 
to your books, or feel that you must turn from your books in 
order to turn to God? If learning and devotion are as 
antagonistic as that, then the intellectual life is in itself 
accursed, and there can be no question of a religious life for a 
student, even of theology.

—B. B. Warfield, “The Religious Life of Theological Students”

5. Read the book repeatedly.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible places a heavy emphasis on reading.

• At the start, read the book completely, and preferably in one sitting.

• Read the book first looking for the big picture. Look for repeated terms or 
themes. 

• Read from general to specific. With each reading, more attention can be 
focused on the details.
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“Many of the books of the Bible have a single thread running 
through the whole; a pivotal idea around which all the subsidiary 
ones revolve, and to catch this thread, to seize upon this idea, is 

absolutely necessary to unravel or break up the whole in its 
essential parts.”

—James Gray, How to Master the English Bible, 34

6. Investigate the book’s background.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible recognizes the importance of the 
world of the writer and his original recipient.

• This “world” involves five areas of focus:

1) Authorship – Who wrote this book?
2) Date – When did he write?
3) Location – From where did he write?
4) Recipient – To whom did he write?
5) Circumstance – Why did he write?



11/5/2018

15

Start with the 
“Introduction” 

section in a 
good Study 

Bible

Read the 
appropriate 

chapter in an 
Bible Survey, 
Dictionary, or 
Encyclopedia
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Practical Steps 
for Fruitful Bible 

Study

REVIEW

1. Acknowledge your need for truth.

2. Determine to study the whole book.

3. Choose the right translations.

4. Pray for divine assistance.

5. Read the book repeatedly.

6. Investigate the book’s background.

7. Establish the book’s structure.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible appreciates the particular manner
in which the biblical writer arranged his material.

• Here the effort of the student is to construct a literary outline of the book.

• This literary outline will help the reader to interpret in view of the writer’s 
flow of thought. 
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Consult the 
“Introduction” 

section 
in a good 

Study Bible 
or a good

Commentary. 

Outline of Romans

1:1 

1:17

1:18

3:20

3:21

5:21

6:1 

8:39

9:1

11:36

12:1 

15:13

15:14

16:27

Intro

The Need for 
God’s 

Righteousness:
CONDEMNATION

The Provision of 
God’s 

Righteousness:
JUSTICATION

The Demonstration
of God’s 

Righteousness:
SANCTIFICATION

Israel’s Future in 
God’s 

Righteousness:
RESTORATION

The Practice
of God’s

Righteousness: 
APPLICATION

Conclusion

Text Text

• Like a roadmap to a book, a literary outline reminds you where you are in 
your study and challenges you to interpret the text in light of its context.
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8. Study the text in paragraphs.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible focuses on the study of full 
paragraphs, rather than isolated sentences.

• DEFINITION: “a subdivision of a written composition that 
consists of one or more sentences, deals with one point 
or gives the words of one speaker, and begins on a new 
usually indented line” (Merriam-Webster).

• A paragraph is a complete unit of thought that contains a 
topic sentence, supporting sentences, and sometimes a 
concluding sentence. Sometimes it is only one sentence.

• Paragraph

Preceding 
Context

• Paragraph

Text to be 
Studied • Paragraph

Subsequent 
Context
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9. Ask the text good questions.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible 
approaches the text as a good investigator—
not with predetermined conclusions but 
with sincere questions.

• The quality of Bible study often comes down 
to the quality of the questions asked and 
the manner in which they are asked.
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“I Keep Six Honest Serving Men . . .” —Rudyard Kipling

I keep six honest serving-men
(They taught me all I knew);

Their names are What and Why and When
And How and Where and Who.

I send them over land and sea,
I send them east and west;

But after they have worked for me,
I give them all a rest.

I let them rest from nine till five,
For I am busy then,

As well as breakfast, lunch, and tea,
For they are hungry men.

But different folk have different views; 
I know a person small—

She keeps ten million serving-men,
Who get no rest at all!

She sends’em abroad on her own affairs,
From the second she opens her eyes-

One million Hows, two million Wheres,
And seven million Whys!

• Write the paragraph out on paper to allow you to 
underline, draw arrows, circle key words, add 
notes, etc.

• Use different color pens or highlighters to mark 
common things.

• Devise a personal system for marking the same 
kinds of things consistently (main verbs, 
prepositional phrases, pronouns, etc.).

• Record your key observations and questions.

• Do whatever it takes to increase inquisitiveness 
and protect against the illusion of mastery.
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A “Journaling” 
Bible can be 
very helpful. 

Large margins 
provide space 

to record 
observations 
or questions.

A “Looseleaf” 
Bible provides 
wide margins 

for note-taking 
as well.
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10. Consult good resources for interpretation.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible acknowledges that God has given the 
church pastor-teachers—whose teachings are captured in various formats 
for ongoing edification of the church.

• Key resources include: Study Bible notes, 
sermons, and commentaries. 

• Check these resources to solidify your 
understanding of the basic meaning of the text.

• Avoid reliance on one single resource or author.

Counsel for Choosing Good Commentaries

1. Pick a commentary according to its author.

2. Don’t judge a commentary by its cover or cost.

3. Depend on recommendations made by teachers you know and trust.

4. Read the recommendations included in the commentary.

5. Read the “Forward” and “Preface” to determine the commentator’s emphasis.

6. Consider the commentary’s publisher.

7. Remember that commentaries have different genres (exegetical, expositional, devotional).

8. Read commentary reviews.

9. Never rely on one single commentary.
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“Some, under pretense of being taught of the Spirit of God, 
refuse to be instructed by books or by living men. This is no 
honoring of the Spirit of God; It is disrespect for Him, for if 
He gives to some of His servants more light than to others—
and it is clear He does—then they are bound to give that 
light to others, and to use it for the good of the church. But 
if the other part of the church refuse to receive that light, to 
what end did the Spirit of God give it? This would imply that 
there is a mistake somewhere in the economy of God’s gifts 
and graces, which is managed by the Holy Spirit.”

—Charles Spurgeon, Words of Counsel for Christian Workers, 111

11. Be accountable to your church.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible recognizes that study of the Bible is 
not intended to take place in isolation, under the sole auspices of self.

• While Scripture is clear enough to be studied 
and interpreted by believers on their own, the 
realities of ignorance, inconsistent or unsound 
study habits, and sinful prejudices require that 
the interpreter interpret Scripture in light of 
the discernment of a community of faith led 
by pastor-teachers wholly submissive to God’s 
Word.
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“Reading the Bible with fellow believers helps us to gain insights that we 
would otherwise miss. Also, our brothers and sisters can guard us from 

straying into false interpretations and misapplications.”

—Plummer, Forty Questions About Interpreting the Bible, 105

“The revelation of God cannot be properly known apart from the 
cultivation of brotherly love within the Christian community.” 

—F. F. Bruce 

12. Obey what Scripture teaches.

• “Heart appropriation, not merely head apprehension is the 
true goal of Bible study” (Roy Zuck).

• Bathe your interpretive results in prayerful obedience, to the 
glory of God.

• PRINCIPLE: Fruitful study of the Bible must be followed by faithful 
application.

• Whether one pleases God in his application of Scripture will be dependent 
upon the accuracy of his interpretation.
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“Scripture can rule us only so far as it is understood, and it is 
understood only so far as it is properly interpreted. A 

misinterpreted Bible is a misunderstood Bible, which will lead us 
out of God’s way rather than in it. Interpretation must be right if 
biblical authority is to be real in our lives and in our churches.”

—Packer, “Give Me Understanding,” 104

Helpful Questions to Guide in Application

1. Is there a truth in this text to believe about God?

2. Is there a truth to believe about some other doctrine?

3. Is there a command to obey?

4. Is there a promise to claim?

5. Is there an example to follow?

6. Is there an error in behavior or thinking to avoid?

7. Is there a condition to meet?

8. Is there a wisdom to shape a Christian’s life?

9. Is there a principle to follow for making decisions?

10. Is there a prayer to pattern?
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“But prove yourselves doers of the word, and not merely hearers 
who delude themselves. For if anyone is a hearer of the word 

and not a doer, he is like a man who looks at his natural face in a 
mirror; for once he has looked at himself and gone away, he has 
immediately forgotten what kind of person he was. But one who 
looks intently at the perfect law, the law of liberty, and abides by 

it, not having become a forgetful hearer but an effectual doer, 
this man will be blessed in what he does.” 

—James 1:22-25

Practical Steps 
for Fruitful Bible 

Study

Steps 1-6

REVIEW

1. Acknowledge your need for truth.

2. Determine to study the whole book.

3. Choose the right translations.

4. Pray for divine assistance.

5. Read the book repeatedly.

6. Investigate the book’s background.
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7. Establish the book’s structure.

8. Study the text in paragraphs.

9. Ask the text good questions.

10. Consult good resources for interpretation.

11. Be accountable to your church.

12. Obey what Scripture teaches.

Practical Steps 
for Fruitful Bible 

Study

Steps 7-12

REVIEW

Recommended Resources for Beginners

• Howard Hendricks and William Hendricks, 
Living by the Book.

• Richard Mayhue, How to Study the Bible

• Robert Traina, Methodical Bible Study.


