


Interpreting the Bible is of special concern to Christians, and the problem of conflicting
interpretations is a fact of deep concern among those who are diligent students of the Bible. How
do people reach contrary and often contradictory conclusions? How can I know whether my
understanding of a passage is correct?

Similar questions and issues have been the concern of the Christian church for almost 2000 years.
Theologians and philosophers through the centuries have studied the practice of interpretation
and endeavored to establish principles that would lead an interpreter to the correct meaning of
the biblical text. Hermeneutics is the term used to identify the study of the principles of
interpretation. Exegesis is a term that means basically the same thing as interpretation. In recent
years, many books have been written that not only set forth the basic principles of biblical
interpretation and how to apply them, but also address questions such as those asked above.

THE CHALLENGE OF CONFLICTING INTERPRETATIONS

If you have ever engaged in a discussion about the Bible, you have very likely heard someone
say, “That’s just your interpretation!” That statement is usually made when people disagree on
the meaning of a passage, but are unable to settle the debate. When someone says, “That’s just
your interpretation,” they are usually implying that there really is no “correct” interpretation.
The claim that there is no “correct” interpretation is the byword of many postmodern schools of
interpretation, such as radical reader-response criticism and deconstruction. These approaches
deny the possibility of objective interpretation; unfortunately, this is often the assumption of the
average person as well. Often they mean, “I don’t agree with the way you interpret this passage,
and no one really knows for sure what it means anyway, so let’s just agree to disagree.”

This, however, cannot be an option for any student of God’s Word. Our task is to discover
what the text means, and to settle for less than the correct meaning is to settle for something
other than the very Word of God. We recognize that perhaps there are questions for which we
have no definitive answers at the moment. We can acknowledge our shortcomings in these
areas and hold our respective positions with humility and meekness, realizing that someone
may have an answer that more accurately explains the meaning. We should not, however, rest
content with conflicting interpretations. We should diligently seek the truth, which means we
should strive to understand the correct meaning of the text.

We must also point out that it is simply false to claim that no one can know the correct
interpretation of a passage of the Bible. If in principle such accurate understanding cannot be
achieved, then there would be no basis upon which to conclude that any given interpretation was
not correct. In the study of logic, this is called the fallacy of a lost distinction: if there is no correct
interpretation, then there is no standard by which to distinguish any given interpretation from
the “correct” one. If it is true that “it’s not possible to have a correct interpretation,” then what
does that statement itself mean? If someone makes that statement to you, just ask him, “What do
you mean by that?” He certainly expects you to correctly interpret his objection. The simple fact
of the matter is, it is possible to have a correct interpretation, and anyone who says it is not
possible is making a self-defeating claim.

In principle, it is certainly true that a correct interpretation is possible. In fact, the critic’s own
objections are not even meaningful unless this is true. The possibility of having a correct
interpretation, however, does not guarantee that a person will discover it. There are several
important factors involved in coming to a correct interpretation of a passage of the Bible and in
judging between competing interpretations. Let’s briefly look at some of the more important
factors.



GRAMMATICAL-HISTORICAL INTERPRETATION

You may have heard a preacher or read a Bible commentator talk about using the grammatical-
historical method of interpretation. This descriptive title means that we interpret the Bible
according to its normal, grammatical, historical significance. In other words, we understand the
words and sentences according to the way they were normally used by the speakers of the
language. It also means that we understand the words and sentences in their historical context.
Using the grammatical-historical method means we interpret the Bible in light of:

1. The original languages of the Bible. The Bible was not originally written in English. We must
understand the meaning of the words and sentences in the languages in which they were originally written.

2. The historical/cultural settings of the Bible. The various authors of the books of the Bible lived at a
time in history and in a culture that was, in many respects, quite different from our modern techno-culture.
Communication is highly influenced by one’s culture and place in history.

3. The literary genres of the Bible. The word genre means kind. Literary genre simply means different
kinds of literature. Poetry, for example, is a different kind of literature than historical narrative, and there
are different principles for understanding it. Since the Bible contains different kinds of literature, we must
take into consideration how meaning is expressed differently in each kind.

4. The universal and particular principles of communication and understanding. There are certain
principles that govern the way people communicate. Some of these principles are universal: they are the
same for all people at all times regardless of their language, ethnic background, culture, or point of view.
All people who want to communicate, for example, assume that the claim they are making cannot be both
true and false in the same sense. This is called the principle of non-contradiction. Everyone who
communicates does so on the basis of this principle. Some principles are peculiar to the fact that we are
interpreting the Word of God. If the Bible is inspired (God-breathed) and inerrant then our interpretation
must take this into consideration.

5. The preunderstanding and presuppositions of the interpreter. These words, preunderstanding and
presuppositions, refer to the points of view, the perspectives, the background, and the assumptions of the
reader. A person who assumes that God does not exist, for example, will interpret the Bible quite
differently from a person who believes that God does exist. Our assumptions and perspectives play a
significant role when we try to understand the meaning of the text.

These are some of the basic factors that are important in good Bible study. Part one of this series
will cover points one, two, and three listed above, and part two will cover points four and five. I
hope this brief overview of the basic principles of interpretation will whet your appetite to learn
more about how to interpret the Bible correctly.

The Original Languages of the Bible

Don't let this one scare you. It's not necessary for everyone who wants to study the Bible to be a
scholar in the original languages of the Bible. It is important, however, to understand how to do
some basic study in the biblical languages. This makes a critical difference in interpretation.

I like to compare the study of the Bible to watching a football game. If you watch a game on a
black-and-white TV, you can see all the plays, and you know who wins the game. Suppose,
however, that some time during the course of the game there is a crucial play. When you watch
the instant replay on a black-and-white TV, you can’t tell where the player’s knee ends and the
turf begins, or where exactly the ball is, because everything is gray. It's difficult to distinguish
between the gray of the pants, the gray of the turf, and the gray of the ball, so you may not be




















