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Intro: I’m going to bust a myth about Bible interp, and give you 5 simple ideas on how to 
understand the Bible and get the most out of your reading. The myth: The Bible has “many 
interpretations” depending on the individual.  
Why is it important to interpret the Scriptures rightly? Because the Scripture has been used to 
justify all kinds of nonsense and evil throughout the centuries.  
Examples: 

• The horrors of Auschwitz 
• American White Supremacists 
• Apocalyptic Cults. David Koresh’s compound in Waco TX. Pastors who talked to him noted 

that if you were going to get into a conversation with the cult leader David Koresh, you better 
be knowledgeable about your Bible. Because he knew his. But he wrongly used Scripture to 
justify his cultic following.  

Church history is littered with movements and cults that have justified their wacky teachings with the 
Bible. And they did it because they broke every single common sense principle of interpretation that 
I’m going to give you today. 
 

• Key Term: Hermeneutics: From the Greek hermeneuo which means “to understand, 
translate, interpret.”  

• Guiding Principle: Authorial Intent: The Bible means what it meant. It’s the author’s 
intended meaning. With every line of Scripture we should ask, “What did this mean to say?” 
And not “What can this be made to say?” 

• Two Examples that show that the biblical authors cared about being understood:  
o Luke 24:27 “and Jesus explained (hermeneuo) to them in all the Scriptures concerning 

himself.” 
o 1 Cor. 5:9 “I wrote to you in my letter not to associate with sexually immoral people—

not at all meaning the sexually immoral of this world…” 
 
It’s clear from these passages and many others like them, that the authors intended the disciples 
to understand the intended meaning.  
Illus. I shared this principle years ago in a large class I was teaching on this, and there was a 
lady there who just immediately had a visceral reaction to it. She blurted out, “No it doesn’t! The 
Bible means whatever God is saying to me while I’m reading it. If he tells me through the Scriptures 
to do something then I’m going to do it, regardless of whether he was telling those people back then 
whatever!” I listened, and then I said very calmly, “Ok maa’m, I’m going to just trying to 
understand here what you said. You said that you are the author of Scripture, not God. And 
that it doesn’t matter what God says in his word, what really matters is what you say—so your words 
are now more important that God’s own revealed word.”  
She got louder—turned up the volume and the heat. “No! That’s not what I meant..” then I helped 
her to see the irony of insisting and even demanding that I make the effort to understand her original 
intended meaning and not just make up any message of what I thought she meant.  
 
Transition: How do we do that? I’m going to give you 3 indispensable principles… 
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1. The principle of clarity.  
• The essential message of Scripture is fundamentally intelligible, clear, and 

perspicuous. Anyone can pick it up and see immediately in it the story of creation, fall, 
redemption in Christ, restoration—all through an act of unmerited and unparalleled grace and 
mercy. When we say its message is fundamentally intelligible, we mean that read in this light 
(of its overall theme of redemption in Christ) its meaning is not vague, inscrutable, or 
hidden. Now, the Westminster confession of faith puts it well, as Protestants we do not 
believe that every detail of Scripture is clear to every person (indeed, sometimes a bit of 
background study and digging are necessary)—but the essential message of Scripture—it’s 
redemptive theme which is necessary for salvation—that can be available to all. The essential 
message of Scripture is sufficiently clear.  

• People are fundamentally intelligent. We recognize that when a human agent applies the 
normal rules of rationality, observation, understanding and literal interpretation—they can 
understand its message—at least enough to critique it. Rom. 1 Paul states that God’s 
general traits: his eternality, his divine power in creation—are clear to the idolater. This 
is why Paul states that every person who rejects the knowledge of God is culpable—without 
excuse. Even general truths about God’s nature are clear in creation, and God’s theme of 
redeeming that fallen creation is clear in the Scriptures. 
Look, if you begin with the idea that the basic message of Scripture is 
hopelessly inscrutable, hidden from sight—available only to those who’ve received 
some secretive esoteric knowledge—then you’re already defeated. The message of Scripture 
(redemption in the Messiah) is fundamentally intelligible to rational, objective agents.  

• Believers have a cognitive advantage. While the essential claims of Scripture may be 
clear enough to be cross-examined and understood, the full realization that the message of the 
cross is true is hidden to us before we believe, and the Scriptures as an instrument of our 
transformation isn’t really available to us. And this is where we need the light of the Spirit’s 
revelation to our inner man. Because, as Paul says, our darkened minds have become futile, 
corrupt, broken.  
1 Corinthians 2:12-14 “Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who 
is from God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God. 13 And we impart 
this in words not taught by human wisdom but taught by the Spirit, interpreting spiritual 
truths to those who are spiritual. 14 The natural person does not accept the things of the 
Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are 
spiritually discerned.” The word here “discern” means fathomed or perceived.  

The Holy Spirit turns on the lamp of the mind in order to go beyond mere knowledge of its claims, 
but into a kind of sympathetic reception of its truth. Notice he says the “natural” person, that is the 
person who is without the Spirit does not accept the things of the Spirit. We begin with the 
presumption that the author of Scripture (God) has ultimately provided a clear word, an 
essentially straightforward message of redemption in Jesus for fallen humanity. 
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2. The principle of context. If there is any principle I want people to know it’s this one.  
The term context just means “what’s with the text.” Most misinterpretations stem from failing to read 
the passage in light of the rest of the story.  
Illus. Nerf Football. Blam! Now if I go home and tell Kerri, “I was hit!” How many stories do you 
think she could contrive from that one lonely sentence? Lots. Lighting? Car? A big idea? No, it was a 
football to the temple.  
See how important context becomes to understanding the rest of the story. 
So I’m going to give you several kinds of contexts to be aware of… 

• The immediate context—the text surrounding the text. My best pal as a teenager used 
to have a wacky method of divining what God was saying to him. He’d flip through the Bible 
blindly and put his finger on a text and decide that was God’s message to him. God was 
revealing this “word from the Lord” and then he would spend a month or so quoting it to us, 
prophesying it over us. One night at a Bible study, he began to quote and pray this passage 
over us, “Have you not, Oh God, put a hedge around him and his house and all that he has, on 
every side? You have blessed the work of his hands, and his possessions have increased in the 
land.”  

Something about that passage that didn’t sit well with me. Something wasn’t right. I looked up some 
words in my concordance and found it.  

Job 1:9-12 “Then Satan answered the Lord and said, “Does Job fear God for no reason? 
10 Have you not, Oh God, put a hedge around him and his house and all that he has, on 
every side? You have blessed the work of his hands, and his possessions have increased in 
the land. 11 But stretch out your hand and touch all that he has, and he will curse you to your 
face.” 12 And the Lord said to Satan, “Behold, all that he has is in your hand. Only against him 
do not stretch out your hand.” So Satan went out from the presence of the Lord.”  

• The larger context—the situation surrounding the text. The previous example of 
quoting Satan was more egregious, but here’s one I hear far more often…Jeremiah 29:11 
“For I know the plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for your welfare and note for 
evil, to give you a future and a hope…”  

Jeremiah 29: 10 “For thus says the Lord: When seventy years are completed for Babylon, I will 
visit you, and I will fulfill to you my promise and bring you back to this place. 11 For I know the 
plans I have for you, declares the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for evil, to give you a 
future and a hope…14 I will be found by you, declares the Lord, and I will restore your fortunes 
and gather you from all the nations and all the places where I have driven you, declares the 
Lord, and I will bring you back to the place from which I sent you into exile.” Now, it’s clear 
from the text that this is a prediction for Israel, not a personal promise to me. The Bible is not 
your personal promise book. Two extremes to avoid, thinking it has no application to me—it 
does. And the other is thinking it’s a personal promise for me. I would adopt this passage to show 
the great abounding mercy of God in spite of me, not in light of me.  
• Understand it in its immediate, literary, historical, and theological contexts. 
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3. The principle of complementarity. (Lateral contexts/Analogy of Scripture). 
The principle of complementarity means that Scripture compliments other parts of Scripture—and 
they do not contradict each other. Theologians also call this “the analogy of Scripture”—meaning, 
you interpret Scripture with Scripture. In order to do this, here are some best practices… 
Realize that… 

• The Bible doesn’t endorse everything it reports. We must realize that the Bible 
records some things that it doesn’t approve. The words of Job and his friends. The words of 
Satan. Moses killing the Egyptian. Or slavery. Christians changed that system in Rome one 
mind and one heart at a time. Not through political fights but through a quiet revolution of the 
heart. The Bible sometimes records things it doesn’t or wouldn’t approve. 

We must also realize that… 
• Plain statements interpret obscure ones. Let’s just take a classic, probably the most 

classic statement in all of Scripture that seems obscure, but that needs clarification from 
other clear passages. 1 Cor. 15:29 “Otherwise, what do some people mean by being baptized on 
behalf of the dead? If the dead are not raised at all, why are people baptized on their behalf?” 

o Chapter 15 involves (1) an explanation of Jesus’ resurrection and his appearances (15:1-
11); (2) an explanation of our future resurrection in Christ (12-34); (3) an explanation of 
the nature of our resurrected bodies (35-58). Paul is defending the bodily resurrection of 
believers based on Christ’s resurrection—and it seems the Corinthians are threatening to 
jettison this vital doctrine.  

o The “people” he’s referring to here probably aren’t Christians or pagans either, though 
the practice of baptism for dead people was known in Greek culture (Thistleton, 1245). 
The church fathers such as Tertullian, Chrysostom and Ephiphanius document that 
vicarious baptism, that is baptism by proxy for the dead—was practiced among Gnostic 
pagans as well as the Marcionites. But these references are too late to explain the 
practice in Paul’s day. A more plausible explanation would be the Jewish practice of 
intercessory baptism (2 Macc. 12:45; 39-44), which was practiced among a select few 
Jews on behalf of dead Jews. That Paul has this narrow group of Jews is evidenced by 
three things: (1) Paul’s phrase “what do some people mean by baptizing for the dead” 
and (2) their belief that this is tied to future resurrection of the body, and (3) a small 
group of Jews within the church (Acts 18; 1 Cor. 7). For this select group of Jews, this 
practice was symbolic not sacramental. Now, notice Paul doesn’t commend the 
practice (he simply mentions some are doing it) and he also doesn’t explicitly censure it 
either. He simply uses the example to show that the expectation for resurrection is 
already present in the liturgy of a select group. Now, when we look at the entirety of 
Scripture in other places, we can see clearly that Baptism is only ever for the living by 
the living, and on the other side of this passage, we can see that no Christian tradition of 
baptism for the dead emerged (with the exception of Gnostic and Marcion heretics). 

Nearly 75 passages in the NT where baptism is done for the living by the living.  
The plain things are the main things and the main things are the plain things.  
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• Beware of collapsing contexts (forced contradiction). When two or more unrelated 
texts are forced to speak to the same issue, this is called the fallacy of collapsing contexts 
(James Sire 58). The devil is a roaring lion prowling about and seeking whom he may 
devour. But Jesus is the lion of Judah. Same image, applied in two very different ways. Or Jn. 
10 refers to the “thief” who comes to steal, kill, and destroy—in context Jesus is referring to 
the Pharisees (not the devil). Then Jesus refers to himself in Matt. 24 as coming as “a thief in 
the night.” Premortal existence (Jeremiah 1:5; Acts 17:26ff. and Hebrews 12:9). Be 
careful not to over-specify and then collapse a context into another context that has nothing 
to do with each—they only have superficial similarities. 

o John 1:1-4 and 1 Col. 1:15ff.; or 1 Cor. 1 
Yes we interpret the Scriptures with the Scriptures, when there is a contextual parallel. But we 
don’t want to force the Scriptures to endorse everything they record or report—we don’t want to 
force clear passages to be overturned by obscure ones, and we don’t want to collapse contexts that 
don’t have anything to do with each other.  
 
4. The principle of the multiple applications. While it is true that each text has a 
singular and specific meaning to its original audience (or historical interpretation)— However, the 
text may have many applications to particular situations.  
 
 1 Cor. 8:4-13. In vv. 4-6, Paul states clearly that idols are nothing, there are no actual gods behind 
them, and a strong believer may purchase meat that has been sacrificed to a mute, dumb, dead idol—
and eat it freely with a clear conscience.  
But, Paul says, if a weak believer comes over to your house for church and knows that meat was 
bought in market sacrificed to a false god—and they think because they are weak and uninformed in 
their faith—that you as a believer in Christ are now actually eating meat sacrificed to a false god he 
falls away—offended, discombobulated—because he’s young, and uninformed. So what do you do? 
Don’t do it. Don’t eat the meat. Throw it out.  
 
Paul is trying to say, “Your priority is that person, not your personal freedom.” 
The principle is plain. Easy to see. Don’t do flaunt your Christian freedom at the expense of the 
weaker brother or sister. Refrain from putting up unnecessary obstacles and barriers for new 
Christians.  
 
5. The Christocentric principle. 
The Spirit reveals the meaning already in the Word, not a meaning apart from the Word.  
 
If not, then any meaning would be permissible and if that’s the case then it could even accommodate 
contradictory meanings or applications.  
 
Never use the timbers and planks of Scripture to build soapboxes of dogma. Christ is the center. 
He is the point. And growing in your love for him and your love for those made in his image—that is 
the ultimate goal of the Christian life.  
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Closing: Communion: We said the essential message of the Gospel is fundamentally intelligible. 
How much more simple does it get than this.  


