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The Word
The Science of Biblical Interpretation

Part 1
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òDo you understand what you are 
reading?ó

Philip to Ethiopian Eunuch
Acts 8:30
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òHow could I unless someone guides 
me?ó

Ethiopian Eunuch to Philip
Acts 8:31
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Can we understand what the 
Bible means?
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" And all the people gathered as one 
man at the square which was in front of 
the Water Gate, and they asked Ezra 
the scribe to bring the book of the law 
of Moses which the Lord had given to 
Israel. Then Ezra the priest brought 
the law before the assembly of men, 
women and all who could listen with 

understanding, on the first day of the 
seventh month. He read from it before 

the square which was in front of the 
Water Gate from early morning until 
midday, in the presence of men and 

women, those who could understand; 
and all the people were attentive to the 

book of the law.ó 
(Nehemiah 8:1-9)
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"Ezra opened the book in the sight of all 
the people for he was standing above all 
the people; and when he opened it, all the 
people stood up. Then Ezra blessed the 
Lord the great God. And all the people 
answered, òAmen, Amen!ó while lifting up 

their hands; then they bowed low and 
worshiped the Lord with their faces to the 
ground. . . .They read from the book, from 
the law of God, translating [explaining] to 
give the sense so that they understood 

the reading." 
(Nehemiah 8:5-6, 8)
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òThe Bells started questioning their 
assumptions about the Bible itself ð
òdiscovering the Bible as a human 

product,ó as Rob puts it, rather than the 
product of divine fiat. The Bible is still in 
the center for us,ó Rob says, òbut itõs a 

different kind of center. We want to 
embrace mystery, rather than conquer it.ó 
ò I grew up thinking that weõve figure out 
the Bible,ó Kristen says, òThat we knew 
what it means. Now I have no idea what 

most of it means. And yet I feel like life is 
big again ðlike life used to be black and 

white, and now itõs in color.ó
- Christianity Today, Nov. 2004, pp 37 -8.
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"Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who 
is from God, so that we may know the things freely given to us by 
God, which things we also speak, not in words taught by human 

wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts 
with spiritual words."

(1 Corinthians 2:12-13) 

Here, the Apostle Paul makes clear that Godõs thoughts can indeed 
by communicated via finite human language. 

We can know what the Bible means. 
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Can non-Christians understand 
what the Bible means?
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" For the word of the cross is foolishness to those who are 
perishing, but to us who are being saved it is the power of 

God.ó
(1 Corinthians 1:18) 

"But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit 
of God, for they are foolishness to him; and he cannot 
understand them, because they are spiritually appraised.ó

(1 Corinthians 2:14) 

GinǾskǾ: ògrasp the significance of somethingó
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Non -Christians can understand 
the meaning of the Bibleõs text é 
but é without the illumination of 

the Spirit, they will not grasp the 
textõs significance.
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òThere is a difference 
between having a right 

speculative notion of the 
doctrines contained in 
the world of God, and 
having a due sense of 
them in the heart.ó

- Jonathan Edwards
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Hermeneutics
From the Greek hermǛneuǾ(interpret)

(Hermes was the Greek messenger of the gods)

(a) The study and statement of the principles on which a textñfor 
present purposes, the biblical textñis to be understood, or (b) The 
interpretation of the text in such a way that its message comes home 

to the reader or hearer.
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1. Observation ðwhat do I see?
2. Interpretation ðwhat does it mean?
3. Application ðhow does it apply?

Hermeneutical Process
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Observations in Scripture

1. Terms
2. Structure
3. Genre
4. Background

Observation is crucial because it feeds into the 
next cycle, which is interpretation. Without good 
observation skills, a wrongful interpretation could 

be the end result.
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Observation - Terms

Terms are often categorized as routine(òtheó), difficult (òspiritó), 
crucial(òlawó), and important(òdeathó).

"Jesus answered and said to him, òTruly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born again he 
cannot see the kingdom of God.ó Nicodemus said to Him, òHow can a man be born when he 
is old? He cannot enter a second time into his motherõs womb and be born, can he?ó Jesus 
answered, òTruly, truly, I say to you, unless one is born of water and the Spirit he cannot 
enter into the kingdom of God. òThat which is born of the flesh is flesh, and that which is 
born of the Spirit is spirit. òDo not be amazed that I said to you, ôYou must be born again.õ 
òThe wind blows where it wishes and you hear the sound of it, but do not know where it comes 

from and where it is going; so is everyone who is born of the Spirit.ó"(John 3:3-8) 

Is there another part of the Bible where we find both the Spirit and Water?

"The earth was formless and void, and darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the 
Spirit of God was moving over the surface of the waters."(Genesis 1:2) 
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Observation ðWhat Stands Out to You?

" A Psalm of David. The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want. He
makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside quiet waters. 
He restores my soul; He guides me in the paths of righteousness For 
His nameõs sake. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow 
of death, I fear no evil, for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, 
they comfort me. You prepare a table before me in the presence of my 

enemies; You have anointed my head with oil; My cup overflows. 
Surely goodness and lovingkindnesswill follow me all the days of my 

life, And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.ò
(Psalm 23:1-6) 

Notice the pronouns ðonce suffering comes, God comes closeé
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Terms in the Original Language

The pronoun is singular and feminine; indicates Mary alone ðspeaks to virgin birth 
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Observation - Structure

1. Who ðwho is a particular person; 
who is doing the speaking ; who is 
the author

2. What ðwhat is the argument; what 
is the point

3. When ðwhen did an event take 
place; when was a work written

4. Where ðwhere did an event take 
place; where was a person born

5. How ðhow did something happen; 
how was an event taking place

6. Why (perhapsé may be more 
application)

Questions to ask as you are reading the Text
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Observation - Structure

1. Things that are emphasized
2. Things that are repeated
3. Things that are related
4. Things that are alike
5. Things that are unlike
6. Things that are true to life
7. The order of things in the text

Six Things to Look for in the Text
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Things that are Emphasized

" Therefore many other signs Jesus also performed in the presence 
of the disciples, which are not written in this book; but these have been 
written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of 

God; and that believing you may have life in His name."
(John 20:30-31) 

òNow the main point in what has been said is this: we have such a high 
priest, who has taken His seat at the right hand of the throne of the 

Majesty in the heavens,ò
(Hebrews 8:1) 
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Things that are Repeated

"It was also about these men that Enoch, in the seventh 
generation from Adam, prophesied, saying, òBehold, the 

Lord came with many thousands of His holy ones, to 
execute judgment upon all, and to convict all the ungodlyof 
all their ungodlydeeds which they have done in an ungodly
way, and of all the harsh things which ungodlysinners have 

spoken against Him.ó"
(Jude 14-15) 
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Things that are Repeated
" In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth.ò

(Genesis 1:1) 

" In the beginningwas the Word, and the Word was with God, and the 
Word was God.ò

(John 1:1) 

"On the third day Abraham raised his eyes and saw the place from a 
distance."

(Genesis 22:4) 

òThe Son of Man must suffer many things and be rejected by the 
elders and chief priests and scribes, and be killed and be raised up on 

the third day.ó
(Luke 9:22) 
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The Order of Things in the Text

"For this reason God gave them over to degrading passions; for their 
women exchanged the natural function for that which is unnatural, and 
in the same way also the men abandoned the natural function of the 
woman and burned in their desire toward one another, men with men 
committing indecent acts and receiving in their own persons the due 

penalty of their error."
(Romans 1:26-27) 

Why would Paul start with the women instead of men? Perhaps 
because in most cultures, the women are the more sexually modest 

ones ðmaybe Paul is beginning with the women to show how base the 
culture had become. 
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Structure of a Book
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Observation - Genre

1. Narrative
2. Gospel
3. Poetry
4. Prophecy
5. Didactic

Understand the Literary Type of Material being Read
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Observation - Genre

Narrative is a story told for the purpose of conveying a message 
through the record of events, situations, people, settings, plot, and 

various other factors that constitute a story.

Kinds of Narrative include: 

1. Tragedy (e.g. Saul)
2. Epic (e.g. Exodus)
3. Heroic (e.g. Paul)

Narrative

Literary Devices  of Narrative include: 

1. Typology (e.g. Balaam)
2. Chiasm (Noah)


