How to Understand
the Bible
“Wherefore be ye not foolish, but understand
what the will of the Lord is” (Eph. 5:17). The
Bible can be understood, and we can compre‐
hend what our duty to God is. The most impor‐
tant things, or the matters relating to our
salvation, in the Bible are the simplest and
plainest, whereas the more obscure passages
and some prophecies that are hard to under‐
stand have no direct bearing on our salvation.
Jesus taught if a person wants to know what to
do to be saved, he will find the truth and can ap‐
prehend it. “If any man willeth to do his will, he
shall know of the teaching, whether it is of God,
or whether I speak from myself ” (John 7:17).
Hermeneutics is the science of interpretation.
Exegesis is applying the rules of hermeneutics to
lead the meaning out of a text. Eisegesis is the
faulty interpretation by putting one’s own ideas
into a text. It is proper to engage in exegesis but
sinful to practice eisegesis.
As we open up the Scriptures to interpret
them, we should first examine ourselves. We
must have a genuine love for the truth. To
those who received not the love of the truth
Paul says:
And for this cause God sendeth them a work‐
ing of error, that they should believe a lie: that
they all might be judged who believed not
the truth, but had pleasure in unrighteousness
(2 The. 2:11-12).

In the parable of the soils, Jesus taught that
the good soil or good heart is the only place
where the Word of God will hold and produce
fruit (Luke 8:15). The honest and good heart is

the one that loves the truth above prejudice. It
seeks the truth, the whole truth, and nothing
but the truth.
The interpreter must also exercise common
sense. Common sense is the ability to see the
harmony of things and the opposites, the con‐
crete, the obvious. There are three kinds of
sense: revealed sense, common sense, and non‐
sense. Revealed sense is the Bible, common sense
is the capacity to understand it, and nonsense is
failing to use the other two. Some people argue
over who baptized whom in Acts 8:26-38. Did
Philip baptize the eunuch or did the eunuch
baptize Philip since the text simply says, “he
baptized him.” Common sense asks who wanted
to be baptized? Philip was doing the preaching;
the eunuch was the sinner who needed to be
baptized and the one who wanted to be bap‐
tized. Beyond doubt, it was the eunuch who was
baptized.
Five rules that will be of inestimable value to
the honest and serious interpreter of the Bible
are the following:
Interpret Historically
This means to consider the historical circum‐
stances of the writing. These are the Bible dis‐
pensations, the order of the book, the title, the
author, the readers, the date, the place, the occa‐
sion of it, and the manners and customs. The
three dispensations of the Bible are the (1) Patri‐
archal age (from Adam to the law given to
Moses), (2) the Jewish (from the law to the
cross), and (3) the Christian (from the establish‐
ment of the church until the end of time). Quite
obviously we are now under Christ and the new
covenant (Col. 2:14; Heb. 8-9). For a good intro‐
duction to the books of the Bible H. C.
Thiessen’s, Introduction to the New Testament,

and Edward Young’s, An Introduction to the
Old Testament, are quite helpful. Fred Wright’s,
Manners and Customs of Bible Lands, has a rich
supply of information. Merrill C. Tenney’s, Pic‐
torial Bible Dictionary, is a good one-volume
Bible Dictionary. With this historical informa‐
tion, one should seek to see through the au‐
thor’s eyes in his time and situation.
Interpret According to the
Analogy of Scripture
This simply means to use Scripture as an aid
to understand Scripture. A bizarre interpreta‐
tion that clashes with the whole trend of Scrip‐
ture or a particular passage is sure to be wrong.
For example, to cite passages in Romans like
3:28 and 5:1 that say we are justified by faith
and thereby conclude that we are saved by faith
alone without works, even though the necessity
of works is mentioned elsewhere, is incorrect
exegesis. James 2:19-26, proves the necessity of
works, and in the beginning and end of Ro‐
mans, Paul points out the necessity of the “obe‐
dience of faith” (Rom. 1:5; 16:26). Therefore,
the only saving faith is an obedient working
faith.
Interpret the Words
The Old Testament was written in Hebrew
and the New Testament in Greek. If one can
check the words in the original languages, he
has a valuable source of information. The King
James and American Standard Versions are re‐
liable, and one can learn the message of God
from these fine standard translations. The Eng‐
lish words themselves should be studied with
an English Dictionary, and no word should be
just skipped over unless we know its meaning.
Take phylactery in Matthew 23:5. What is it?

Looking the word up one finds that it was a
square leathern box, containing slips on which
were written certain scriptural passages, worn
by Jews. Then there is the controversial verb
baptize. The dictionaries point out that in the
Greek the word meant “to dip in water,” but to‐
day it means to dip or pour or sprinkle. Just
here we should point out that in studying the
Bible we need to understand a word as it was
used in Bible times. The acquired meaning of
today should not be attached to the word if we
are to be baptized as Jesus wanted us baptized.
The Greek lexicons are prompt in their duty to
define the original Greek word in the New Tes‐
tament for baptize as immersion. Furthermore,
to let Scripture interpret Scripture, Paul de‐
clares that baptism is a burial (Col. 2:12), so
the Bible itself defines baptism as a covering or
immersion. If one is going to use Greek lexi‐
cons, he should interpret lexically, i.e., define a
word in a certain passage as it is so defined in
that passage by the lexicons. For example,
psallo at one time meant to twang the strings of
a musical instrument, but by the time the New
Testament was written in the Greek it meant
“in the N. T. to sing a hymn, to celebrate the
praises of God in song” (Thayer 675). So psallo
means only to sing in the New Testament.
Interpret Grammatically
This means one must use the principles of
syntax or grammar. Some read 1 Timothy 2:12:
“But I permit not a woman to teach, nor to
have dominion over a man, but to be in quiet‐
ness” and conclude that women cannot teach
absolutely. Well in Titus 2:2-3, Paul says the
aged women are to teach women, and Priscilla
helped Aquila teach Apollos. The student
should note that the two infinitives “to teach”

and “to have dominion” are both modified by
“over a man.” All Paul is teaching in 1 Timothy
2:12 grammatically is that women are not to
teach over a man nor have dominion over a
man.
Interpret Contextually
This means to interpret a text in light of the
surrounding words. Any text taken out of con‐
text becomes a mere pretext. A good example of
this is Colossians 2:21, which is often used as a
text for a temperance sermon. However, the
“Handle not, nor taste, nor touch” as it stands in
its context is a condemnation of asceticism. Paul
says, “If ye died with Christ from the rudiments
of the world, do ye subject yourselves to ordi‐
nances” and these ordinances which were com‐
mands of men not to be followed were “Handle
not, nor taste, nor touch.” Another abused text
is 1 Corinthians 2:9:
Things which eye saw not, and ear heard not,
And which entered not into the heart of man,
Whatsoever things God prepared for them
that love him.

This is constantly quoted as referring to the
glory and blessedness of heaven, but the context
leaves no doubt that the apostle refers to the
profound wisdom of the plan of salvation,
which no human mind could have perceived or
imagined, but “God revealed them through the
Spirit.”
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