
From The Desk of Pastor Jeff  

The Word- Part 3 Getting a Better Interpretation 

     For the past few weeks we’ve been talking about the importance of the Bible in the life of the believer and the problem of 
interpretation.  It seems as if there is no shortage of interpretations when it comes to the Bible.  This is a problem because often this is 
taken to mean that Scripture can be used in whatever way the reader deems right. Often the phrase, “it’s open to interpretation” is 
used to end conversations and suggest all things are open to disagreement.  Consequently, are we left to our own devices when it 
comes down to understanding Scripture?  Will we never have a faithful understanding of the Bible? 

     Last week, I presented an understanding of truth suggested by D.A. Carson that I found tremendously helpful when thinking about 
biblical interpretation.  Dr. Carson suggested thinking of truth as an asymptote.   Clearly there are wrong interpretations of Scripture 
and there are closer interpretations of Scripture. As we move along the line toward a closer interpretation of Scripture, we can say we 
are getting closer to what the Scripture means, but we can continue to be humble and study more, laboring to get closer to the truth. 

     How can we do so?  For this topic, I found Dr. Wayne Grudem’s (Phoenix Seminary) podcast very helpful.   In his lecture, Dr. 
Grudem points out four ways to help people get to a closer interpretation of Scripture- the author’s meaning in the words written, the 
context of the passage, the overall message of the Bible, and the cultural context. 

1. Meaning of Words.  When an author writes something, words are chosen that have meaning.  In English, we have the privilege of 
having the Bible translated into several versions. Instead of thinking of these many versions as a hindrance, through careful study we 
can actually use them to get a better handle on a passage of Scripture.  Additionally, with today’s technology, there are powerful 
computer versions of the Bible as well as online tools that can help us find out what specific words mean.   For example, when we 
read in Romans 2:13 the word “law”, we can look up what the word means and find out that Paul is not talking about Roman Law, 
but rather the Mosaic law. 

2.  Context.  When looking at a passage, it is helpful to find out what the surrounding text is talking about.  For example, the line said 
by Jesus, “the truth will set you free”, is often quoted to tell someone of the benefits of confession.  However, the context gives a 
different picture of what Jesus meant. “If you abide in my word, you are truly my disciples, and you will know the truth, and the truth 
will set you free.”  (John 8:31-32 ESV)  Therefore, if we look at the context we see that Jesus is addressing Jews who had put their 
trust in him as well as several opponents who were challenging him.  So what Jesus meant by truth was himself and his claims about 
what he teaches.  He is the one that sets us free. 

3. Scripture as a Whole. We believe that Scripture was written not just by individual people but also through the inspiration of the 
Holy Spirit.  Therefore the Bible can be considered written by many authors and one author at the same time.   Consequently, we can 
use one part of Scripture to help us understand what another part is saying.  For example when John the Baptist in John 1 calls Jesus 
“the lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world”, we can look back in the book of Leviticus where it talks of sacrificing a lamb 
as a means of cleansing the sinner.  (Lev. 3:7, 4:32, 5:17, 9:3 etc.)  Additionally, when we see Scripture as a whole we are able to see 
the whole gospel narrative unfold from Creation, the history of Israel, the coming of the Messiah, the church age to Christ’s return.  
Understanding a passage and where it fits within the overall story of the Bible reveals to the reader a greater understanding of what a 
passage is talking about. 

4. Cultural Context.  Many of the events and the descriptions in Scripture seem foreign to the modern reader.  This is because the 
Bible was written in a different time and in a different cultural context.  For example, the story of the Samaritan Woman at the well 
(John 4) will not be understandable outside the racial and cultural context of Jesus’ day.  Still, regarding cultural context, it is 
important not to take things too far, finding meaning when there is none.  Additionally, there can be a wrong assumption that today’s 
culture is more sophisticated and advanced than ancient cultures and that what was written longa go has nothing to say to our culture 
today. 

    These four areas are extremely helpful for students of the word desiring to grow in their understanding of God’s Word.  Rightly 
handled, the Word of God is truly powerful and effective in equipping God’s people.  (Heb. 4:12) 


