
From The Desk of Pastor Jeff  
Series on The Word of God: Part 2- Rightly Interpreted 
 
Friend: How can you believe the Bible? The Bible is open to interpretation. 
Me: What do you mean? 
Friend:  I  mean  that  when  people  read  the  Bible,  each  person  interprets  it  differently.  How  can  you  claim  that  your  
interpretation is correct?  How can you say they way you understand the Bible is the truth? 
Me: So if I’m understanding you correctly, you’re saying that you believe that the Bible is not open to interpretation. 
Friend: No, I mean that the Bible has many interpretations. 
Me: I get it.  So you mean that the Bible is talking about the problem of deforestation in the Amazon River Basin. 
Friend: Huh?  That makes no sense.  
Me: Exactly. 
 
The preceding fictional conversation is one of those conversations in my head that I probably couldn’t get away 
with in real life, but it illustrates the problem that many people have when approaching the Bible.  Many 
evangelical Christians who uphold the Bible as being God’s Word are tripped up when someone says that the Bible 
is interpretable.  Often the statement is used to end discussion and give the participants a false sense of unity and 
humility.  The Bible is the truth they say, but who can really claim to have access to the truth?  As a pastor, my 
concern is how the statement, “it’s open to interpretation”, affects people. At best, it can confuse people.  At worse, 
it undermines the authority of Scripture and people manipulate the Bible to say whatever they want it to say.  

The reasoning behind this idea of open interpretation to the Bible comes partially from the philosophy of our age 
often  referred  to  as  “post-modernism”.   While  post-modernity  is  not  entirely  bad,  one  of  the  things  that  post-
modernity teaches is that there is no over-arching objective truth.  Even if there was such a thing as truth, we all 
see it through the lens of our own personal perspective so no one can claim objective access to the truth.  In other 
words,  truth  is  relative.   As  a  result,  truth  is  not  seen  as  outside  of  us  dictating  reality  to  us,  but  instead,  the  
individual determines truth as they see it.  

When it  comes to interpreting the Bible,  this sort of thinking has resulted in a few things.   First,  when someone 
approaches a text, the emphasis is placed less upon what the person who wrote the text meant, and more upon 
what the person who reads the text thinks of it.   It  is  therefore up to the individual to see what they think the 
Bible  says.   Secondly,  we  are  unable  to  tell  someone  else  their  interpretation  is  wrong.   Since  it  is  up  to  the  
individual to determine what is  true,  it  is  not possible to tell  them that they’re wrong.  After all,  it’s  a matter of 
interpretation, and interpretation is a matter of perspective.  Third, Scripture no longer is allowed to speak to us, 
but we are the interpreters of what it says.  In our sinful nature we can make Scripture say what we want it to say 
and affirm our cultural and individual behaviors.  We can do this in subtle ways- by de-emphasizing what the Bible 
emphasizes, and emphasizing what the Bible de-emphasizes.  We make unclear what the Bible has made clear, and 
make clear what the Bible leaves unclear.  

The  problem with  this  post-modern way of  determining  truth  is  that  truth  doesn’t  work  that  way.   In  no  other  
context is truth a matter of personal preference.  If there is a bus coming at me, whether I like it or not, I need to 
move whether I like it or not.  It is either the bus, or it is me.  Truth is cold, real and does not accommodate itself 
to individual perspectives.  

When it comes to things like Biblical interpretation, words mean things.  I think many would agree that there is 
such a thing as a wrong interpretation.  Take my conversation with my imaginary friend.  What if I were to make 
every word that he says to mean what I want it to mean?  He would object and say, “No, that’s not what I mean.”  
In other words, I’m interpreting his words wrongly.  That’s because words mean something.  But to say there is such 
a thing as a wrong interpretation means that there is such a thing as a right interpretation.   

But  can  we  claim  that  we  have  the  right  interpretation?   It  is  true  that  when  we  approach  these  things  there  
should be a certain level of humility.  Even those who claim that there is such a thing as accessible truth should be 
humble about how they handle it.  That being said, I don’t personally know of anyone other than Jesus who would 
claim an unhindered understanding of full  truth.  However,  I  do think it  is  possible to get closer to it.   Christian 
author D.A. Carson has great insight into this issue.  The way we see truth is like an asymptote.  An asymptote is a 
curve that gets closer and closer to a line but never quite touches it.  Truth and biblical interpretation can be seen 
in such a way.  If we acknowledge that there is something as a bad interpretation, we can acknowledge that there 
are interpretations that get closer to the meaning of a text.   As a result,  we move down the curve closer to the 
right interpretation.  In next week’s reflection, I’d like to consider ways we can get closer to it. 

 


