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Grace OPC High School Sunday Class Teaching Notes 
Year:     1 of 4  Date:  Week 4 
Quarter: 2 of 4 Bible Study/Survey 
Lesson Title: Commentaries 
Lesson Purpose: To understand the proper use of commentaries in Bible study. 
 

1. Introduction 
God has given His church a very rich history.  Within this history there have been 
several great men (and a lot of horrible men) who have written commentaries on the 
scriptures.  The use of good commentaries in the study of the scriptures can be a great 
help to us in understanding God’s word.   

2. Types of Commentaries 
• Technical Commentaries 
Technical Commentaries seek to dig below the surface of the text to show the 
underlying meaning of God’s word. 

And he took one of his ribs] It is immaterial whether we render tsela a rib, or a part of his side, for it may 
mean either: some part of man was to be used on the occasion, whether bone or flesh it matters not; though 
it is likely, from verse Ge 2:23, that a part of both was taken; for Adam, knowing how the woman was 
formed, said, This is flesh of my flesh, and bone of my bone. God could have formed the woman out of the 
dust of the earth, as he had formed the man; but had he done so, she must have appeared in his eyes as a 
distinct being, to whom he had no natural relation. But as God formed her out of a part of the man himself, 
he saw she was of the same nature, the same identical flesh and blood, and of the same constitution in all 
respects, and consequently having equal powers, faculties, and rights. This at once ensured his affection, 
and excited his esteem. –Adam Clarke’s Commentary on the Bible 

This sort of commentary will often interact with the original language.  Note the 

discussion of “tsela” or rather “[l'ce” in Adam Clarke’s commentary above.  This sort 
of commentary also often deals with deeper theological and historical issues. 
 
• Devotional Commentaries 
Devotional Commentaries focus on applying the text to God’s people in the place and 
situation where they live. 

That the woman was made of a rib out of the side of Adam; not made out of his head to rule over him, nor 
out of his feet to be trampled upon by him, but out of his side to be equal with him, under his arm to be 
protected, and near his heart to be beloved. –Matthew Henry’s Commentary on the whole Bible 

This sort of commentary tends to move the heart more than the mind as technical 
commentaries do. 
 
Most commentaries are a mixture of these two types.  Mathew Henry contains some 
pieces that are quite technical, and very few technical commentaries are without some 
devotional use.  
 
• Homiletic Commentaries 
 
Homiletic Commentaries are primarily used by pastors and teachers.  They break 
passages down into themes and suggest sermon structures, illustrations etc.  They can 
be useful for seeing what the author believes is the structure and teaching of the text, 
and can be a shortcut in sermon preparation, if the commentator is a good one. 
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The text below is from The Preacher’s Homiletic Commentary and is a reasonably good 
Homiletic commentary on Ps 51:2. 

 
 
 

 
 

3. The Use of Commentaries 
Commentaries can be used in a variety of situations, depending on the person using 
them and the situation they are in. 
 
• Sermon or Lesson Preparation 
Pastors and teachers often use commentaries to verify that what they are teaching from 
a text is not something entirely new, however, an entirely new interpretation might be 
correct, but still must be carefully checked to see that it does not disagree with good 
doctrine.  God yet has more light to break from His Word!  God has given His Church a 
great deal of wisdom over the ages and much of it is found in the great commentaries of 
the past.  Wise teachers make use of this wisdom to make sure they have not made any 
large mistakes in their understanding of a scriptural text. 
 
• Devotional Reading 
In years past serious Christians would read commentaries as part of their devotional 
reading.  Commentaries like Matthew Henry’s have been popular for this sort of use for 
hundreds of years.  “glittering with metaphors, rich in analogies, overflowing with 
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illustrations and superabundant in reflections…..Every minister ought to read Matthew 
Henry entirely and carefully through at least once”  C. H. Spurgeon 
 
• Gaining a deeper understanding of a text 
Often while reading through a section of the scriptures you may not understand what the 
author is saying, or may not understand it well enough to be satisfied.  This is a good 
time to pick up a commentary and see how the writer of the commentary understands 
the passage.  When you do this it is often wise to check more than one commentary.  
Sometimes the elements that are the same and the ones that are different between the 
commentaries will help you to a yet deeper understanding of the text, and of the 
commentaries you are using. 

4. The Danger of Commentaries 
Not all commentaries are created equal.  Some commentaries are heretical, some are 
liberal, and some are orthodox. 
 
• The Dangers of Heretical Commentaries 
Heretical commentaries are written by those from outside the realm of orthodoxy.  
These commentaries teach such things as, “Christ is not God”, “Salvation is by works 
and not by faith”, and “the Trinity is a doctrine of man”.  These commentaries should be 
avoided at all costs as their use will attack the faith of the reader.  “Evil company 
corrupts good habits” (1 Cor. 15:33). 
 
Examples of heretical commentaries include: Anything produced by the Watchtower 
Society (Jehovah’s Witnesses), the Mormons, or Oneness Pentecostal groups, among 
many others. 
 
Some commentaries come from outside the camp of the Christian faith entirely.  Most 
of these come from well-learned men with a lot of letters after their names.  These 
commentaries often openly deny Christianity and any faith that is based on the 
Scriptures.  These commentaries are generally technical in nature and may contain 
useful technical information for the advanced student of the scriptures.  The less 
advanced student should avoid these as well. 
 
• The Dangers of Liberal Commentaries 
Liberal commentaries may sometimes be difficult to distinguish from either heretical 
commentaries or orthodox commentaries, as they take up the middle ground between 
orthodox and heretical.  These will usually not openly deny the most basic tenets of the 
Christian faith, but may question them or minimize their importance.  Commentaries 
that come from within the Christian church but play fast and loose with the basic truths 
of the Christian faith are the type that would border on heresy. 
 
Some commentaries might be considered liberal because of their view of salvation 
(such as John Wesley's Notes on the Bible), or because of this and their view of the end 
times (such as the Bible Knowledge Commentary New Testament by John Walvoord & 
Roy Zuck.)  These would, however, be closer to the orthodox class.  Commentaries of 
this sort can be useful to intermediate students but the use of these commentaries must 
be salted with knowledge of the presuppositions of the authors. 
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One thing to be specifically aware of in the reading of commentaries is the author’s 
view of Scripture.  Many commentaries, even ones that are from authors we would 
generally consider orthodox, deny the inerrancy and infallibility of the scriptures.  
Again these may be of some use to the intermediate student of the scriptures, but are 
generally to be avoided.  An example of this type of commentary would be The New 
International Commentary on the New and Old Testaments. 
 
• The Dangers of Orthodox Commentaries 
Orthodox commentaries are wonderful sources of knowledge, however they too contain 
dangers.  The foremost danger is that they are often read and received without question.  
This type of reading and receiving should be reserved for the scriptures alone.  Man’s 
words must always be taken with an eye to the scriptures and to good theology.  Even 
the best men will fail at certain points, the best of men is only a man at his best! 
 
A second danger is that the reader may misunderstand the meaning of the commentator.  
Sometimes commentaries, especially more technical commentaries, use theological 
language that may be beyond the student.  If this is the case then the student needs to 
use a bible dictionary (The New Bible Dictionary ISBN 0-8308-1439-6 is usually good) 
or a theological dictionary (Baker Theological Dictionary of the Bible ISBN 0-8010-
2256-8 is generally good on most subjects). 
 
Orthodox Commentaries include those by Matthew Henry ISBN 0-9435-7532-X, 
Matthew Pool ISBN 0-917006-28-3, John Calvin ISBN 0-8010-2440-4, C.H. Spurgeon 
ISBN 0-917006-25-9, Jamieson-Fausset-Brown ISBN 0310265703, and Martyn Lloyd-
Jones ISBN 0-8515-1467-7.  
 
C. H. Spurgeon wrote an interesting and useful reference guide to Bible commentators 
up to his day – Commenting and Commentaries ISBN 0-8254-3749-0.  Here are some 
of Spurgeon’s pithy and wise comments on commentaries. 
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5. Conclusions 
q Commentaries range in character from technical to devotional and each type has its use. 
q Commentaries on the scriptures can be invaluable to the student of the scriptures. 

o In preparation for teaching/preaching. 
o For devotional reading. 
o For a deeper understanding of the scriptures. 

q We need to take care to select commentaries that are Orthodox and from reliable 
sources.  Liberal and heretical commentaries can be dangerous to use, but for the 
advanced student may be useful. 

q Orthodox commentaries can be extremely useful but should be used with an 
understanding that they are the words of fallible men.   

q Other tools, such as dictionaries, may be important to use especially when using a 
technical commentary. 


