
Grace OPC High School Sunday Class Teaching Notes 
Year:     1 of 4  Date:  Week 7 
Quarter: 2 of 4 Bible Study/Survey 
Lesson Title: Principles of Biblical Interpretation – Part 1 
Lesson Purpose: To begin to consider the principles that should guide our interpretation of 

the Scriptures 

1. Introduction 
For the past several weeks we have been learning about the various ‘tools’ available for Bible 
study.  Today, we will begin to look at principles (rules) which should be followed for the proper 
interpretation of the Bible.  It should be noted that none of these tools eliminate the need for 
teachers (especially the Holy Spirit), but they certainly can aid our understanding of the Bible 
(and our evaluation of those who teach us!). 

2. What is meant by the term ‘hermeneutics’? 
Hermeneutics is the discipline that deals with principles of interpretation.  ‘Biblical 
hermeneutics’ (our topic) is the study of rules and guidelines for interpreting the Bible.  In other 
words hermeneutics helps us discover the meaning of a given passage of Scripture. 
 

3. Why do we have to have special instruction in this area? 
Isn’t the Bible clear so that even the ‘unlearned’ (as the Westminster Confession of Faith puts it) 
can have a sufficient understanding of them? 
 

a) Because of the nature of Scripture.  
i. Can the unlearned have a sufficient understanding of the Bible? Yes, the 

unlearned can understand enough from Scripture that they might be saved.  
Can they (or anybody) have a complete and perfect understanding of it?   
No.  There are many things in the Bible that are ‘hard to understand’.   

2 Peter 3:16 He (Paul) wrote the same way in all his letters, speaking in them of these matters.  His letters contain 
some things that are hard to understand, which ignorant and unstable people distort to their own destruction. 

 
ii. The Bible is a unique book.  It is both divine and human.   In the Bible, 

God speaks His eternal, saving, truths to us within particular 
circumstances and events of human history (during times different from 
our own).  That’s a challenge for proper interpretation. 

 
iii. Because God has chosen to reveal Himself to us not just at different times 

but also in so many ways: historical narrative, genealogies, laws of all 
kinds, poetry, proverbs, letters, parables, sermons, etc.  TO interpret 
Scripture correctly, we have to understand what type of literature we are 
dealing with. 

 
b) Because of the nature of man.   

i. Man is sinful and because of that, has a tendency to distort things in his 
favor.  He has a sinful, selfish bias. The blame for problems with 
interpretation goes to man, not God.  In fact, one of our problems might be 



that we DO understand much of the Bible; we just don’t want to do what it 
says we should.   Is there anything about the following verse that you 
don’t understand? 

Philippians 2:14 Do all things without grumbling or disputing; 

 
ii. We need to know how to interpret Scripture correctly because we all try to 

do it anyway.  We tend to think that our understanding is the correct one 
but we could be way off the mark unless we know the rules of 
interpretation 

 
iii. The fact that we all think we have the right interpretation has led to 

tremendous differences in the church (think of all the denominations, 
cults, etc.).  Even the experts (scholars) have disagreed.  Some have 
reacted to this situation by arguing that we should stop trying to interpret 
the text and just read it.  Response: “The antidote to bad interpretation is 
not no interpretation, but good interpretation.”   Fee and Stuart. 

 
c) Because of the nature of language.   
We have difficulty sometimes understanding someone who has spoken or written to 
us in our own language and within our own culture. The Bible was not written in our 
language and it was written in another place and time.  Those gaps have to be 
bridged.  Read the following passages from Shakespeare’s ‘Othello’: 

i. If I do prove her haggard, Though that her jesses were my dear heart-
strings I’d whistle her off and let her down the wind to prey at fortune. 

 
ii. I do not so secure me in the error, but the main article I do approve in 

fearful sense. 
 
iii. Iago reports something that Cassio said in his sleep.  Othello calls it 

monstrous.  Iago reminds Othello that it was only a dream to which 
Othello responds: “But this denoted a foregone conclusion.” 

 
What is the problem in understanding each of these? 

4. What are some approaches to interpreting the Bible that we should avoid? 
 

a) Viewing the Bible simply as a collection of doctrinal statements, slogans and 
commands (the Qur’an is very much like that).   

This approach can lead to major problems (e.g. it strips the Bible of its main purpose) and 
usually results in a great deal of picking and choosing among the statements and 
commands. Which of the following commands are to be obeyed as such by Christians?  
Why?  Which are not?  Why not? 

Deuteronomy 22:5 “A woman shall not wear man’s clothing, nor shall a man put on a woman’s clothing; for 
whoever does these things is an abomination to the LORD your God. 6 “If you happen to come upon a bird’s nest 
along the way, in any tree or on the ground, with young ones or eggs, and the mother sitting on the young or on the 
eggs, you shall not take the mother with the young; 7 you shall certainly let the mother go, but the young you may 
take for yourself, in order that it may be well with you and that you may prolong your days. 8 “When you build a 
new house, you shall make a parapet for your roof, so that you will not bring bloodguilt on your house if anyone 
falls from it.  



b) Viewing the Bible as a ‘treasure chest of golden truths’.   
This is similar to ‘a.’ above.  It can lead to what is sometimes called ‘luckydipping’ 
where you pray for guidance, open your Bible, close your eyes and put your finger down 
on a verse which will contain God’s answer to your situation.  For example: 

 
i. The young woman who was praying for a husband and afterward 

‘luckydipped’ to Zech. 9:9: 
Zechariah 9:9 Rejoice greatly, O daughter of Zion! Shout in triumph, O daughter of Jerusalem! Behold, your king is 
coming to you; He is just and endowed with salvation, Humble, and mounted on a donkey, Even on a colt, the foal 
of a donkey.  

 
ii. Years ago, I was wondering if I should keep my beard or not and ‘happened’ 

to come across Ezekiel 5:1.  That gave me pause. 
Ezekiel 5: 1 “As for you, son of man, take a sharp sword; take and use it as a barber’s razor on your head and 
beard. Then take scales for weighing and divide the hair.  

 
c) Viewing the Bible as a ‘bag of promises and comforts’.   
Of course the Bible contains promises and provides comfort, but that’s not the whole 
story. 

 
d) Viewing the Bible as a ‘good luck charm’ or as a book possessing magical powers. 

 
e) Viewing the Bible as a ‘compilation of riddles and secrets’.   
The Bible does contain mysteries and cannot be exhaustively understood, BUT its central 
message is clear. 

 
f) Viewing the Bible as a ‘political tract’.   
It has been used to support Democracy, Communism, etc. 

 
Most of the views above will result in ‘prooftexting’.  ‘Prooftexting’ is when you remove 
a verse from all of its contexts (more on context later) and use it to support your position.  
More likely than not, it won’t really support your position.   Phil. 4:13 is a good example 
of a verse usually understood without its context.  
 

Philippians 4:13 I can do all things through Him who strengthens me. 

5. What are some general principles that should guide us as we seek to 
understand the meaning of the Bible? 

 
a) The Bible is a book that can be understood.   
It is not so difficult to understand that only highly skilled theologians with special training 
can deal with it.  As you read it, you can be confident that you will, with God’s help, be able 
to do so.  The Bible is sufficient to tell you everything that you NEED to know to be saved 
and how to love God and your neighbor.  Again, sometimes our problem is that we DO know 
God’s will and just don’t like it. 

 
b) The Bible is the inerrant, infallible word of God.   
One of the important applications of this truth is that if we ever encounter a contradiction in 
the Bible, we know it is only an apparent contradiction and not an actual contradiction.  God 
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cannot lie to us and our trust in Him will enable us to seek, and (perhaps) find, solutions to 
the problem. 

 
c) Faith in Christ, reliance upon the Holy Spirit and prayer are necessary for a right 

understanding of the Bible. 
 

d) According to Jesus, there are things about Him in all the Scriptures.   
Luke 24:25 And He said to them, “O foolish men and slow of heart to believe in all that the prophets have 
spoken! 26 “Was it not necessary for the Christ to suffer these things and to enter into His glory?” 27 Then 
beginning with Moses and with all the prophets, He explained to them the things concerning Himself in all the 
Scriptures.  
Luke 24:44 Now He said to them, “These are My words which I spoke to you while I was still with you, that all 
things which are written about Me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.”  

 
His followers should not have been surprised at what happened to Him.  Why not?     
Augustine: The N.T. is in the Old concealed and the Old is in the New revealed. 

 
e) Read the whole Bible.   
The more we know of the whole, the better we will be able to understand the parts. 

 
f) Interpret the Bible in community.   
Realize that God’s Spirit has given wisdom to more than just yourself.  What a rich heritage 
we have!  Learn from others.  Use the tools!! 

 
g) The Bible can be read like any other book.   
In the Bible, a verb is a verb and a noun is a noun. 

 
h) When we read the Bible, we should get ourselves ‘personally and passionately involved’ 

in what we read.   Ask questions! 
Leviticus 10: 1 Now Nadab and Abihu, the sons of Aaron, took their respective firepans, and after putting fire in 
them, placed incense on it and offered strange fire before the LORD, which He had not commanded them. 2 And 
fire came out from the presence of the LORD and consumed them, and they died before the LORD. 3 Then Moses 
said to Aaron, “It is what the LORD spoke, saying, ‘By those who come near Me I will be treated as holy, And 
before all the people I will be honored.’ ” So Aaron, therefore, kept silent.  

6. Conclusions  
The Bible can be, and has been, grossly misunderstood, but it can also be understood.  Our God 
has not left us in the dark regarding our salvation nor how we can glorify Him and love our 
neighbor. There are principles available to help us 
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ii. How to Read the Bible For All It’s Worth      Gordon D. Fee and Douglas Stuart        
Zondervan 1993 
iii. Knowing Scripture     R. C. Sproul       IVP   1977 
iv. Reading the Bible with Heart and Mind    Tremper Longman III    Navpress    
1997 
v. The Westminster Confession of Faith 
vi. What to do on Thursday - A Layman’s Guide to the Practical Use of the 
Scriptures         Jay E. Adams    P & R     1982 


