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Grace OPC High School Sunday Class Teaching Notes 
Year:     1 of 4  Date:  Week 9 
Quarter: 2 of 4 Bible Study/Survey 
Lesson Title: Principles of Biblical Interpretation – Part 3 
Lesson Purpose: To begin to consider the principles that should guide our interpretation of 

the Scriptures 

1. Introduction 
So far, we have learned that the Bible is a book that we can understand (not fully, but 
sufficiently), that God wants us to be able to understand it and that the Bible is its own best 
interpreter. Today we will continue to look at specific principles that should help us in our 
study of the Bible. 

2. What are the principles? 
a. Every passage in the Bible has only one correct meaning.  God does not speak 

with forked tongue. 
 

i. In the Middle Ages, they had four levels of meaning for each verse.  The 
Reformers did away with this. 

 
ii. Many people today believe that a passage means whatever “it means to 

me”.   Even if that meaning contradicts other people’s ‘meaning’.   See 
comic below. 

 
iii. While a passage has only one meaning, it can have many personal 

applications.  For example, the so called ‘Golden Rule’.  What does that 
verse mean?  How can you apply it? 

 
b. The Bible should be interpreted literally.  The ordinary rules of grammar, 

speech, syntax and context should be followed. This means two things: 
 

i. Normally, the words and phrases of the Bible should be understood 
according to their primary definitions.  E.g. ‘green’ would refer to a 
color and not to somebody who is a novice. 

 
ii. It is must be kept in mind that there is a lot of figurative language in the 

Bible.  Even that must be interpreted literally, that is, according to the 
author’s intended purpose.  E.g. if the gospel writer says that ‘the whole 
town went out to see Jesus’, does that mean that every single person in 
the town went to see Jesus?  Or, is the author using hyperbole 
(exaggeration for affect)?  If ‘yes’, then what the author meant literally is 
that a lot of people from the town went to see Jesus. 

 
c. The meaning of a verse or passage must be determined by its context.  ‘Context’ 

refers to the setting of the verse or passage, to the parts of the text that come 
before it and to those that follow it.   
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i. This is crucial for proper interpretation (As someone once put it, ‘A text 
without a context is a pretext for a prooftext’).  For one thing, words 
have different meanings.  Since the word ‘trunk’ has many meanings, 
you must have some context to determine its specific meaning. 
Sometimes even a sentence is not enough.  E.g. ‘I bet that trunk holds 
five gallons of water.’  What meaning of the word is being used in that 
sentence? 

 
ii. There are two kinds of context: 

 
a) The immediate context.  This refers to the few verses surrounding 

the word or verse that make up a complete paragraph.  E.g.  Phil. 
4:13 is commonly misunderstood because it is pulled out of its 
context. 

 
b) The more distant context.  This refers to the whole topic under 

discussion.  This may include several paragraphs, an entire book, 
other books and even the whole Bible.  This context of a verse 
also includes its historical background, its author, audience, type 
of literature, geography, etc.  E.g. Romans 12:1 starts with the 
word ‘Therefore’ (whenever you see a ‘therefore’ you should ask, 
“What is the ‘therefore’ there for?”).  In this case, you would 
have to go back to the beginning of the discussion (which would 
probably take you back to the beginning of the book). 

 
d. Avoid brand new interpretations, that is, interpretations that no one has ever 

come up with in the history of the church 
 

i. Is it possible that that interpretation would be correct?  Is it likely that it 
is correct?    Why not? 

 
ii. This is how cults get started. 
 

e. Learn to distinguish between literal and figurative language.   
 

i. Definitions:  
 

a) We have already defined ‘literal’.  ‘Joshua and the Israelites 
walked around Jericho’ means just that. 

 
b) Figurative language uses words or phrases for vivid or dramatic 

affect.  Examples include metaphor (‘God is our rock’), 
hyperbole (‘I’ve told you a million times, don’t exaggerate!’), 
personification (giving human qualities to objects or animals) and 
anthropomorphism (giving human qualities to God). 

 
ii. How do we determine which is which? 
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a) Keep in mind that even figures of speech teach factual, literal 
(remember what we said earlier), historical truth. 

 
b) First, go with the literal meaning (the sensus literalis).  If that is 

absurd, try the figurative. 
 

c) If it’s not so easy, try the literal and then check it with other 
passages that are clearer. 

 
d) Ask yourself, ‘What kind of literature is this?  Narrative and 

letters contain less figurative language than poetry, prophetical, 
apocalyptic, etc.   

 
 

3. Conclusions:  
Bible passages have one meaning with unlimited applications.  The context of a passage is 
crucial to its meaning. Ordinarily, the Bible should be interpreted literally.  Generally, we 
should avoid interpretations of the Bible that are brand new.  Distinguishing between literal and 
figurative language is a skill that readers of the Bible should possess. 


