
A great challenge in reading the Bible well, aptly, properly, is to understand the
nature of meaning. Of course, we want to know what the Bible authors mean
from their writings. Yet consider what meaning itself means.

When we think of meaning, we think of what
the author intended to convey. We do not get to
assign our own meaning. We must consider
instead what the author meant. Otherwise, text
would have whatever meaning readers wished
to assign it, making the text wholly unreliable
as a basis for sharing understanding.

Communication works best when we agree that the author’s intention
determines the meaning. Yet, authors also concern themselves with the
significance of their writings to their readers. Meaning is one thing, mattering
is another. And writings, carrying one intended meaning, can have differing
significance to different readers. We don’t all read the Bible for the same
application. Our circumstances differ, and so our applications differ.

Reading the Bible carefully, productively, wisely, as its inspired writers
intended, thus involves first assessing accurately the authors’ meaning. Then,
separately, as a second step, we can consider how the authors believed their
meaning would be significant to different readers. What the writing’s
significance is to you may be quite different from the significance to someone
else, such as an ancient Israelite. Or the significance may be the same. Don’t
assume that the ancient author expected the same significance to the modern
reader as to the ancient audience.

Get the meaning first, using other reading guides as necessary. Begin with
what the words and phrases meant to the author. Look at the context in which
the author wrote. Ask to whom the author wrote. Identify patterns that the
author followed. Consider the imagery and symbols the author used. Then
consider how and why the meaning matters to you or others. Read for
meaning, and then read for mattering.


