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Description automatically generated]LESSON 15: Practice of Bible Study, Pt 3
It Is Written.
Γέγραπται, Οὐκ ἐπʼ ἄρτῳ μόνῳ ζήσεται ὁ ἄνθρωπος, ἀλλʼ ἐπὶ παντὶ ῥήματι ἐκπορευομένῳ διὰ στόματος θεοῦ.


INTRODUCTION 

The process of studying a biblical text can be divided into four distinct stages:

Stage I. Orientation – Surveying the text’s surroundings.
Stage II. Observation – Examining the text’s contents.
Stage III. Interpretation – Understanding the text’s meaning. 
Stage IV. Application – Obeying the text’s message.

The first stage—orientation—focuses on gaining an awareness of the world around the text (see Lesson 13, “The Practice of Bible Study, Pt 1”). To study a text well, the student must first endeavor to learn about the text’s historical and literary contexts. 

The second stage—observation—focuses on becoming acquainted with the details in the text (see Lesson 14, “The Practice of Bible Study, Pt 2”). This stage is all about “the act of taking notice,” and the primary question needing an answer in this stage is “What does the text say?”
STAGE 3:
INTERPRETATION

In the third stage, the focus shifts to interpretation—the effort to make sense of all the details observed in the text, in harmony with the historical and literary context that surrounds the text. In simple terms, interpretation can be defined as “the act of discerning the meaning of a communication.” As such, it is different from observation in that observation focused on gathering data, whereas interpretation focuses on explaining what that data signifies. Roy Zuck explains the difference as follows: “In observing what the Bible says, you probe; in interpretation, you mull. Observation is discovery; interpreting is digesting. Observation means depicting what is there, and interpretation is deciding what it means. The one is to explore, the other is to explain” (Basic Bible Interpretation, 12).Interpretation: the act of discerning the meaning of a communication


Therefore, the primary question needing an answer in this stage is “What did the writer want his audience to understand by what he wrote?” The aim of the interpreter is to conform his understanding as truly as possible to the intent of the biblical writer, by means of the text which the writer composed under the superintendence of the Holy Spirit (2 Timothy 3:16; 2 Peter 1:21).
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The Biblical Text
(the medium of communication)

The Biblical Reader
The Biblical Writer





This process is summarized in Ephesians 3:3–4, where Paul states that “by revelation there was made known to me the mystery, as I wrote before in brief. By referring to this, when you read you can understand my insight into the mystery of Christ.” When Paul states that he “wrote” something “before in brief,” he is referring to the previous section in the letter, Ephesians 2:11–22, where Paul writes about the doctrine of the church. Paul contends that the knowledge which he recorded in that section was the product of a divine act of “revelation,” which Paul had received from God. The question then arises: How can others come to know what Paul came to understand through this revelation? Paul answers that question: By reading and understanding what Paul himself wrote. Through interpretation, we can come to know Paul’s “insight into the mystery.”
How can one engage in this act of interpretation successfully? Five steps are explained below:FIVE STEPS OF INTERPRETATION
Define the Word
Understand the Grammar
Solve the Difficulties
Combine the Results
Test the Conclusion


STEP 1:  Define the Word

1. Define the Word

PRINCIPLE: The most basic unit of meaning is a word. The key words in the text must be carefully defined according to their context.
	
Not all the words in a text carry the same weight. In fact, the words of a text can be likened to the walls in a house. Not all a house’s walls have the same function. Some walls are decorative. They divide larger rooms into smaller ones and can be removed when the house is remodeled. But other walls are “load bearing walls.” They are essential to the overall structure of the house. If these walls are removed, the house is at risk of collapse.

Every text has words that are like load bearing walls and words that are like non-load bearing walls. The student must determine which words are which. The load bearing words are those that are indispensable to the meaning of the text. They are words that are difficult to understand, words that express profound concepts, words that occur repeatedly throughout the book in which the text is found, and words that are rare. Once these load bearing words have been identified, the student must then seek to define each one according to how the writer uses it in the context.

· For more advanced students: Consult an “interlinear Bible”—a resource that identifies the Hebrew or Greek term behind the English word and provides a “Strong’s number” for reference in a dictionary. (All the original Hebrew and Greek words of the Bible have been assigned a number according to a helpful system devised by James Strong, a 19th cent. American Bible scholar.) Once the numbers that correspond to the text’s key terms are identified, then consult a dictionary that provides definitions for these numbers. Read the dictionary entry for each of the key terms identified. The dictionary will often provide a range of possible meanings for these words, so the student will need to consider which definition best fits the context of his text. Bible software, apps, and on-line resources (such as biblehub.com) make this process quick and simple.
· For beginners and advanced alike: Consult several good commentaries to learn how those commentators defined the key terms of the text. (Don’t be reliant on just one commentary. Develop your understanding of the key terms from multiple sources.). 

Ultimately, the goal of this step of interpretation is to arrive at a clear understanding of each of the key terms found in the text. You should be able to complete the sentence: “This word, _______, used in this text, communicates the idea of __________________________________________.”
STEP 2: Understand the Grammar

2. Understand the Grammar

PRINCIPLE: Meaning is not only communicated through a writer’s words. It is also communicated through the way in which he relates his words to others in the text.

There are countless places in Scripture where considerable doctrinal understanding is gained not by discovering the meaning of words per se, but by discerning how those words are related to one another. For example, consider Ephesians 4:9, where Paul writes, “Now this expression, ‘He ascended,’ what does it mean except that He also had descended into the lower parts of the earth?” A great deal of importance is communicated in the final words of the sentence, “the lower parts of the earth.” What does that phrase mean? If you studied the definitions of each of the key words, you would not be able to answer the question. Rather, the answer to that question comes from understanding the relationship between “the lower parts” and “of the earth.” In the English language, it comes down to the grammatical function of the tiny word “of”!

To understand the grammar of a text, the student must focus on key grammatical features. These features include things like:
· conjunctions—words that join sentences and parts of sentences together (“and,” “but,” “therefore,” “however,” “so that,” etc.);
· verbs—consider whether they state simple facts, commands, or conditions; ask what kind of action they describe (complete, continuous, perfective) and when it occurs (past, present, future);
· participles—verbal forms which define the action of main verbs; and
· pronouns—be sure to identify the correct antecedent.

Other grammatical issues to consider include: cause and effect relationships; comparisons; contrasts; parallelism; repetition; and unusual word order.

But the study of grammar is not only about details within the text itself. This step also includes considering how the whole text relates to its immediate context (to the paragraphs that surround the text), and to the purpose of the book as a whole. 

Ultimately, commentaries will provide the best help in the study of a text’s grammar. In fact, students often do not initially realize all the meaning that is communicated by the writer through the way in which he has organized his words. But if students are at least aware of grammar’s potential, they will be in a much better position to make sense of what they read in the commentaries. 
STEP 3: 
Solve the Difficulties

3. Solve the Difficulties

PRINCIPLE: Interpretation is not always a straightforward process in the discovery of meaning. It is often attended by interpretive dilemmas—instances where several legitimate options exist for understanding the text.

When the student comes to these “forks in the road” where there are different options for understanding an element in the text, there are three responses that are not possible:

· Interpretive cowardice—“I will just agree with all the options!”
· Interpretive paralysis—“I cannot decide anything!”
· Interpretive exploitation—“I can make it say what I want!”

Certainly, the student must maintain a spirit of humility, and it is in the moment of an “interpretive dilemma” where the student is most confronted with his need for divine illumination. But humility does not lead to cowardice, paralysis, or exploitation. Instead, humility motivates the student to dig deeper. 

Digging deeper must involve an objective approach to solving interpretive dilemmas. This objective approach should be one where the student works through the interpretive options with a genuinely teachable spirit. Such an approach looks like the following:

1) Research the options. Read from commentaries and listen to sermons that explain the text, even from commentators and expositors you might not normally read or listen to. Aim to understand their positions fairly.
2) Compile the arguments. Pay attention to the arguments they use both for their view and against opposing views. Hear them out; don’t rush to judgment.
3) Weigh the evidence. Consider which arguments for and against each view carry the greatest weight. It is not how passionate a proponent may be, or how much space or time he devotes to his position, but how soundly—biblically and theologically—an argument is put together.
4) State your conclusion. In the end you must decide—even if it is just tentative. So, determine which option makes the most sense in light of the arguments—and particularly in light of the context. 

4. Combine the ResultsSTEP 4: Combine the Results


PRINCIPLE: The results of interpretation cannot be left in disconnected pieces. They must be fit together to form one unified meaning.
Everything up to this point in the process has focused on particulars. The text has been put under the magnifying glass, dissected, and analyzed. Now, as interpretation nears the end, the pieces must be put back together.

In fact, one of the key indicators of success in the interpretation process is that the conclusions reached about all the individual pieces fit together to form a cohesive whole. Conversely, if the conclusions reached create contradictions, if the puzzle pieces don’t fit smoothly together, then something about your study of the words or the grammar has not been conducted correctly.

So, put the pieces back together. Summarize your understanding of the text as you read back through it. If it harmonizes well, you have a good sign that you are on the right path.
STEP 5: 
Test the Conclusion

5. Test the Conclusion

PRINCIPLE: Before one can apply and teach his interpretation, he must evaluate his conclusion in light of objective authorities.

God has given His word to be interpreted by each of His redeemed, but interpretation is not a subjective experience or a private affair. An interpretative conclusion cannot be asserted as true based simply on one’s own personal authority. Rather, acknowledging fallibility and showing due appreciation for the various authorities God has given believers, students must evaluate their conclusions in the light of the whole of Scripture as well as in the light of church history and one’s local church. (The first of these—Scripture—is magisterial in authority, whereas the second and third are ministerial in authority in that they are neither inerrant nor impervious to correction). 

This process of evaluation was covered in greater detail in Lesson 12, “Principles of Bible Study, Part 2,” and so will be listed here only in brief:

1) The totality of Scripture: Does my interpretive conclusion contradict what Scripture teaches on this subject?”
2) The history of interpretation: Does my interpretive conclusion represent a novel interpretation never seen before in church history?
3) The function of the local church: Is my interpretive conclusion accountable to my elders and fellow church members?
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

Discuss these questions in your small group:

1. What is interpretation? How does it differ from the process of observation?
2. Summarize in your own words each of the five steps of interpretation. 
3. As you think of implementing this process in your own study of Scripture, what are some initial things you can begin doing to grow in your ability to “accurately handle the word of truth” (2 Timothy 2:15)?
4. Identify a text that has been either particularly interesting or particularly challenging to you. Ask your fellow group members for encouragement—and accountability—in embarking on a process of study, applying the three stages we have covered so far (orientation, observation, interpretation). 
5. Which commentaries or Bible resources have you found particularly helpful for your study of Scripture? What has made them helpful to you? 
FURTHER STUDY

For further study this week:

1. Memorize Psalm 119:34.
2. Listen to the sermons by Tom Pennington, entitled “Bible Study for Every Christian (Part 4): Meditation,” available here: Bible Study for Every Christian (Part 4): Meditation | Countryside Bible Church; and “Bible Study for Every Christian (Part 5): Interpretation,” available here: Bible Study for Every Christian (Part 5): Interpretation | Countryside Bible Church.
3. Listen to the sermon by John MacArthur, entitled “How to Study Your Bible: Interpretation” (Grace to You), preached June 15, 1997, available here: How to Study Your Bible: Interpretation.


Audio, video, and handouts for this session: www.gracechurch.org/motw
Next meeting: May 7, “The Practice of Bible Study, Pt 4” (Brad Klassen)
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