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CHAPTER 2:     
BIBLICAL PRINCIPLES 
OF INTERPRETATION 

PRINCIPLES 

LITERAL METHOD OF INTERPRETATION 

The literal method of interpretation, sometimes called the Grammatico-Historical 
method of interpretation, is the most God-honouring and Biblical way of interpreting 
the Bible. In fact, it is the only method one should use in interpreting Scriptures. 

What is the literal method of interpretation? As its name suggests, this method of 
interpretation takes the plain meaning of the text. It takes into account the grammar of 
the text to come up with the understanding of Scriptures. This is exactly the same 
method we use in our day-to-day life, in our conversations, reading, and writing. In 
other words, we do not attribute special meanings to certain words whereby the author 
(in this case, God) never intended in that particular context. Many preachers of old 
and also today err in this respect. They spiritualise and spin the text by the fertility of 
their minds. We must be careful of such methods of spiritualisation and allegorisation.  

The literal method of interpretation is not wooden. The literal method of 
interpretation allows for signs, symbols, parables, similes, metaphors, and allegories. 
This is exactly the same as how we allow symbols, similes and such in our speech.  

For example: If I were to say in the context of eating that “he is a pig”, you would 
not take it to mean that he is a literal pig on his fours eating. You 
understand it to be a metaphor to describe his manner of eating. 
Likewise, the Scripture uses such literary techniques to bring across 
God’s message. Our duty is to rightly identify them and interpret them 
according to its context.  

How do we know that this is the right method? A study of how the Jesus, the apostles 
Peter, and Paul interpreted Old Testament Scriptures would show that they also used 
the same literal method of interpretation. (For your further study: Look into the 
gospels, Peter’s sermon in Acts 2, as well as Paul’s epistles, and see how they 
interpreted the Old Testament).  
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GOLDEN RULE OF BIBLE INTERPRETATION 

Dr. David L. Cooper, founder of the Biblical Research Society has given seven rules 
of Bible interpretation.1 Of these seven rules, the most familiar and most important 
rule with regard to the literal method of interpretation would be the third rule, often 
called the golden rule of interpretation: 

“When the plain sense of scripture makes common sense, seek no other 
sense; therefore, take every word at its primary, ordinary, usual, literal 
meaning unless the facts of the immediate context, studied in the light of 
related passages and axiomatic and fundamental truths indicate clearly 
otherwise.” 

This is what using the literal method means. We take the most basic and most 
rudimentary understanding of the text without reading into the text. We only take a 
figurative understanding of the text when the context demands for it. This is 
especially common in prophecies and visions.  

For example: In Revelation 4:7, the Bible records the four beasts that were standing 
round the throne of God. The word “beast” in this verse in the original 
simply refers to a living creature, pointing to the actual living angels 
that were standing round the throne of God. In this case, the word 
“beast” is taken literally to refer to the angels. In Revelation 13, the 
Bible describes a beast that would be like a leopard, bear, and lion that 
would rule the world. The word “beast” here is different word from 
that in Revelation 4:7, and here in refers to a ferocious animal. Now, it 
would be absurd to think that an animal would be ruling the world, and 
the context of Revelation 13 clearly argues for a figurative or symbolic 
understanding of the identity of the beast as one who is ruling, 
speaking, making war, being worshipped, etc. Therefore, the beast in 
Revelation 13 is to be understood figuratively. As mentioned earlier, a 
figurative understanding is still within the bounds of the literal method 
of interpretation. 

CONTEXT, CONTEXT, CONTEXT 

Just as the three rules for the study of theology is “humility, humility, humility”, the 
three rules for the study of hermeneutics is “context, context, context”. Context is 
extremely important in understanding Scriptures, or any literature for that matter, but 
even more so the Scriptures, for they are the words of God.  

First, the immediate context. The immediate context refers to the words and phrases 
within the selected passage itself, and how they relate one to another. This would 
extend also the verses before and after the passage. When you approach a text, be sure 
to read the verses before and after the text so that you can have a good idea of the 
                                                        

1 For a deeper look into Dr. Cooper’s rules, see http://www.biblicalresearch.info/page7.html.  
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flow of thought of the passage. No word has a meaning outside of the context in 
which it exists. (For example: What can the words “green”, “blue”, “ball” mean?) 

Second, the intermediate context. This would first refer to the book context. What is 
this particular book talking about (i.e. what is the theme of this book)? How is this 
book divided? Which division does the text of interest fall under? All these are 
questions you can ask yourself when you consider the intermediate context. This is 
especially crucial for the interpretation of epistles where the writer seeks to layout a 
particular argument, and your text of interest would be a portion of the development 
of that particular argument. This is also important in prophetic books, where the 
books are divided into different visions or sermons where one may not necessarily 
link to the other. The intermediate context also extends further to the testament 
context. In other words, where does the book fall under in the larger chronology of 
Scriptures? Different periods could result in different meanings of certain words.  

For example: The word Israel meant different things in different contexts. In the time 
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, it referred to a person, namely, Jacob. 
In the time of Moses, it referred to the whole group of slaves coming 
out from Egypt. In the time of the united kingdom, it referred to the 
entire land of Israel. In the time of the divided kingdom, it referred 
only to the northern kingdom. In the time after the destruction of the 
northern kingdom, it referred to whoever was left of Israel and Judah. 
Therefore, we see that one word in different contexts can have 
different meanings. Hence, it is crucial to determine the intermediate 
context of the text of interest.  

Third, the larger context. The larger context would be the biblical or theological 
context. This would also refer to systematic theology. In dealing with the larger 
context, the question is asked, “how do I know whether my interpretation of this 
particular text does not contradict another verse in another part of the Bible?” In order 
for us to avoid coming up with interpretations that would cause Scripture to disagree 
with Scripture, we must study more of the Bible. As we know the Bible more, we will 
be able also to know whether we are contradicting other parts of Scripture with our 
interpretation. Systematic theology forms the fence that guards our interpretation of 
Scripture. (Tip: FEBC offers systematic theology classes and it would benefit you 
greatly if you avail yourself to attend them.) 

For example: Our Lord Jesus Christ says in Matthew 21:22, “And all things, 
whatsoever ye shall ask in prayer, believing, ye shall receive.” If the 
systematic theology of the interpreter is weak, this verse can very 
easily be misinterpreted, and this can have very severe consequences. 
The emphasis in this verse is the importance of asking in faith, and not 
so much a blank cheque to ask for whatever a person wants. This is 
made clear by the immediate context (v.21), as well as by other 
passages of Scripture that talks about prayer, where there is such a 
thing as “asking amiss” (James 4:3), and asking in accordance to the 
will of God (Luke 11:2).  
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An additional aspect to context that can sometimes help in the understanding of 
Scripture is the historical or cultural context. Questions like, “what were the believers 
at that time going through”, “was the church made up of Jews or Gentiles”, “when 
was this book written”, or “what is a Jewish wedding like”, can sometimes shed 
further light to the passage of interest. A Bible encyclopaedia or a book on biblical 
manners and customs would come in handy. However, one should be careful with 
regard to extra-biblical historical information and stick more importantly to the text. 
In other words, the immediate, intermediate, and larger context be consulted first 
before the historical context.  

SCRIPTURE INTERPRETS SCRIPTURE 

1 Corinthians 2:13 “Which things also we speak, not in the words which man's 
wisdom teacheth, but which the Holy Ghost teacheth; 
comparing spiritual things with spiritual.” 

The Westminster theologians sums this up well in WCF 1.9,  

“The infallible rule of interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself; and 
therefore, when there is a question about the true and full sense of any 
Scripture, (which is not manifold, but one,) it must be searched and known by 
other places that speak more clearly.”  

In other words, Scripture must be studied as a whole.  

SPIRIT GIVES UNDERSTANDING 

As mentioned at the beginning, we can only understand the Scriptures with the help of 
the Holy Spirit. In other words, prayer is mandatory. Without prayer, though we may 
have all these techniques, we will not be able to come to a full understanding of 
Scriptures. We need the Holy Spirit’s help, and therefore we need to pray. Pray before 
you begin reading God’s word. Pray as you seek to find out the meaning of God’s 
word. Pray when you are stuck with something that you do not understand. Keep 
praying until the Holy Spirit teaches you what that means. Do not be satisfied not 
understanding God’s word. Be like Daniel who was so troubled and grieved when he 
could not understand God’s word and begged for the understanding of the vision 
(Daniel 7:15-16). Ask someone more spiritually mature to help you, just as Daniel 
asked one of them that stood by for the interpretation of the vision. Do not be content 
with a mere reading without understanding. We must be ever prayerful in the study of 
God’s word.  
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GENERAL STEPS TO INTERPRETING SCRIPTURE2 

STEP 1: 

Pray for the Holy Spirit to give understanding.  

STEP 2: 

What kind of genre does this passage fall under? (Narrative, poetry, epistles, 
prophetic, apocalyptic) 

STEP 3: 

Know the context of this passage as discussed last time, the immediate, intermediate, 
and larger context. Read the verses before and after if necessary. 

STEP 4: 

Find out the “who” and “what”. Who was the writer and to whom was he speaking? 
What was the purpose of writing this book? This is especially important for epistles, 
but is also applicable to prophetic books, and even narrative and poetic portions of 
Scripture at times. 

STEP 5: 

Find out the main theme of the passage and summarise it in one sentence. You can do 
this by reading the passage through a few times. Identify key words in the passage 
that perhaps need further study. You can do this by noting repeated words, phrases, 
and conjunctions. Identify the key verse(s) in the passage if any.  

STEP 6: 

From the main theme you have derived, write down some lessons you can learn from 
the passage in relation to the main theme. You can use good Bible commentaries to 
help you. However, do understand the theological persuasions of the commentaries 
you use, and use them with discretion. They are not infallible. 

STEP 7: 

Evaluate how these lessons can be applied in your life.  

  

                                                        

2 Adapted from the unpublished lecture notes of the Far Eastern Bible College on the course 
“Hermeneutics” by Rev Quek Suan Yew 
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ACTIVITY 1: APPLY THE LESSONS YOU HAVE LEARNT 

SAMPLE QUESTIONS TO ASK (FOR YOUR DAILY DEVOTION) 

Have you prayed? (Y/N) 

What is the immediate context of this verse? 

 

 

 

What is the intermediate context of this verse? 

 

 

 

What is the larger context of this verse? 

 

 

 

What is the authoritative teaching from this passage? 

 

 

 

What does this teach me about God? 

 

 

 

How can I apply this into my life? 

  


