



Why Study the Bible? 

This seems to be a very interesting but odd question for a believer because we should study God’s Word to know what God is telling His people. There are many reasons that people give for not studying the Bible, but we will deal with two of the most popular myths that seem to permeate our society.


The most popular myth for not studying the Bible is it is too difficult to understand and you need to be a theologian to decipher the Scriptures. Some people will say to you that I tried to read the Bible, but I don’t understand what it is saying and so I just don’t read it anymore. Most of these folks are looking for someone to agree or sympathize with them so that they can feel justified for not reading the Bible. However, when you look closely at the lives of these particular folks, it is quite apparent that they read the newspaper, blogs, magazines and many other printed media that may contain words or concepts that are more difficult to understand than words in the Bible.

Another popular myth for not reading the Bible is that it is boring. People who make this comment are basically saying that the Bible is dull and uninteresting. Nothing could be further from the truth because when you read the Bible you see men and women in the Bible that are full of life and they faced some of the same struggles and concerns that believers face today. The lives of the Biblical characters are real and not fictitious like a soap opera on television.

The Bible is not hard to read or understand and almost any literate (able to read and write) person can understand what God is saying to mankind. The Reformers of the sixteenth century revealed their trust and reliance in the perspicuity (clarity, plain to understand) of the Bible. God’s message to man is simple enough for all to understand. 

There is a big difference between reading the Bible and studying the Bible. When you study the Bible you must be prepared to do serious work. This seems to be the real reason that people do not read the Bible. Some people are basically lazy when it comes to doing important work and so we make excuses for not reading the Bible, but we will search the internet and read the newspaper or some magazine that appeal to our flesh.

There is only a small minority of folks that have actually read the whole Bible and an even smaller group that have actually studied the Bible. Although only a small group of folks have actually studied the Bible, this has not stopped those that live in the West from having an opinion about the Bible. It seems to be a part of the culture to talk about something that you have not studied and know very little about. 


It is not only the laity that knows little about the Bible, but the clergy has fallen short in its study of the Word of God. Ignorance is a lack of knowledge or experience and there are many people ordained that are ignorant. The Bible declares in Hosea 4:6 that God’s people are destroyed for a lack of knowledge. This is a lack of knowledge of God and His ways. It is not for a lack of money, clothes, magazines or newspapers, but a lack of knowledge of God and His ways which you can easily get by studying the Bible. If you do not study the Bible you will not get all that God has for you and if you are a member of the clergy, how can you lead God’s people without studying the Bible. 

Two important passages in the Old and New Testament stand out as the Biblical basis for studying the Word. The one passage in Deuteronomy 6: 4-9 commands God’s people to be taught His Word when they lie down and when they get up and to do it often so that the people will not forget. The other passage is found in 2 Timothy 3:14-17 where Paul tells Timothy how to study the Scriptures to be equipped for every good work. 

God reveals to us through His Word information and revelation that can’t be found anywhere else. You can read every book or magazine in the world that is inspired by man and you will still not know what God reveals in His Word. You can search the halls of Congress and interview every person, but they still can’t show you God’s way without the Scriptures. There is no other source that can reveal to us what God reveals through His Word. The revelation of God through the Bible is accurate and complete. 

There are those who prefer practical over theoretical knowledge of God. The spirit of pragmatism (that which works) that shows up in politics and the school system owes its theory to John Dewey who had a profound effect on public education in the first half of the 20th century. He was a strong promoter of instrumentalism and his views held no room for eternal truths outside human experience. This type of thinking leaves out what is truth (the eternal perspective) and focuses in on what works (results) and that determines your truth. The Bible is practical and it is God’s Word to His creation.

It is so sad that we live in a society that encourages people to get in touch with their feelings. This mentality has invaded the church and now Christians are living by how they feel versus their understanding of the Word of God. These folks (sensuous Christians) don’t study the Bible for understanding because they just go by how they feel. Paul speaks against this type of thinking and encourages the believer to be mature in their thinking (1 Corinthians 14:20) and not to act like little school children. 


Christians have at their disposal the most effective weapon given to man and it is God’s Word. As believers, it is our duty and not an option to study the Scriptures and show ourselves approved unto God. We demonstrate obedience and respect to God when we study His Word. 



Personal Bible Study and Private Interpretation 

Bibles are commonly found in homes in the West as opposed to other parts of the world. The average home in the United States has at least four Bibles in it which indicates how easy it is to get a Bible in America. This does not mean that all of these Bibles found in US homes are being studied because some serve different purposes in each home depending on the owner.

The issue of private interpretation was part of the Reformation that caused controversy and persecution for many. There were many sincere people that gave their lives so that the Bible could be translated in their native language so that common folks could read it. Private interpretation and translation of the Bible into the vernacular were accomplished together.

Martin Luther appeared at the Imperial Diet of Worms (his trial for heresy) in 1521. Both the church and the Emperor wanted Luther to recant his teachings while he was there. He had to appear before the Emperor twice and each time he was clearly told to take back his teachings. Luther did not see any proof against his theses or views which would move him to recant, so he stood his ground based on the Bible. He said that the only way that he could recant was if the Prophets and the Gospels showed his teachings to be in error. If this was proven by Scripture, he would be the first to cast his writings into the fire. Luther believed the pope and councils could be wrong and maybe he was wrong, but the Scriptures were never wrong. If the council could use the Scriptures to show him where he was wrong, he would submit to their authority, but he had to follow his own conscience regarding what the Bible taught. Martin Luther’s stand and statement before the council open the door to the principle of private interpretation. 

Private interpretation also presents some unique challenges when placed in the wrong hands. Radical subjectivism can cause people to get off track with doctrines and teachings that are not supported by Scripture. People should be cautious with biblical interpretations because the danger of private interpretation makes the danger of subjectivism more apparent. For Christians to keep the Scriptures from being distorted, subjectivism must be avoided at all cost. 


Two words from the Greek that are used by biblical scholars when discussing a text are exegesis and eisegesis. It is important to know the difference between both words because eisegesis means to read into the text what you want it to be and this is an exercise in subjectivism. Exegesis is simply explaining what the Scripture really says.


Subjectivism can be the foundation for error and a misrepresentation of the facts. Pride is often found connected to subjectivism because pride is the opposite of humility. Christians should be conscious of pride because it always goes before destruction (Proverbs 16:18). To simply believe that my opinion is just as good or right as your opinion with no objective support is foolishness.

The church needs qualified teachers today like never before because Christians are bombarded from every side with false doctrines, teachings and dreams. The threat to God’s people can come from inside the church that allows false prophets to teach God’s flock. God sent a warning through His real prophet (Jeremiah 23:25-32) to Israel about false prophets and teachers that mislead the people.

The body of Christ needs qualified pastors and teachers who will teach and lead according to God’s Word. The New Testament warns about the judgment for teachers that mislead (James 3:1). God will bless sound teaching and study based on His Word.






Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics is the study of the principles for sound systematic interpretation of Scripture. The word comes from a Greek word, hermeneuo, which means to interpret or to explain. Hermeneutics is the science of biblical interpretation and without hermeneutics there would be no guidelines and rules for interpretation and the message conveyed would be very confusing. Interpreting the Bible is not a simple process of reading what has been written because most folks can do that.

Analogy of faith is the primary rule of hermeneutics. Scripture interprets Scripture which means no Scripture are any part thereof is in conflict with or against the rest of Scripture. If there is a conflict in Scripture it is normally because of the interpreter or the method of interpretation. Scripture means “a writing” rendering the Latin scriptura and the Greek graphe. The Word of God is in complete harmony with itself because God never contradicts Himself and He is the author of His Word. 

The analogy of faith method is different than some other interpretations because it is a sound approach that is not based on inspiration. Inspiration from God is what we need, but everyone is not inspired by God. One of the problems with interpreters saying that they are inspired (there are many that are inspired) is that this is an easy statement to make if it is not backed up with a sound approach. Anyone can say they are inspired and many cults are built on this very thing because their leader stood before them and felt he or she was inspired with a particular passage that was improperly interpreted. For believers, the Bible is without a doubt the inspired Word of God and analogy of faith is needed for accurate interpretation of the Scripture.


The second rule of hermeneutics deals with the Bible being interpreted according to its literal sense. This means to interpret the Bible as literature since the term literal comes from the Latin litera which means letter. Based on this, the interpreter should pay close attention to the letters and words being used in the Bible and not import their own philosophical position. Accurate interpretation involves literary analysis. 

Biblical interpretation as we know it today began in the period of the Renaissance and Reformation. Luther learned anew the important place of the Bible and made a determined effort to put the Bible back in the hands of the people. His cardinal principle was “sola scriptura,” only by Scripture, or Scripture alone. Luther and other reformers insisted on the perspicuity of Scripture.

Another problem that arises that causes confusion for some interpreters is the use of metaphors in the Scriptures. A metaphor is simply a figure of speech in which a word or phrase signify one object or idea used in the place of another as an analogy. A metaphor is a direct comparison. Metaphors can be found throughout the Bible. In the New Testament, Jesus used many metaphors such as “I am the door; if anyone enters through Me, he will be saved” (John 10:9). What does this mean? We know that Jesus was not a natural door like we have at our homes or churches. He was simply using a door as an analogy because we enter through doors everyday to get inside of places.

The fourfold method of interpretation sometimes referred to as the quadriga was established very early in church history by the Middle Ages. The four meanings examined in each text were literal, moral, allegorical and anagogical. This fourfold meaning does not apply to the Bible, but some folks that lack knowledge in this particular area will say that the literal, allegorical, anagogical and tropological are the fourfold.

The grammatical – historical method is closely related to the analogy of faith and the literal sense of Scripture. What is the grammatical – historical method? This method examines the grammatical rules because the rules of grammar must be strictly applied in order to interpret the passage accurately. It also looks at the historical contexts out of which the Scriptures were written. The historical setting of the writing must be considered in order to gain a clear understanding of the intent of the author in writing the passage. It is important to know a little about how the Greek and Hebrew language is structured as well as understand English grammar when dealing with Scripture.

It has been suggested and accepted by many scholars that Mark’s Gospel was written first of the four Gospels and that Luke and Matthew had the benefit of this when they wrote their Gospels. This method is referred to as source criticism because each writer has information that may not be addressed by the other writer. Materials can be isolated that are particular to certain writers using the method of source criticism.


Language has a history of changing from one generation to the next and from different localities so it is important to know the date and place of a book. Knowing who wrote a book and the particular time or date that the material was wrote is very important. Authorship and date can help understand the text because of some of the different methods employed over the years. Dating and authorship are weaved closely together.

The analogy of faith, the literal sense and the grammatical – historical method are at the top of the list in importance when discussing the principles of interpretation. These three methods can assist and even enrich the believer in interpreting the Scriptures. This enables the believer to understand the author’s view point when reading a particular text and it can aid in deeper research of the Scriptures.



Practical Rules for Biblical Interpretation 

There are certain basic rules that need to be employed by the reader that will assist in interpreting the Bible. The practical rules listed will enable the reader to get a greater understanding of God’s Word and reveal His will for their lives.

Read the Bible so that the Spirit can reveal to you what God is saying through His Word. The Bible has some similarities to other books in that verbs are verbs and nouns are nouns. However, the Bible is inspired and incapable of error which puts it in another dimension separate from other books. Other books can’t live up to the claim of being infallible because they may contain many errors and contradictions.

One method of Bible study that is used by some believers is called luckydipping. This odd method is employed when the reader prays for guidance and lets the Bible fall open to any passage and then they dip their finger to the page to get an answer from God. I don’t think this is what Paul had in mind when he told Timothy to study to shew thyself approved unto God (2 Timothy 2:15). This is not the correct way to study the Bible.


The Bible should be read existentially which means we should be passionate and serious about it. Believers should try to get close to the characters in the Bible to get the feel of what the author is saying and how does it apply to us today.

One of the history lessons for believers is found in the story of Aaron two sons (Nadab and Abihu) who chose to burn strange fire before the Lord (Leviticus 10:1-3). The Lord sent a fire from His presence and consumed these two young men for their evil deeds. Aaron kept silent because he knew by being the priest that his sons had acted in an irresponsible manner before the Lord. The Lord should always be treated as holy and His altar should be reverenced and sanctified.

Christians should interpret the historical narrative by the didactic. The didactic form is intended for instruction. Didactic is a term from the Greek word didaskein which means to teach. The writings of the Apostle Paul are mostly didactic because it teaches and explains. It is often said that the Gospels record what Jesus did and the Epistles interpret what He did. However, the Gospels teach us as well as interpret along with narration while the Epistles are mostly interpretative.

The one rule (interpret the implicit by the explicit) if followed on a consistent basis by believers would unite us on doctrinal issues versus dividing us. Implicit means implied or suggested though not plainly expressed. Explicit on the other hand means clearly stated or shown. It is the confusing of the implicit and explicit that presents the problem in the majority of doctrines. 

An issue that has divided many churches is found in the interpretation of what Paul stated in 1 Corinthians 14:4-5. It is the tongue speaking issue versus those who prophesy. Those who are in favor of tongues argue that tongues are more important and those who favor prophecy say the opposite. The point that the two sides miss is the good and the better because Paul is not saying the good and the bad. Careful reading of this text and others to see what it is actually saying can eliminate a lot of confusion. 

The Bible is filled with words and it is very important to determine the meaning of those words. Misunderstanding and the misuse of words are closely related. It is best for the believer to say what they mean and mean what they say. The better we understand the words used the better we understand the message given. Sometimes a disconnection occurs between the listener and the speaker based on the words used in the conversation.
It can be very frustrating when the speaker can’t get his message across to the audience.


Sometimes doctrinal concepts are derived from words used differently. A good example we will use is Paul’s statement regarding women saved through childbirth. “Notwithstanding she shall be saved in childbearing, if they continue in faith and charity and holiness with sobriety” (1 Timothy 2:15). Is Paul saying that women are saved through bearing children and if so, what about women that can’t bear children? Does this mean that men must be save another way than women are saved? Some will argue that it is quite apparent to the average Bible student that Paul is speaking of being saved from physical death versus spiritual death. Others will say that Christian wives were “saved” (restored to their pre-fall state) through childbearing. Either way Paul is talking about a different level of salvation and he does not mean that you will receive eternal life just because you have the ability to bear children.

Parallelism is one of the most important characteristics of Hebrew poetry. The reader can really understand the text if they can recognize it when it occurs. Synonymous, antithetic and synthetic are the three basic types of parallelism. If the believer is able to recognize parallelisms in the Scriptures it can help them understand the text when they read it. This will allow for a greater depth of understanding of the Bible and God’s will.

The Christian reader should remember that there is a difference between proverbs and moral laws. A proverb is a short saying about principles of living that have been proven by life experience, but a proverb is not a promise or a command. However, there is an unmistakable spiritual dimension to these wise principles.

As there is a difference between law and proverb, there are also different types of laws. The two types discussed are apodictic law and casuistic law. Apodictic is the type found in the Ten Commandments and casuistic is expressed in conditional statements.

The reader should observe the difference between the Spirit and the letter of the law in biblical interpretation. The letter of the law was exercised by the Pharisees (who were legalist) but they constantly violated the spirit of the law. They felt because they dotted the i’s and crossed their t’s they were righteous but their hearts were full of evil. 

Jesus did not come to destroy the law or the prophets and He made this clear to His disciples in Matthew 5:17-19. He came to fulfilled that which was written of Him. He is teaching His disciples in this passage that the letter and the spirit are inseparable and both are important. The Pharisees were good for acknowledging the letter of the law, but believers must keep the letter of the law and the spirit. Our righteousness must exceed the righteousness of the scribes and Pharisees (Matthew 5:20).

Parables were used by Jesus as He taught His disciples and multitudes in the New Testament. The parable is one of the easiest literary forms in the Scriptures to understand. However, there are some parables that present problems for the reader because some contain an element of concealment. The parables by Jesus were meant to be understood by those that were open to them and the message that He was teaching.

One of the most abused forms of biblical interpretation is predictive prophecy. Interpretations can range from the bizarre method to the skeptical with everything in between. The most common interpretations are between conservative thinkers and liberal thinkers. Predictive prophecy must be handled carefully by any theological student.


We must always have a humble spirit when it comes to interpreting God’s Word. We must be mindful that our opinion could be wrong and we could be mistaken on some points. We must always be open to correction in the Scriptures because they are profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction and for training (2 Timothy 3:14-16). 




Culture and the Bible 

 Some ask whether the Bible is applicable to folks today or was it written for those from the past. It is without a doubt that the Scriptures are applicable for people of all eras, but the Bible reflects the culture of its day. The Bible was inspired by God and because God is all knowing (omniscient), He knew that His Word would be applicable to all eras.

We are faced with cultural conditioning that we have been taught or learned from early childhood. Some of these views may not be in harmony with the Scriptures which is a problem all by itself. The Bible is conditioned by its cultural setting and I am conditioned by mine which can lead to misunderstanding the Scriptures as well as faulty interpretations of the Word. As Bible students we must keep an open mind when studying the Scriptures because we all have blind spots and prejudices inherent of our culture.

One must take in to account principles and customs when interpreting the Scriptures. It would be a mistake to say that everything in Scripture is principle and not an image or throw back to local customs. The Bible states in Luke 10:4 that Jesus instructed His disciples to carry no purse, bag or shoes. If we look at this passage as principle and not a reflection of the culture of that day, then we need to go bare feet when we witness and we don’t need any money or a bag to carry money in. The statement by Jesus was clearly a reflection of the culture of that day.

There are other issues in the Scriptures that require more of an in-depth study because the answer does not appear to be so obvious. One issue that is complex requires women to cover their heads in 1 Corinthians 11. Is this command applicable in the twenty-first century? This is a complex issue and some guidelines must be established to assist in answering this and other questions dealing with culture and the Bible.

There are some principles in Scripture that transcends culture, tradition and customs. These are divine principles that are found in the Old Testament and in the New Testament. There are other principle like the dietary laws in the Old Testament that are repealed in the New Testament (1 Corinthians 10:25-26). This is not to say that the dietary laws were not good because they were, but we can now see the difference in redemptive-historical situations with the arrival of Christ our Savior. 

The Bible recognizes institutions that existed during the writing of the Scriptures, but it does not mean that the Bible is endorsing these same institutions. One example would be that of slavery in the New Testament. Paul advised slaves to obey their masters (Ephesians 6:5; Titus 2:9) and to seek freedom if they could (1 Corinthian 7:21). Since slave practices were part of the culture in biblical times, the Bible contains no direct call to abolish slavery. The Bible does not endorse slavery and with the implications of the gospel, especially the ethic of love, stand in opposition to slavery.

When a Christian has exhausted all avenues and remain uncertain about a biblical mandate, they should employ the principle of humility. What is humility?  Biblical humility is not a belittling of oneself, but an exalting or praising of others, especially God and Christ (John 3:30; Philippians 2:3).

Time, place and language are barriers that make communications hard to understand but the barriers are not so hard that we can’t understand God’s Word. The Bible has spoken effectively to generations before us and if the second coming of Christ is delayed, it will continue to speak to generations after us. Regardless of the barriers and the obstacles of culture the Scriptures continue to speak with the power of God and lives are changed and transformed by it. The Word can speak to you wherever you live.



    Practical Tools for Bible Study 

Any worker that plans to do a good job and do it right must have the proper tools to complete the task. If a carpenter is building a house and he needs to nail boards together and all he has is a saw, it is going to be very difficult for him to do a good job.  He needs a hammer to nail with and the same is true with students of the Bible that need practical tools for Bible study.


There are many translations of the Bible that are available for private study and so one must be careful to select one that will serve the right purpose. There are some basic differences between translations that each student should be aware of before choosing which translation is right for them or that is need to get the job done. 



The three basic methodologies are formal equivalence, functional equivalence and the paraphrase of free translation. Each of these methodologies has their own strengths and weaknesses and the student should be aware of these when seeking a deeper knowledge of Scripture. The author’s opinion reflects that the Living Bible is inferior to the others and is perhaps the weakest edition.

There are several good study Bibles that have marginal notes and footnotes added to them which makes it easier for the reader to understand the text. These notes can aid the reader and possible save a trip to a Bible dictionary. Some Bibles contain italics to highlight certain words which make it very helpful to understand the text.

Commentary notes can be found in many study Bibles which is very helpful to the reader. However, the concern is that if you criticize the human comment some folks feel as though you are criticizing the Bible because the comment appears on the same page as the Scripture. You must be able to separate the human comment from the Scripture.

One of the more popular translations of the Bible is called the King James Version (kjv) which has been around for a long time. Some people feel that this is the original text because it has been used over a long period of time and protest loudly if they hear another version or translation of the Bible quoted. 

In 1604, King James I of England authorized that a new translation of the Bible into English be started. It was finished in 1611, just 85 years after the first translation of the New Testament into English appeared (Tyndale, 1526). The Authorized Version, or King James Version, quickly became the standard for English-speaking Protestants. Its flowing language and prose rhythm has had a profound influence on the literature of the past 300 years. The New Testament was translated from the Textus Receptus (Received Text) series of the Greek text. The King James Version is less accurate in its description of the original writings of Scripture than most modern translations. The New King James Version (nkjv) is supposed to be the answer to the problems with the King James Version but it retains the Textus Receptus as its chief text.

Commentaries are valuable tools that students can use to further understand the Scriptures. A commentary is a series of explanatory notes or remarks that can provide a check and balance to my own bias in the Scriptures. Competent commentaries are very valuable tools that any serious Bible student should have at their disposal.

There is a vast range of commentaries available to any student, depending on their needs at the time, that has uncomplicated exposition to complex exegesis. It would be an advantage to any serious Bible student or minister to examine single volume commentaries on the whole Bible or commentary sets to limit them from relying on their on judgment for Scriptural clarification.

The serious reader or student will have a tool box of resources like a model will have a closet of clothes. This toolbox should have in it a good concordance, one good Bible dictionary and a good atlas. There are many excellent resources available to enhance Bible study and help any Christian comprehend the words of the Bible.

Knowledge of a foreign language can actually enhance Bible study because it can give very fine meaning or variation of meaning better understood in language other than English. For instance, most Americans have been exposed to Latin in an introductory form and this can be used in Bible reading because Latin translations of the Bible appear to be very exact. 

Hebrew and Greek seem to intimidate some people because they are ancient languages. Greek and Hebrew are important Bible languages because most of the Old Testament is wrote in Hebrew and most of the New Testament is in Greek. Based on this information, it should cause one to curiously seek out these languages. All a Bible student needs is a working knowledge of these languages to improve their Bible study.

There are all types of tools and aids available to make studying the Bible easier. Some of these tools are: Hebrew and Greek lexicons, Hebrew and Greek Grammar books, and analytical and topical concordances. A minister or layperson should view these tools as resources to enrich their study of God’s Word.


It is simply amazing that so many Christians have not read the whole Bible from cover to cover. Quite a few folks have read the New Testament, but few will attest to reading all of the Old Testament. Both Testaments are important and should be studied. 

It would be very helpful if churches would offer introductory Bible reading programs for beginners that are supervised by experienced Christian Bible teachers.
