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Riverside Church- Whitstable 

Understanding and interpreting the Bible 

Introduction 

Error and heresy 

Paul was often teaching the churches to remain faithful to the simplicity of the Gospel, which could 

shipwreck their faith. He therefore wanted them to handle the Bible correctly (2 Tim 2:15). He did 

this because even in these early days of Christianity there were false teachers and those who were 

leading new converts astray (1 Tim 1:3-4). The Bible can be mishandled.  

Know what we are reading 

The Bible consists of 39 Books in the Old Testament 27 Books in the New Testament 66 in total. 

These were written by 40 different authors from all walks of life: shepherds, farmers, tent-makers, 

physicians, fishermen, priests, philosophers and kings. It was written over a period of some 1,500 

years, from around 1450 B.C. (the time of Moses) to about 100 A.D. (following the death and 

resurrection of Jesus Christ). 

The books in the Bible are written in different literary forms. Sometimes more than one in a book. 

There is poetry (Psalms), wisdom (Proverbs, Job), narrative (1&2 Kings, Gospels, Acts), apocalyptic 

(Revelation), Prophecy (Isaiah), Letters (Romans, 1&2 Corinthians) 

The Bible uses different types of language such as: command (the Ten Commandments); hyperbole 

(exaggeration); idioms (the meaning is the opposite of the words used-something wicked now means 

something really good) and parables. Different types of language can be found in one book. 

Know the story line 

It is important when reading the Bible not to get lost in the detail. There is an overall story line. Set 

out below is one suggestion. What is most important to remember is that the Bible looks forward to 

the coming of Christ as the whole direction of world history and following His incarnation, death and 

resurrection everything is connected to the promise of God through Christ restoring His world.  

 Creation-the whole world all races and peoples are God’s concern. The world was made 

good. 

 Crisis- Sin has disturbed and disrupted the good world that God created 

 Covenant- Noah- Israel- a messiah- promise of a new world and a new heaven where 

righteousness dwells. 

 Christ- God himself entering into history 

 Consummation- A new beginning with Christ in the centre 

Three basic interpretation questions 

 What does it say? What type of literary form is being used? What type of language is being 

used?  Matthew 5:29-30. This is clearly Hyperbole (exaggeration to make a point). 

 What did it mean then? Who was it addressed to and what were the circumstances that it 

was written? In 1Tim 2:11-15 what were the historical, social and gender attitudes being 

addressed? What was its meaning when written?  

 What is the relevant application today? Meaning is what the author meant then. 

Significance is what it can mean now, but it must be connected to its original meaning. 



2 
 

Six interpretation principles 

The following interpretive principles come from an article by Roger Nicole.1 Nicole says that “Such 

principles should prevent us from reading into a passage what it does not contain, as well as ensure 

that a satisfactory approximation to its full meaning is attained.” I set out here a much shortened 

summary of this article.  

Principle 1 Literal or figurative meaning 

Do we take the words literally or is it a figure of speech. For example Eph 1:18 talks about the “eyes 

of your heart” this is clearly figurative. Numbers 11:23 says “is the Lord’s arm too short” This does 

not mean God literally has an arm.  

Principle 2 Prescriptive or descriptive 

Genesis 3:16 talks about pain in childbirth. This does not mean that pain is what must happen 

(prescriptive) if so taking pain reliving drugs during childbirth is a sin. It is what will happen 

(descriptive). There can often be confusion on this point we see something that happened in the Bible 

and think that this is what must happen for all time. This is how we tolerated slavery for so long. 

Principle 3 Individual, collective or universal references. 

Exodus 20:13: “You shall not murder” this is one of the Ten Commandments and is clearly universal. 

John 9:6: When Jesus told the blind man to wash in the pool of Siloam, that was clearly individual 

and we don’t have to follow that example when praying for healing. 

Principle 4 Peripheral or central doctrines 

For example there is very little said in the NT about church structures, church government or 

leadership structures. Despite this the Christian church has numerous debates about these.  

Principle 5 Context  

We must always take account of the context of a text. That means the immediate verses surrounding 

the text; the chapter in question; the book in which it is found; and the position of the author of the 

book. Also and importantly Nicole says “No interpretation is truly acceptable which results in a 

contradiction between one part of scripture and another part.”  

Principle 6 The situation of those being addressed or represented 

The scriptures were addressed at first to people in ancient Near Eastern (Old Testament) and Greco- 

Roman (New Testament) cultures. 

Greet one another with a holy kiss reflects a culture in which this was the ordinary way of greeting 

family and friends. It is not a prescriptive requirement. 

The OT commandments regards pure and impure foods was clearly cultural and to do with food 

safety.  

Tariq Hussain, October 2016 

                                                             
1 Discovering Biblical Equality; editors: Pierce; Groothuis; Fee. IVP Academic. Chapter 20 


