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BASICS OF BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION 
 

AUTHORIAL INTENT:  Whatever the text means to the Author/author is what it means. 

CONTEXT IS KING!  Do not divorce a text from its context.  Words do not have specific meaning in isolation 
(just a range of meaning or “semantic domain”); they are given meaning by their contextual environment. 

MOST BASIC MEANING:  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 [self-evident, obvious] and fundamental [basic, 
essential] truths, indicate clearly otherwise.   
(Dr. David L. Cooper, Ph.D., Litt.D., founder and director of the Biblical Research Society) 

PRIMA SCRIPTURA:  You do not interpret the Bible by reading it through the eyes of the commentators or 
other theological writers, but rather you evaluate what writers say through the grid of what the Bible says.  
(Dr. James M. Grier, Th.D., professor of philosophical theology, 1969-present)  

THE RIGHT TOOLS:  "If it's from Strong, it's probably wrong." (referring to Strong's Exhaustive Concor-
dance).  Strong’s is keyed to the King James Bible (which has over 1500 errors, so those errors carry over 
into the Strong’s Concordance).  Use the concordance that is keyed to the Bible you’re reading, i.e. if you’re 
reading the NIV, use the NIV Concordance. 

Avoid like the plague: 

 Prooftexting - Reading meaning into Scripture to support a “pet doctrine.”  This uses decontextualized 

quotes and results in erroneous interpretations. 

 Eisegesis - Improper method of exposition by which the student of a text introduces his own ideas into the 

interpretation of a text. 

 

A note on “word studies”:  

Historically, there are two methods for doing word (concept) studies - diachronic (through time), which has 
fallen from favor and is generally regarded as being of little to no value in Biblical studies, and synchronic 
(same time), which is the method used to determine what a text meant to the original author and audience. 

Diachronic analysis (e.g. Wuest’s Word studies, Gerhard Kittel’s Theological Dictionary) trace a word back to 
its invention/original meaning and seeks to apply that meaning to all occurrences forever.  E.g. the word 
“rape” originally referred to the courting process, trying to woo someone was the definition of rape.  to try to 
force that meaning onto its current usage would be not only erroneous but would also be offensive to victims 
of rape. 

Synchronic analysis (e.g. James Barr, Stanley Porter, Anthony Thiselton, Nida & Louw) examines how a 
word is used elsewhere at the same time as the writing of the passage being examined.  It starts with other 
occurrences of the word in the same work (e.g. specific book of the Bible), in other works by the same author, 
elsewhere in the same section of Scripture (i.e. Torah, Prophets, Writings, Gospels, Epistles, and Apoca-
lypse), usage throughout the Bible, and usage outside of the Bible by contemporaries of the author. 

HERMENEUTICAL PROCESS 

(adapted from Douglas Stuart, Old Testament 
Exegesis 4th edition; Louisville: WJK, 2009) 
 

Text: Confirm limits of passage through paragraph 
analysis, comparison of versions, and versifica-
tion. 

Translation:  If possible, translate passage from 
the original language. 

Grammatical data: analyze orthography and mor-
phology and identify ambiguities. 

Lexical  data:  Examine the key words or phrases 
(via synchronic analysis). 

Form:  Identify the genre, literary type, subcatego-
ries. 

Structure:   Outline the passage and look for pat-
terns, evaluate intentionality. 

Historical context:  Research the historical back-
ground, sitz im leben (sociological setting), geo-
graphical setting, and date. 

Literary  context:  Analyze the literary function, 
placement, detail, and identity of the author. Why 
is it there? 

Biblical context:  Analyze use of the passage 
elsewhere in Scripture, the passage’s relation to 
the rest of Scripture, and the passage’s import to 
understanding Scripture. 

Theology:  Identify the applicable theological loci, 
the specific issues raised or resolved by the pas-
sage, and the unique theological contribution. 

Application:  Is the text informing or directing?  
Does it address orthodoxy (faith) or orthopraxy 
(action)?  To whom does it apply (practical audi-
ence)?  Determine the limits of application. 

Secondary Literature:  Compare your analysis of 
the text with others who have taken the text 
through this process.  Note that this is done only 
after putting in the work of examining the text in a 
personal, devotional way. 
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GATTUNGENSGESCHICHTE (GENRE ANALYSIS) 

(adapted from Gordon D. Fee & Douglas Stuart, How to Read the Bible for All its Worth: A Guide to Under-
standing the Bible; 2nd Ed., Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993; and D. Brent Sandy &  Ronald L. Giese, Jr., 
Cracking Old Testament Codes; Nashville; Broadman & Holman, 1995) 

Fee & Stuart write, “The key to good exegesis, and therefore to a more intelligent reading of 
the Bible, is to learn to read the text carefully and to ask the right questions of the text” (p. 22).  
The question of GENRE tells us how to approach the text.  Texts of different genres mean dif-
ferently.  Biblical genres determine how the passage communicates meaning to us. 
 

NARRATIVE:  identify story parameters, plot, point of view, cast, setting, dialogue, & structure 

 unit: scene 

HISTORY:  identify historical event recorded, author’s purpose, descriptive vs. prescriptive  

 unit: event 

LAW:  identify context, apodictic vs. casuistic, parallels in Bible, parallels in ANE, principle 

 unit: statute or covenant 

PROPHECY:  identify situation, backstory, call of prophet, response of prophet, audience, 
message (woe oracle and salvation oracle) - usually preceded by “thus says the L-rd,” re-
sponse of audience  

 unit: oracle 

APOCALYPTIC:  identify crisis, metaphors/symbolism, fulfillment options (focusing on the un-
knowns of heaven and the future, so there could be many!), main point or principle 

 unit: revelation (vision, dream, etc.) 

LAMENTS:  identify historical context, type of parallelism, figurative language, reason, aspect 
of G-d’s character revealed, principle parts (call, complaint, confession, curse/imprecation, 
confidence, and closing)   

 unit: stich or psalm 

PRAISES:  identify type of historical context, parallelism, figurative language, spiritual princi-
ple, aspect of G-d’s character revealed, type of psalm 

 unit: stich or psalm 

WISDOM:  identify proverbial vs. non-proverbial, parameters of collection, theme of collection, 
type of parallelism if poetic in form, figurative language, setting (family, royal court, or school), 
principle, place in whole OT wisdom tradition 

 unit: proverb, parable, or pericope (possibly paragraph/dialogue in longer works, like Job) 

NOTES 
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graphic based on J. Scott Duvall 

& J. Daniel Hays, Grasping 

God’s Word 2nd Ed. (Grand 
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