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Basic Bible Principles 

Interpreting the will of the Lord 

Lesson Seven 

 

I. Fundamental rules for interpreting the Bible. 

A. Let the Bible interpret itself. 

1. Know the difference between eisegesis and exegesis. 

a. Eisegesis: ("reading into the text") the process of interpreting scripture 
based on one's own beliefs, presuppositions, agendas, or conclusions.  

b. Exegesis: ("drawing out of the text") the process of interpreting a text, 
especially a Biblical text, by drawing the meaning out of the text itself by 
considering the meaning of words, grammar, syntax, context and setting. 

2. Interpret difficult or questionable passages in light of clear, easy-to-
understand passages. 

a. Do not isolate a passage from its textual or historical context – doing so 
will often lead to a complete misinterpretation and misapplication of the 
text. 

(1). Paul's statement to the Philippian jailer (Acts 16:30-31) cannot be 
interpreted as salvation by faith only when it is compared to other 
passages on salvation (Mark 16:16; Acts 2:38; 22:16; Jas 2:24).  

(2). Consider the rest of what Paul said and did on this occasion (Acts 
16:32-34). 

3. Never interpret the Bible by worshipping the "idols" of: 

a. The educated and wise (1 Cor 1:18-31; Jer 10:23). 

b. Teachings of "the church" (Matt 15:8-9; 2 Tim 4:2-4; Prov 14:12). 

c. Family, former teachers, or traditions (Acts 26:4-5, 9-11; Phil 3:4b-11). 

d. Popular or majority belief (Matt 7:13-14, 21-23). 

B. Examine the context. 

1. Who is the author (who is speaking/writing)? 

a. Is it an authoritative statement from an authoritative source? (Matt 28:18-
20; 1 Cor 14:37) 

b. Is it an inspired account of historical event not confirmed by the 
scriptures? (Acts 5:34-39) 

c. Or is it an opinion or wise counsel? (1 Cor 7:25-28) 
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2. To whom was the statement made? 

a. Reading the Bible is like reading someone else's mail – not everything is 
intended or applicable for to us today (cf. 1 Cor 14). 

b. Some passages address a specific person or persons for a specific time 
or situation.  

(1). The Ten Commandments or the Old Covenant (Exo 20:1-17 
compared with Deut 5:1-3). 

(2). Receiving the Holy Spirit (John 14:26; 16:13 compared with Acts 1:4-
8; 2:1-4). 

(3). Spiritual gifts (Acts 8:14-17 compared with Acts 8:18-23;  
1 Cor 13:1-10; Acts 14). 

c. Other passages are intended for everyone and for all time (Acts 2:38-39). 

3. What was the purpose for the statement? 

a. Was it to correct or prevent an error – if so, what was the specific error? (1 
Cor 11:17-34) 

b. Does it serve as an example of how similar things are to be done? (Acts 
20:7) 

c. Was it speaking of events in our future (1 Cor 15; 1 Thess 4:13-18; 2 
Thess 1:6-10; 1 Pet 3:10-13), or of events in the future of those to whom 
the statements were made? (Matt 24; Mark 13; Luke 21) 

4. What is the background of the text? 

a. What is the historical setting of the text? 

b. What are the laws, customs, and traditions of the times, including their 
historical origin. 

c. What is the geography (location of cities and countries, climates, 
agriculture, etc.). Bible maps are very helpful. 

C. Understand the meaning of specific words. 

1. The Bible was written in the languages of those living in Bible times. 

a. We must understand the original meaning of words from their original 
language (Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek). 

b. Use reliable Hebrew and Greek lexicons, grammars, etc. to properly 
understand the meaning of Bible words. 

2. Words convey thoughts. The words of the Bible convey the thoughts of God. 

a. The Bible student must determine the thought (the idea) God is 
expressing through the words of scripture. 

b. The Bible is not vague or ambiguous.  
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(1). The words of the Bible are intended to convey only one thought – 
God's thoughts. 

(2). The Bible student must understand the specific thought expressed by 
the inspired writer. 

(3). The word of God does not permit us to speculate on meaning. God 
intends for us to understand the specific thought He revealed. 

3. Truth will always harmonize with truth. 

a. Alleged contradictions can be harmonized by considering all the Bible 
says on a given subject. 

(1). If an interpretation is contrary to what the Bible teaches elsewhere, 
the interpretation is wrong. 

b. One or both contradictory statements will be false unless the words or 
terms in those statements have a different meaning. 

(1). Jesus condemned traditions of men (Matt 15:3-6; Mark 7:8; cf. 1 Pet 
1:18). 

(2). But Paul commanded Christians to follow the traditions of the 
apostles (2 Thess 3:6).  

(3). There is a difference between traditions of men verses "traditions 
which you were taught, whether by word or our epistle" (2 Thess 
2:15). 

4. To understand a particular subject, find every passage in the Bible that deals 
with that subject. 

a. What conclusions about baptism would one reach by taking every 
passage in the New Testament on the subject? 

b. What conclusions about the organization and worship of the Lord's church 
would one reach by considering every passage in the New Testament 
about the church? 

5. Interpret the Bible as you would any other work of literature. 

a. There is not a separate set of rules for interpreting the Bible.   

b. Since God used the language of man to communicate His thoughts, we 
must apply the same rules of interpreting the language of the Bible as we 
would any other literary work – including the use of metaphors, similes, 
personification, hyperbole, metonymy, parable, allegory, fable, etc. 

D. Recognize figurative language. 

1. The difference between figurative and literal language. 

a. Figurative language is highly symbolic (signs and symbols) – words or 
expressions that stand as symbols for something or someone by using 
various figures of speech (cf. Rev 1:1-3). 
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b. Literal language must be interpreted in keeping with the ordinary meaning 
of words and phrases. 

2. Learn how to interpret figurative language. 

a. Interpret every word or expression literally unless there is a reason for 
interpreting it otherwise. 

b. Figurative or symbolic language can usually be identified: 

(1). When the context indicates such (Luke 13:31-32). 

(2). When the text says it is figurative (Dan 2:31-45; John 2:18-22; 7:37-
39; Rev 1:1-3). 

(3). When the literal meaning of a word or sentence is impossible (Ezek 
37:1-6; Jer 1:18; Matt 17:20) 

(4). When the interpretation would demand something wrong (Jer 25:27-
28; Luke 14:26). 

(5). When a word or phrase is being compared to something else by the 
words "as" or "like", etc. (Luke 22:44). 

(6). When the definite is put for the indefinite (Matt 18:22). 

(7). When common sense demands it (Jer 51:7; John 6:53-57; 1 Cor 3:2). 

3. Let the author give his own interpretation. 

a. The vision of the "valley of the dry bones" (Ezek 37:11; 13-14). 

b. Parable of the Sower (Matt 13:3-9; 18-23; etc.). 

c. "Unworthy manner" is defined as "not discerning the Lord's body" (1 Cor 
11:27-29). 

4. Understand figurative language by harmonizing it with what is clear and plain 
in other passages. 

a. The interpretation we give to a symbolic or figurative passage must agree 
with the meaning of clear, unambiguous passages. 

b. God is not the author of confusion (cf. 1 Cor 14:33). 

5. Interpret figurative or symbolic language in light of its context. 

a. Do not make everything in a parable have a "spiritual" meaning.  

(1). This is especially true with the parables of Jesus.  

b. Look for the simplest, most basic, meaning of the passage. 

(1). What is the main theme? 

(2). What is the lesson to be learned?  
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II. Erroneous methods of interpreting scripture. 

A. Interpreting figurative language literally.  

1. Not every word or expression in the Bible should be interpreted literally. 

a. We must approach the Bible as we would any other book, taking figurative 
phrases, hyperbole, poetic personifications, and other figures of speech 
into account in our interpretation. 

2. Unless there is a clear and valid reason for interpreting a word or phrase 
figuratively, we must assume it was meant to be interpreted literally.   

B. Drawing a conclusion, or taking a doctrinal position based on what is not 
specifically revealed or stated in the scriptures. 

1. This is commonly known as "arguing from the silence of the scriptures." There 
are two extremes with this form of reasoning: 

a. Some believe the silence of the scriptures authorizes a belief or practice 
unless that belief or practice is specifically forbidden in scripture. 

(1). We often hear, "The Bible doesn't say you can't!" 

b. Others believe the silence of the scriptures forbids a belief or practice 
unless that belief or practice is specifically authorized in scripture. 

(1). The common argument is, "Where does the Bible say you can?" 

2. Unfortunately, both positions fail to respect the silence of the scriptures. 

a. We cannot assume the silence of the scriptures authorizes or forbids a 
belief or practice. 

(1). The silence of the scriptures is just that – silence. 

(2). Silence neither authorizes nor forbids. 

b. We must base our beliefs and practices on what the scriptures authorize 
in the form of commands, binding apostolic examples1, or that which is 
necessarily implied or inferred by the clear meaning of the scriptures. 

3. However, the silence of the scriptures does not preclude matters of 
expediency. 

a. An expedient is not a command, binding apostolic example, or necessary 
inference. 

                                      
1 A binding apostolic example is a biblically authorized practice by virtue of the fact that the apostles 
either directly participated in the practice with God's approval, or first-century Christians participated in the 
practice with apostolic approval. The example becomes binding on all Christians for all time when (1) the 
practice is done the same way every time; (2) the practice harmonizes with whatever else God has said 
on the same subject; (3) the practice can be observed by Christians in all parts of the world and in any 
time in history; (4) when the practice is relevant or material in fulfilling what God has authorized; (5) when 
the application of the practice is not limited to specific people or specific circumstances. 
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b. An expedient is a useful, convenient, reasonable, or logical way of 
carrying out a command, binding apostolic example, or that which is 
necessarily implied. 

(1). An expedient is lawful when it does not change, alter, or in any way 
replace what God has specifically authorized. 

(2). If an expedient changes, alters, or in any way replaces what God 
authorizes it becomes unlawful – it is no longer an expedient, but 
rather adds to or takes away from what God authorized.   

c. More on commands, binding examples, necessary inferences, and 
expedients later in this series.  

C. Making an assumption that does not harmonize with the scriptures. 

1. The Bible student must begin with what is known before he is able to 
understand what may be implied. For example: 

a. The specific command for giving (to "lay something aside") on the first day 
of every week (1 Cor 16:1-3) implies this is the only acceptable method 
the Lord's church may use for collecting funds for any authorized need. 

(1). We cannot reasonably imply the church may collect funds through 
fundraising activities, etc. because members giving as they prosper is 
the only example of how an established congregation collected 
funds. 

b. The specific example of the church in Troas meeting on the "first day of 
the week" to "break bread" (Acts 20:7) implies this is the only acceptable 
day on which the Lord's church may observe the Lord's Supper. 

(1). We cannot reasonably imply the church may observe the Lord's 
Supper any other day of the week, because this is the only example 
that specifies the day on which a church met to observe the Lord's 
Supper. 

2. Whatever may be implied by a passage must always harmonize with what is 
expressly stated in the scriptures by a command or apostolic approved 
example. 

D. Over-Contextualizing. 

1. This is the error of eisegesis: reading too much into a passage. 

a. This erroneous method of interpreting scripture is generally based on ones 
owns beliefs, presuppositions, agendas, or conclusions that make a 
passage say more than the context reasonably allows or permits.  

2. To avoid this error, we must: 

a. Read the complete text without bias or with preconceived ideas. 

b. Become thoroughly familiar with what the text actually says – not what we 
think the text means. 
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c. Understand the context of the passage. 

(1). The textual context. 

(2). The historical, cultural, and occasionally geographical context. 

3. Consider 1 Corinthians 11:17-34. Essentially, this passage addressed three 
issues: 

a. How the Corinthians created division and factions by turning the Lord's 
Supper into a common meal, during which selfishness, excess, and 
impropriety was rampant (vs. 17-22). 

b. How the Lord's Supper should be observed and why (vs. 23-32). 

c. How the Corinthians should conduct themselves in a thoughtful manner 
when they come together for a common meal (vs. 33-34). 

4. Forcing any text to imply anything more than what is specifically stated is to 
read into the passage a meaning and interpretation not intended by God. 

 

III. Understanding and interpreting prophecy. 

A. The only correct understanding and interpretation of prophecy is an inspired 
interpretation. 

1. The interpretation to any prophecy must be in perfect harmony with 
everything else the Bible teaches. 

2. Therefore, all rules for understanding and interpreting prophecy must be 
based on a comparison of the prophecy with spiritual truths revealed 
elsewhere in the scriptures. 

B. Guidelines for understanding and interpreting prophecy. 

1. Many Old Testament prophecies find their interpretation and fulfillment in the 
Old Testament. 

a. They point to a specific time – either within the lifetime of the ones to 
whom the prophetic promise was made, or during a future generation. 

b. We can determine that time by finding the fulfillment of the prophecy. 

(1). God promised Abraham he would have an heir (Gen 15:2-4). This 
was fulfilled years later in the birth of Isaac (Gen 17:19-21). 

(2). God promised Abraham his descendants would be innumerable (Gen 
12:2; 15:5; 22:17). This was fulfilled in the rise of the Hebrew people. 

(3). The first occurrence of the prophecy's fulfillment is the fulfillment.   

2. Some Old Testament prophecies find their interpretation and fulfillment in the 
New Testament. 

a. Messianic prophecies in the Law, the prophets and the psalms were 
fulfilled in Jesus Christ (Luke 24:44).  
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b. Prophecies of the new covenant (Jer 31:31-34) were fulfilled in the 
preaching and teaching of the gospel of Christ (2 Cor 3:4-6; Heb 8:7-13; 
9:13-15).  

c. Prophecies concerning a future kingdom of God (Dan 2:36-45) were 
fulfilled in the establishment of the Lord's spiritual kingdom the church 
(Mark 9:1; Col 1:9-14). 

3. No Old Testament prophecy concerning the nation of Israel, Jesus Christ, or 
the Lord's church remains unfulfilled (Matt 5:17-18; Luke 24:44). 

a. Those prophecies were either fulfilled in the Old Testament or the New.   

4. Interpret all Old Testament prophecies as having been fulfilled either literally 
or figuratively. 

a. Sometimes the language of prophecy is very literal. 

(1). Consider the prophecy of God concerning the Egyptian bondage of 
Abraham's descendants (Gen 15:13-14) and the extent of the land 
they would eventually inhabit as their own (Gen 15:18-20). 

(2). These were fulfilled in detail (Exo 2:23–12:40; Josh 21:43-45; 23:14; 
1 Kgs 8:54-56).   

b. At other times, the language of prophecy is figurative or symbolic. 

(1). Much of what Jesus said concerning the destruction of the temple 
(Matt 24, Mark 13; Luke 21) is figurative or symbolic (Matt 24:15-20 
compared with Luke 21:20-24). 

(2). Extreme care must be taken when interpreting prophetic revelation 
written or spoken in figurative language. 

(a). Any interpretation must harmonize with everything else the 
scriptures reveal on the subject. 

(b). All prophecy must be interpreted in its textual and historical 
context, and by applying all the other rules for interpreting 
figurative or symbolic language. 

(3). Always interpret the figurative and symbolic language of a New 
Testament prophecy in light of the Old Testament meaning of those 
same figures or symbols. 

(a). Many of the figures of speech Jesus used in Matthew 24 are 
found in other Old Testament passages (Matt 24:29; Isa 13:10; 
34:4) concerning the judgment of God against wicked nations 
(Isa 13:1), or in the prophecy of Ezekiel (Ezek 32.7-8) 
concerning the judgment of God against Egypt (Ezek 32:1-2). 

(b). The same is true for the highly figurative language of 
Revelation. There are no direct quotes in Revelation from Old 
Testament prophets. However, there are hundreds of allusions 
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in Revelation to similar expressions found in the prophecies of 
the Old Testament. 

(c). How those figures of speech or symbols are interpreted in the 
Old Testament give us a clue as to how they should be 
interpreted in the New. 

5. Prophecies can only be fulfilled once. 

a. While many spiritual principles can be drawn from a given prophecy, the 
prophecy itself can be fulfilled only one time. 

b. The first occurrence when specific conditions of a prophecy are met 
constitutes the fulfillment of the prophecy. 

 

Conclusion: 

I. Understand the fundamental rules for interpreting the Bible. 

A. These include: 

1. Letting the Bible interpret itself by using clear, easy-to-understand passages 
to explain those that may be unclear or more difficult. 

2. Understanding the context, including knowing who authored the text, to whom 
it was intended, the purpose behind the text, and it's historical or cultural 
setting. 

3. Understanding the meaning of specific words and what is being implied by the 
use of those words. 

4. Recognizing figurative or symbolic language verses literal language. 

 

II. Erroneous methods of interpreting scripture. 

A. These include: 

1. Interpreting figurative language literally. 

2. Drawing conclusion from a text that is not revealed elsewhere in the 
scriptures (i.e. arguing from the silence of the scriptures). 

3. Making an assumption that does not harmonize with the scriptures. 

4. Over-contextualizing by reading too much into a passage. 
 

III. Understanding and interpreting prophecy. 

A. This includes: 

1. Interpreting prophecy so that it harmonizes with what the scriptures teach 
elsewhere. 
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2. Understanding the guidelines: 

a. Old Testament prophecies may be fulfilled in the Old Testament, or many 
be fulfilled in the New Testament. 

b. No Old Testament prophecy concerning Israel, Jesus Christ, or the Lord's 
church remains unfulfilled. 

c. Some prophecies are meant to be fulfilled literally, while others were 
meant to be fulfilled figuratively. 

d. Prophecies can be fulfilled only once. 

 

 


