
For example, what does John 2:22 mean?

When therefore he was risen from the dead, his 
disciples remembered that he had said this unto 
them; and they believed the scripture, and the word 
which Jesus had said.

You need to go back to at least verse 18 to find the 
meaning of the underlined words.  Then you can understand 
verse 22 like this:

When therefore he [Jesus] was risen from the dead, 
his [Jesus'] disciples remembered that he [Jesus] 
had said this ["Destroy this temple, and in three days 
I will raise it up", from verse 19] unto them; [the 
Jews and the disciples] and they [the disciples] 
believed the scripture, and the word [saying from 
verse 19] which Jesus had said.

And when you go back to read verse 18, you need to go 
back more to understand that verse:

Then answered the Jews and said unto him [Jesus], 
What sign shewest thou [Jesus] unto us [the Jews], 
seeing that thou [Jesus] doest these things 
[described in verses 14 - 16]?

(2) Sometimes you need to search forward.  For example, 
when you begin to read the Gospel of John, it is not obvious 
who the Word is, especially not obvious to an unbeliever.  

Some cultural context is also helpful here.  The 
other three Gospels were written from a Jewish 
viewpoint, but John's Gospel was written to appeal to 
Gentiles, especially the Greeks.  To the Greek 
philosophers, a word was almost magical, because a 
word is visible (when written) or audible (when 
spoken), but words can reveal something invisible 
and silent such as an idea like "I wish I would never 
die" or "I know how to multiply numbers".  So John is 
using this concept familiar to the Greeks to explain

how Jesus reveals the invisible God.  So pretend that 
you are a Greek reading John's Gospel. 

You don't know at first that the Word is Jesus.  The reader is 
told in verse 1 that the Word is God, and yet the Word is 
somehow separate from God because He is "with God". 
Then verse 2 tells the reader that the Word is eternal, like 
God, and verse 3 says that the Word is the creator of 
everything, like God, and verse 4 says that the Word is the 
source of life and is the source of light (truth and 
understanding) to mankind.  We know that this is Jesus, but 
the unbelieving reader hasn't heard this yet.

After introducing John the Baptist in verses 6-8, and 
returning to the subject of light to mankind in verses 8-9, 
John says in verses 10-11 that the Word came to the world, 
his own creation, and that the world, his people, did not 
receive Him.  Well, most did not receive Him, because in 
verses 12-13 John explains that a few that did receive Him 
were made sons of God.  Up to this point, the Gentile reader 
might think that the Word could be just some spiritual force, 
except that "Word" (logos in the original Greek language) 
suggests that the Word is some substantial, physical 
representative of God.

Finally, in verse 14 John tells the reader that "the Word was 
made flesh and dwelt among us" -- aha! -- the Word has the 
form of a man!  But not an ordinary man, because in verse 
18 John reminds the reader that "no man hath seen God at 
any time"; but this special man, "the only begotten Son" 
has "declared him" (God).  Yes, that is what a "word" does 
-- it is something visible that declares something invisible.

And in verse 17, John says that this source of light or truth 
is Jesus Christ.  This verse also contrasts the "law of 
Moses", or written Word of God, with the living, human 
Word of God, Jesus.  (At that time, the Old Testament was 
the complete Bible -- this is historical context.)  
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So we had to search forward many verses to find that the 
Word is Jesus.

(3) Sometimes instead of looking back or looking forward 
near the verse that you want to understand better, you 
need to find a verse in another place, or verses in other 
places, or passages that mention the  subject that interests 
you.  Maybe you remember another verse.  But maybe you 
don't remember where it is, and you don't remember all of 
the words.  Or you don't know any verses in the Bible about 
the subject.  Here is where a concordance is helpful to find 
what you need.  A written lesson about the subject may 
also refer to many verses about some subject, and this can 
help even when you don't agree with what the author of the 
lesson writes.

Examples of historical context:
For example, the trial and crucifixion of Jesus began with 
his arrest by the chief priests, captains of the temple, and 
the elders of the Jews (Luke 22:52).

First, they brought Jesus to the  high priest (Luke 22:54).

Then Jesus was questioned by the elders, chief priests and 
scribes (Luke 22:66).

Then Jesus was taken to Pilate (Luke 23:1).

And Pilate sent Jesus to Herod (Luke 23:7).

Then Jesus was returned to  Pilate, who consulted the chief 
priests, the rulers, and the people (Luke 23:13).

Why are there so many leaders?  Who had the highest 
rank?  Here are some historical facts:

Plain interpretation does not exclude figures of speech 
(such as saying lamb to mean sacrifice).  But behind 
every figure of speech is a plain meaning to find.  But 
don't understand verses as figurative unless it is 
obvious.

For examples, read Ephesians 6:11-17.  Is "armour" in 
verses 11 and 13 real armour that we should should actually 
wear?  Or are these symbols?  What about the breastplate 
in verse 14, and the shield and darts in verse 16, and the 
helmet and sword in verse 17?  Do we really wrestle (verse 
12) using our arms and legs?  Do we really stand in verse 
13?  Is the "darkness" in this verse exactly the same as 
night time?

"Loins girt" in verse 14 refers to tying up long clothing, such 
as was worn at that time, so that a fighter would be better 
prepared to run and jump.  "Feet shod" (verse 15) refers to 
wearing protective shoes or boots.  Are these symbols?  If 
so, what do these symbols represent?  (Look for words 
"truth", "righteousness", "faith", and "salvation", and 
others.)  Is "the devil" real, or just a symbol of wickedness?

Read Mark 1:40-45.  Was this a real leper, or is the story 
only symbolic of a sinful person?

Read Mark 2:2-12, a story about a man with "palsy".  In 
verse 5, Jesus forgives his sin.  Is "palsy" only    a symbol of 
sin?

Examples of textual context:
(1) When you read the Bible, look for words like "afterward" 
and "therefor" that indicate how some verses are related to 
other verses.  For example, one thing happens after another 
thing.  Or one thing is the reason or explanation or cause or 
purpose for another thing.  Look for pronouns such as "he", 
"his", "they", and "them" and ask yourself "who?".  Often, 
you cannot read one verse by itself and understand what it 
means. 

 chief 
 priests

The priests carried out the temple service 
according to Jewish law and traditions, led by 
the high priest.
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2. The message was not the gospel of salvation, but "The 
kingdom of heaven is at hand." (Matt. 10:7, Luke 9:2). 
From the beginning of his ministry, Jesus preached "Repent: 
for the kingdom of heaven is at hand." (Matt. 4:17)

3. This preaching was BEFORE the crucifixion of Jesus, the 
ultimate rejection of Jesus by the Jews.  The message was 
an offer that Jesus could establish His kingdom now or soon 
("at hand") if the Jews would accept Him as their Messiah. 
But AFTER the crucifixion of Jesus, which was the rejection 
of Jesus, there is a different message and a different 
instruction, which does not name the disciples.  See Matt. 
28:19, Mark 16:15, and Luke 24:47.  In his epistles, Paul 
explains what he calls a "mystery", that God made salvation 
available to the Gentiles because the Jews rejected Christ.

MORE EXAMPLES
In the above section on grammatical understanding, 
we are advised to ask these questions:

Look for words like "I", "we", "you", and ask, "who is 
speaking?" and "who is he speaking to?"  Does the 
message apply only to the listeners or those to whom 
the epistle was written?  Does it apply to believers 
only?  To unbelievers only?  

Ask these questions about John 16:12-15.  What verses 
refer to the Holy Spirit revealing truth to the apostles, who 
preached this truth, then later wrote this truth, creating the 
New Testament?  What verses refer to the Holy Spirit 
revealing truth to believers as they seek to understand what 
the apostles wrote?  Can the Holy Spirit reveal to us truth 
that is not found in the Bible?  If He does, would it be truth 
that we can add to the Bible?  How about God revealing His 
will for our lives?

In the above section on plain interpretation and 

figures of speech, we are advised:

high priest The Wycliffe Bible Commentary says "Joseph 
Caiaphas was the legally appointed high priest 
[at this time], but his father-in-law, Annas, 
being high priest emeritus, was still a powerful 
figure, and was frequently consulted on affairs 
of state. John says that Jesus was conducted 
first to Annas (John 18:13)".

captains of 
the temple

Probably the temple guard  In Acts 4, they 
arrested Peter and John.

elders of 
the Jews

This refers to the Great Sanhedrin of 
Jerusalem, a group of 71 elders, who 
functioned as a religious supreme court. In the 
interest of peace, the Romans allowed the 
Jews to have their own religious leaders.

scribes The scribes were the people that copied the 
"law" (the Old Testament; because there were 
no copy machines), and they also explained 
and taught the "law", but they forgot the heart 
and spirit of the law. .

Pilate Pilate was the governor of Judea, a part of the 
Roman Empire.  Jerusalem, where Jesus was 
arrested, was in Judea. 

Herod There was more than one Herod.  Herod 
Antipater was the one who tried Jesus and 
who had killed John the Baptist earlier.. He 
ruled Galilee and Perea, parts  of the Roman 
Empire.  Jesus ministered mostly in Galilee.

The historical facts help us to better understand this part of 
Luke's gospel.

Examples of cultural context:
Example: here are some Bible passages that mention 
Samaritans:

Luke 10:30-36; Luke 17:11-18; John 8:48-49
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Here is the cultural context -- what the people in these 
stories knew about the Samaritians:  

When the ten tribes were carried away into captivity to 
Assyria, the king of Assyria sent people from Cutha, Ava, 
Hamath, and Sepharvaim to inhabit Samaria, the country 
formerly belonging to the tribe of Ephraim and the half-tribe 
of Manasseh.  (2 Kings 17:24; Ezra 4:2-11)  These 
foreigners intermarried with the Israelite population that 
was still in and around Samaria.  These “Samaritans” at 
first worshipped the idols of their own nations, but being 
troubled with lions, they supposed it was because they had 
not honored the God of that territory. A Jewish priest was 
therefore sent to them from Assyria to instruct them in the 
Jewish religion. They were instructed from the books of 
Moses, but still retained many of their idolatrous customs. 
The Samaritans embraced a religion that was a mixture of 
Judaism and idolatry (2 Kings 17:26-28). Because the 
Israelite inhabitants of Samaria had intermarried with the 
foreigners and adopted their idolatrous religion, Samaritans 
were generally considered “half-breeds” and were 
universally despised by the Jews. 

Now that you know about the Samaritans, read 
Luke 10:30-36, Luke 17:11-18; and John 8:48-49 again.

Now do you understand these passages better?  Since the 
Jews despised the Samaritians, how do you think the Jews 
felt when Jesus gave a Samaritan a place of honor in the 
two stories recorded in Luke?  What were the two ways that 
Jesus was insulted in John 8:48?  Who is the "stranger" in 
Luke 17:18?  Why is he called a stranger?

Examples of recognizing the progress of 
revelation (dispensations)
Did Adam and Eve know what sin was before they ate of the 
"tree of the knowledge of good and evil"? (Genesis 2:17 
and 3:1-11)

• God predestined believers to the "adoption of 
children", (Rom 8:29-30; Eph 1:5) which Rom 
8:15,23 says that it means "the redemption of our 
body", and further study (Eph 1:14; Eph 4:30; 
1 Cor 15:51,52; etc.) indicates that this means that 
we get glorified bodies like the resurrection body of 
Jesus.

APPLICATION
Bible students sometimes confuse the interpretation and 
application of a Bible passage.  When we interpret a 
passage, we seek to understand its meaning, including who 
said it, to whom it was said, and the purpose of saying it. 
Usually, it is not literally said to us, because we weren't 
there.  When we apply the passage, we seek to learn how it 
may apply to us, that is, what we may learn from the 
passage that may help us to better understand God, or live 
to better please God, etc.  The passage has only one correct 
interpretation, but it may have several applications.  Don't 
look for applications without first finding the interpretation. 
Typically, the interpretation reveals something about the 
character of God, and the applications are based on the 
unchanging character of God.  But keep in mind that God 
often has different plans for different people at different 
times.

For example, in Matthew 10:5-7, we read how Jesus sent 
out his twelve disciples to preach and heal; and his 
instruction was "Go not into the way of the Gentiles, and 
into any city of the Samaritans enter ye not: but go rather 
to the lost sheep of the house of Israel."  Should we apply 
this to our missionary strategy, and preach the gospel only 
to the Jews?  No, before we make an application, we must 
understand the interpretation.

1. The instruction was to the twelve disciples, which are 
listed by name (Matt. 10:2-5)
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Bible by means of their definitions of 'theological' words. 
For example, Augustine, one of the early teachers in the 
history of the Church, taught that 'predestination' means 
God's deciding, before the world began, whether someone 
would go to heaven or to hell.   Augustine's definition is now 
in our dictionaries, which simply record how people use 
words.  But what is the Bible's definition?  You can look up 
the definition of the Greek word that is translated 
'predestine' (or 'ordain').  It basically means to plan 
beforehand.  (Bible study tools use "Strong's numbers" to 
identify Hebrew and Greek words, so you don't need to be 
able to read the original languages of the Bible.)  You can 
also do a word study, like the following:

Example Word Study
To check whether the word is used in any special ways, you 
can use a tool such as Biblesoft's "Englishman's 
Concordance" to find all the verses where the word 
(Strong's # 4309 in this case) is used:

Acts 4:28 "determined before"
Rom. 8:29, 30 "did predestinate"
1 Cor. 2:7 "ordained"
Eph. 1:5 "having predestinated"
Eph. 1:11 "being predestinated"

You will need to look at the context of these verses, and you 
may need to find other verses to understand them better. 
You will not find anything supporting Augustine's definition. 
Instead, you will find:

• God predestined the circumstances of Christ's death 
and resurrection. (Acts 4:27,28)

• God predestined new wisdom to the apostles. 
(1 Cor 2:7)

• God predestined an inheritance for believers. 
(Eph 1:11)

Do you think Adam and Eve understood what God told 
Satan (appearing as a serpent) in Genesis 3:15?  (The 
"seed of the woman" is Jesus Christ.)

In Genesis 3:21, God made clothes for Adam and Eve out of 
animal skins, so animals were sacrificed.

In Genesis 4:1-5, Cain and Abel make offerings to God. 
God respects Abel's offering from his flock, but not Cain's 
offering from his farm.  How much do you think they 
understood about "without shedding of blood is no 
remission" of sins?  (Hebrews 9:22)  What was the lesson 
taught by the sacrifice of animals for sins?  

In the Old Testament, did people understand what Jesus 
would do?

In Exodus 32:31-33, Moses offers to be a substitute for the 
sins of the people.  Does God accept the offer of Moses? 
Why can not Moses be like Jesus, and take the sins of the 
people?

How did people in the Old Testament get forgiveness?  (See 
2 Chronicles 7:14.)

Did seeking after God demonstrate faith in those days? 
(See Hebrews chapter 11, especially verse 6.)

When John the Baptist introduced Jesus to the world as the 
"Lamb of God" (John 1:29, 36), what did this mean to the 
Jews?  (See Leviticus 4:32-33.)

Dispensations Observed in the Bible
Bible scholars differ about the number and division of the 
dispensations, but these are the basic dispensations found 
in the Bible.

(1) Dispensation of Innocence (from Creation to the Fall)

(2) Dispensation of Conscience (from the Fall to the Flood)

(3) Dispensation of Human Government (from the Flood 
to the call of Abraham)
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(4) Dispensation of Promise (from the call of Abraham to 
the Exodus from Egypt)

(5) Dispensation of Law (from Exodus to the sacrifice of 
Christ, and including the Tribulation - see note below)

(6) Dispensation of Grace (or "Church Age", from the 
sacrifice of Christ to the Rapture of the church)

(7) The Millennial Kingdom of Christ, when Christ rules 
the earth for 1,000 years.  It begins (and the Tribulation 
ends) when Christ comes to Jerusalem and destroys the 
nations that are gathered to destroy the nation of Israel.

NOTE:

Comparing Daniel's prophecy of 70 'weeks' (sevens of 
years) to John's Revelation and other New Testament 
teaching, we understand that the Church Age is an 
interruption of the Dispensation of Law, coming between the 
69th and 70th week of Daniel, with the Tribulation being the 
70th week.  The Church Age was unknown to the Old 
Testament prophets, and thus called a "mystery" by the 
Apostle Paul.

Divisions of the Bible
The Old and New Testaments are each divided into five 
sections.

Old Testament:

• Pentateuch (Genesis through Deuteronomy) 

• historical books (Joshua through Esther) 

• poetic books (Job through Song of Solomon) 

• Major Prophets (Isaiah through Daniel) 

• Minor Prophets (Hosea through Malachi)

6. Recognize the important divisions of the Bible, such as 
the Old and New Testaments, when interpreting it.  Also 
there are different kinds of writing: historical, poetic, 
prophetic, etc.  
Also be aware of 'landmarks' such as the covenant with 
Abraham (Genesis 12:1-3), and the one with David 
(2 Samuel 7), and the 'mystery' of the church 
(Ephesians 3:6), which God kept secret until after the 
Jewish nation rejected the Messiah (Jesus).  Also be 
aware of the difference between law and grace (John 
1:17; Romans 8:14).

Get ideas OUT of the Bible (exegesis); 
don't put ideas INTO the Bible (eisegesis).
Some people come to the Bible with their own ideas, or with 
ideas that others have taught them, and try to find verses 
to support these ideas.  It is better to approach the Word of 
God with an open and teachable mind, willing to learn what 
God has to say.  God has guided men to write the Bible as 
He wanted and has protected and preserved it throughout 
the ages.  There are men that doubt this, and declare 
themselves to be "higher critics" and authorities above the 
Word of God.  Beware of such teachers, and be humble, 
because God's wisdom is higher than man's wisdom, and 
the Bible is the highest authority.  Doctrine should come out 
of the Bible by discovery, not forced into the Bible by using 
doctrine as a method of interpretation.

Be aware that words used to express theological ideas to 
not always express theological ideas.  The writers of the 
New Testament did not invent new 'theological' words.  They 
used ordinary words that were already known to ordinary 
people.  So, for example, 'saved' doesn't always mean 
saved from hell.  It could mean saved from poverty, or from 
persecution, etc.  You need to look at the context.

Be wary of those who insert the doctrines of men into the
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The basic principle of interpretation is to interpret plainly, 
which includes:

1. Understand what each word means in its grammatical 
historical sense (Grammatical: understand the structure 
of the sentence. Historical: think of how it was 
understood  by the first listeners or readers)  Look for 
words like "I", "we", "you", and ask, "who is speaking?" 
and "who is he speaking to?"  Does the message apply 
only to the listeners or those to whom the epistle was 
written?  Does it apply to believers only?  To 
unbelievers only?  

2. Plain interpretation does not exclude figures of speech 
(such as saying lamb to mean sacrifice).  But behind 
every figure of speech is a plain meaning to find.  But 
don't understand verses as figurative unless it is 
obvious.

3. Understand the verse or passage in its context. 
Context includes (a) what is written before and after, 
(b) the history at that time, and (c) the customs of the 
people at that time..

4. Recognize the progress of revelation, and how God at 
times changed how He dealt with mankind 
(dispensations).  
For example, God didn't require animal sacrifices until 
after Adam and Eve sinned.  
God didn't require people to follow written laws until He 
gave the Law to Moses.  
God didn't require animal sacrifices after the sacrifice of 
Jesus.

5. Expect the Bible to describe things as they appear, not 
in scientific or technical language.  
For example, speaking of the sun rising or setting, 
even though it only appears that way.. 
(Actually, the earth is rotating toward the east.)

New Testament:

• Gospels (Matthew through John)

• history (the book of Acts)

• Pauline Epistles (Romans through Philemon) 

• General Epistles (Hebrews through Jude)

• prophecy (the book of Revelation)

Hard-to-Interpret Passages
What should I do if I cannot interpret a portion of 
Scripture, or if I find it confusing?  Here is my advice:

Compare the passage to other verses or passages of the 
Bible that speak on the same subject.  If the 'tricky' passage 
seems to contradict the other passages, it's an indication 
that your first impression of the 'tricky' passage is wrong. 
So what is right?  First, stick to what seems to be the 
'majority opinion' of Scripture.  Second, conclude that the 
meaning of the passage is presently unknown to you. 

What's next depends on your maturity, experience 
interpreting Scripture, access to research sources, etc.  One 
option is to set it aside and wait until heaven to understand 
it.  Or you can study it more intently, which probably will 
take more time and effort than usual.  It may require 
knowledge of historical or cultural context or an 
understanding of Greek grammar, so you will need to 
consult experts.  You can generally find this knowledge in 
commentaries (or other study aids such as Bible 
dictionaries), but be aware that the commentaries (etc.) 
may also include doctrinal presumptions and may have 
defective (or lacking) principles of interpretation, so you 
need to be a 'Berean'.
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Understanding the Bible
by Jim Clark

Understanding the Bible depends on two things: 
(1) the illuminating work of the Holy Spirit, and 
(2) the interpreting (understanding the meaning) 
work of the reader.

ILLUMINATION
The unsaved person is not illuminated, because he is 
blinded to God's truth (1 Corinthians 2:14). He can 
read the facts, but he thinks they are foolish.  But God 
promises light for the Christian.  (John 16:12-15; 1 
Corinthians 2:9 - 3:2)  These verses show that:

• The Holy Spirit is the Teacher, and His presence in 
the believer makes His teaching effective.

• His teaching includes "all the truth" and "things to 
come" (prophecy).

• The purpose of the Holy Spirit's illumination is to 
glorify Christ.

• Carnality of the believer can hinder this work of the 
Holy Spirit. (1 Corinthians 3:1-2)

INTERPRETATION
The believer must be in fellowship with the Lord, not 
carnal as mentioned before.  And he must study, using 
teachers that God has given to the church (Romans 
12:7), and his own abilities. 
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