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Preface to the Third Edition
Since its initial publication in 1973, T. Norton Sterrett’s practical introduction has helped several generations of Christian collegians and laypeople in the church to become better Bible interpreters. Both my wife and I have used the book repeatedly to teach others how to study and apply the Scriptures. The book is well suited for this purpose since it is simple without being simplistic and features a hands-on approach that quickly encourages readers to examine texts for themselves.
There have been a number of significant developments during the past thirty-five years, however, that have had an influence on biblical interpretation. The chief of these is the publication of numerous new English translations. These translations reflect both changes in English usage and advances in biblical studies. In addition, many new reference tools have been published, as well as some remarkable electronic and web-based resources. When Sterrett authored the first edition, he could assume that most of his readers were using just one English Bible translation, the King James—or Authorized—Version. Today, however, the availability of numerous English versions both assists and complicates the task of biblical interpretation.
In revising the second edition I have sought to retain all the features of How to Understand Your Bible that have made it such a helpful how-to book, while incorporating the new tools and translations into the guidelines and examples. I have been assisted in the process by my wife, Carol, and my research assistants at Wheaton College, Brittany Kim and Hamille Rustia-Chou. Their contributions have gone far beyond proofreading; their numerous suggestions have made the end product much clearer and more accurate. I have adapted the synthetic outline of Psalm 51 in chapter twenty-two from the work of my teaching assistant, Brandon Levering. I am grateful to Jim Hoover, associate editorial director of InterVarsity Press, for supporting this revision and to T. Norton Sterrett’s daughter, Anne Sterrett, the book’s copyright holder, for graciously permitting it.
This third edition is dedicated to my parents, Ralph (1910-2005) and Laura Schultz (1909-2009), who taught the Scriptures to others for more than six decades. They were models to me throughout their lives of the great importance of teaching others how to understand their Bible, due to the transformative power of the Bible in the lives of believers, including their own. May this new edition of Sterrett’s book continue to assist the church of Jesus Christ in effectively carrying out this vital task!
Richard L. Schultz


Introduction
Suppose a friend sends you a letter that reads, “In general, it is hopeless to expect to be able to define psychic properties in terms of physical properties and still hold, as identity theorists do, that it is a factual discovery that C-states and B-processes are identical.” Unless you are scientifically inclined, this letter would probably not communicate anything to you.
Suppose the letter reads, “Labbayka Allahumma Labbayka.” Again, you will probably not receive any message (unless you are familiar with this language).
Or perhaps your friend has written this: “In the black, black, a small upper will one, two, three and bazaar out.” Once more, no message.
Each of these three sentences is intended to communicate, yet they have no value for you because you cannot discern any meaning. Two of the sentences use common words, although the first also contains a few unknown ones. The first, however, is apparently related to some area of specialized knowledge you have not studied. Perhaps an expert in that field could give you the meaning. The second is in another language, so you would have to ask a translator or study that language to discover its meaning. The third uses simple, familiar words, but if it has a message, it is apparently a mystical or encoded one that can be understood only through a special experience or code book.
Many Christians regard the Bible in this way. It is intended to communicate a message from God, yet, though expressed mainly in familiar words, its meaning is often unclear. As a result, they say, you need an expert to explain it to you—a pastor, perhaps even a Bible scholar. Or you need to enroll in a college course that will enable you to understand it. Perhaps the Bible is a mysterious divine writing you can understand only through a special spiritual experience or by getting someone to crack the code.
If you view the Bible in any of these ways, then you will probably not study it for yourself. You may read a short devotional portion in the morning without worrying about the “meaningless” verses you have to skip over. But you will not attempt more indepth study, since you do not have time to take an academic course and you think that anything less will not do much good. So for you the Word of God remains mostly unclear—it is a word that does not communicate.
But does this make sense? Why would God speak to the church in such a way that most people cannot understand it? The answer, of course, is that God did not speak in an unclear manner. Christians can understand the Bible. It is not necessary to enlist an expert or to take a lengthy theological course or to have some strange, mystical experience that other Christians do not share.
No, you can understand the Bible if you really want to. It is up to you. Do you want to learn? How eager are you? The very fact that you are holding this book suggests you are committed to this goal. If you are determined to discover the Bible’s message and are willing to set aside a regular time, for instance, a half-hour each day, and devote that time to the prayerful study of Scripture, God will teach you. And this book can help you in practical ways to learn how to study the Bible.
This book is divided into four sections. The first addresses some basic matters: what interpretation is, why it is necessary, what you need to be an interpreter, what tools you will want to acquire and how to undertake this task. The second discusses general principles for interpreting the Bible, principles that we use every day with all kinds of language and texts (like paying attention to the context). The third examines principles that apply to special types of language, such as parables and figures of speech. And finally, the fourth considers how to derive our doctrine and ethics from Scripture. How do we determine what God is saying to us personally and corporately as the church and what we should do about it?
All Bible quotations are from Today’s New International Version (TNIV), unless otherwise noted. Other frequently cited translations are the English Standard Version (ESV), the New American Standard Bible (NASB), the New King James Version (NKJV), the New Living Translation (NLT), the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) and the New International Version (NIV).




  

  Part One

    Basic Considerations
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Personal Bible Study Is a Must
The Bible is God’s Word to us. As Christians, we believe God has given us this wonderful gift to treasure, to learn, to understand, to receive encouragement and guidance from, and to obey. We cannot fulfill these purposes, however, if our Bible remains closed or if we do not understand what it says. God’s Word is for all of us. It should light our way. It should be our spiritual food.
While babies need specially processed food that is ready to swallow, for adults and growing children, a balanced diet generally requires biting and chewing. Likewise, feeding on God’s Word will require careful reading, observing, studying, thinking and analyzing. And we cannot limit this feeding to one “biblical meal” a week, in a Sunday morning sermon or evening small group meeting. Neither spoon-fed nor occasional spiritual meals are adequate for the growing believer (Heb 5:12-14).
Perhaps you have already tried to study the Bible but without much success. So you gave up and settled for a brief quiet time, taking a few minutes daily to read a short portion of Scripture, find a thought for the day and spend a short time in prayer. You look for obvious promises or commands in the text, but you pass over anything difficult. Yet you sense this is unsatisfactory and have a feeling that God wants you to get much more from the Bible.
You are right. God encourages us to learn his Word (Ps 119:9, 11), so (among other benefits) we will lead godly lives and avoid sin. This assumes we are able to understand the Word. Paul explains that the Spirit of God, as our divine teacher, helps us to understand and accept spiritual truths, such as those contained in the Bible (1 Cor 2:12-14). God has also provided us with various resources that enable us to know what his Word means and how we are to obey it. These include teachers, books and electronic tools.
This does not mean that God will teach us without us making any effort. God feeds the birds, as Jesus said (Mt 6:26), but the birds still work hard to get that food. God has promised to feed us through his Word. Our job is to study it (2 Tim 2:15). The food is there, and we can get it (Ps 119:103). This is one of the tremendous blessings of the Christian life!
The Role of Human Teachers
Although all believers should learn how to feed themselves from the Scriptures, God also provides teachers for the church, people appointed to explain the Word of God to other Christians. The Bible states clearly that God gives some people the gift and ministry of teaching (1 Cor 12:28; Eph 4:11) and that they are to be honored for their work (1 Tim 5:17). We cannot understand everything by ourselves; we must learn with and from others. This is as true for biblical truths as it is for scientific truths. God places people in the church who are gifted in expounding the Scriptures and explaining the great doctrines of the faith, and we are to listen to them receptively and prayerfully. Even then, we are to confirm their teaching and not just accept it blindly. The Jews at Berea were commended because they not only listened eagerly to Paul but also verified from the Scriptures the truth of his message (Acts 17:11). Believers today also need to develop the ability to evaluate what Christian teachers and preachers say on the basis of biblical teaching.
Younger Christians should consult older Christians who know the Word of God and can help them understand it. If you have studied a portion of the Bible and feel you have discovered some new truth, discuss your idea with a more mature believer or check a reliable commentary or reference work. New ideas are not always right, even those that result from prayerful study. After consulting a mature friend or another trusted source, study the passage again, carefully considering any counsel that you have received. Despite the crucial role gifted Bible teachers and experienced mentors play in the church, it is deeply rewarding to discover biblical truths through our own study of the Scriptures.

The Teaching of the Holy Spirit
We need to have a balanced view of understanding God’s Word. God uses human teachers, as well as the books and resources they produce, and he uses our own prayerful study. But we cannot expect to understand God’s Word fully by these alone. God the Holy Spirit must be our Teacher. Jesus told his disciples, “the Spirit of truth. . . will guide you into all the truth” and “the Holy Spirit. . . will teach you all things” (Jn 16:13; 14:26) Here Jesus is referring primarily to the Spirit’s role in guaranteeing the accuracy of the disciples’ account of his teaching and ministry in the canonical Gospels.
Yet the same Holy Spirit who guided the prophets to proclaim God’s word (2 Pet 1:21) has been given to all Christians and continues to guide into God’s truth those who seek to understand the Bible What an encouragement to spur us on to read and study the Bible! God has sent his Holy Spirit to dwell within every believer: “he lives with you and will be in you” (Jn 14:17) One of the Spirit’s primary tasks is to illumine the Scriptures This includes convincing us it is God’s Word and not simply human words, helping us to discern its spiritual message and making us teachable so that it can have its intended effect If we are aware of the Spirit’s teaching ministry, we should be motivated to dig deeper into the Bible.
This awareness will also help us to guard against two wrong attitudes toward Bible knowledge. First, we will not place any confidence in ourselves. We will not think that our minds can grasp biblical truth unaided. Nor will we become proud that our hard study has given us special or expert knowledge, or that we have attained a comprehensive grasp of the Bible. Instead, we will have a humble spirit, thanking God for all that we do know and understand, but recognizing that there is still much more to learn. The person who may have known God’s Word better than anyone of his time was inspired by God to write these words of counsel: “Those who think they know something do not yet know as they ought to know” (1 Cor 8:2). The apostle Paul was not referring here to math or science but to things pertaining to God. We have no ground for boasting about our knowledge of the Bible.
Second, we will not lose confidence in the Lord’s ability to help us understand his Word. And we will accept what the Spirit teaches us from the Scriptures without doubt or disbelief. If pride is deadly, so is unbelief. If we are truly “taught by God” (Jn 6:45), we should never take this privilege lightly.
Yet some Christians draw the wrong conclusion from this privilege. They are convinced that if the Holy Spirit is our teacher, we do not need to study. All we have to do is to read the Bible prayerfully, asking God to teach us. Then whatever thoughts and convictions come to us are from God. This, they say, is what it means to feed on the Word of God. Diligent study is unnecessary.
It is true that we must read the Word of God prayerfully, seeking the guidance of the Holy Spirit, and we know that God gives understanding in answer to prayer (Jas 1:5), but it is wrong to conclude that Bible study is therefore unnecessary. When God gave the Israelites water from a rock after Moses obediently struck it with his staff (Ex 17:5-6), this was exceptional. Elsewhere God required Abraham and Isaac to do the hard work of digging wells (Gen 21:30; 26:18-22). The needed water came from God both in answer to prayer and through hard work. We must not let our natural tendency to avoid work and hard thinking deceive us.
God can give us supernatural wisdom, as Jesus promised his followers in Mark 13:11. But he also has given us minds with which to understand him and his Word, and he expects us to use them. We are to think “with minds that are alert” (1 Pet 1:13) and to love the Lord with all our minds (Mt 22:37).

Adequate But Not Perfect Understanding
Acknowledging that we can understand God’s Word does not mean we can understand everything in it perfectly, solve all problems of interpretation and get answers to all our questions. The precise meaning of some texts is still disputed. Even scholars who have mastered Greek and Hebrew and are familiar with the Bible’s cultural and historical background are unable to offer fully satisfying explanations for some verses. For example, there are many interpretations of being “baptized for the dead” (1 Cor 15:29), and Bible students cannot be certain what it means. Similarly, exactly what was involved in Jesus preaching to “the imprisoned spirits” (1 Pet 3:19) is another puzzle about which scholars do not agree.
We need not be upset by this challenge. For we can certainly understand enough of God’s Word to know God’s will and to obey his commands. We must focus on the primary message that God is communicating through Scripture, rather than getting bogged down in its more obscure details. Even though we are not certain why some believers in Corinth were being baptized for the dead, the first readers of Paul’s letter most likely did. Whatever this action meant for them, it was something that would make no sense without a resurrection of the dead. That is the point of this verse—it is one more piece of evidence for the resurrection. And that is what is most important for us to know.
If we seek God’s help as we diligently study his Word, he will enable us to understand it and to enjoy fellowship with him in its light (Ps 119:34; 1 Jn 1:6-7). But he does not promise us that knowledge will come easily. If we are not serious about it, we might as well not try studying the Bible. But if we are serious, great blessings lie ahead. We can have no greater riches than to learn precious truths in the Word of God (Ps 19:9-10) and get to know God more intimately in the process.
The truth we discover in the Word for ourselves, rather than receiving it through speakers or writers, is doubly precious. I still remember the joy I experienced when I gained new insight into the puzzling verse, “But many who are first will be last, and many who are last will be first” (Mt 19:30). I spent some time studying both the statement and its context, and finally understanding came. Not only did I feel joyful, but God rebuked and challenged me with the truth that the last laborers in the parable became first and the first last because of their attitudes, based on whether selfinterest was dominant or not. The effort I made during this study was more than worthwhile.
So if you desire to study the Bible, read on. The first six chapters (part one) are intended to help you understand some important factors that affect Bible study. The chapters that follow set forth general principles of interpretation (part two) before offering principles for specific types of biblical literature (part three) and finally giving guidelines for application (part four).
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Who Can Understand the Bible?
Not everyone can properly interpret the Bible. Since its truth is primarily spiritual, only the spiritually qualified can fully understand it. God’s Word is intended for people who are able and willing to listen.
Every genuine Christian already has some of the necessary qualifications. Others can be acquired. Without them we have no chance of truly understanding the Bible. What are these essential requirements?
1.A new life (1 Cor 2:14). The interpreter must be born again and have the Spirit of God. The Bible message concerns God and humanity and their relationship. Therefore, one who stands outside of that relationship will miss much of what God has said. Such an individual may be able to accumulate many facts and comprehend technical points of language. If he is a scholar, he may be able to acquire much knowledge about the Bible, its history, its central figures and even its teachings. But according to 1 Corinthians 2:14, the person who has not received spiritual life from God lacks an essential qualification for understanding and accepting the Bible as God’s message.
2.Spiritual hunger (1 Pet 2:2). Bible knowledge does not come through casual interest and occasional reading. It is not like pretty, colored stones lying on the seashore that you can pick up in a few minutes any time you wish. Rather, it is like precious ore in a mine; you can find it only if you are determined to get it (Prov 2:3-5). Such determination comes when you are eager to know God and his Word.
Imagine a believer who, having some desire to know God’s Word, decides to study it. One morning he gets up a little earlier than usual, makes a cup of coffee and sits down to study. After asking God for help, he begins to read. But a few minutes later, he feels sleepy. He has not yet found some wonderful truth or “received a blessing,” so, tired and disappointed, he either goes back to bed or turns to something else, like the newspaper, the radio or a book. Or perhaps he turns to a devotional guide to give him a spiritual thought for the day.
Where was this Christian’s hunger for God? If he had any, it was easily satisfied. Other seemingly more interesting things caused him to close his Bible. He may have fooled himself, saying, “I tried to study, but I can’t understand the passage.” In actuality, he read only until it took some effort. When he found out that work was needed, he gave up. There was no insatiable hunger—like that of a newborn baby—to keep him going. A Christian without spiritual hunger will never learn the Bible.
3.Obedience (Jas 1:22-25). To understand the Bible we must be willing to obey what God reveals in the Scriptures concerning his will. The Bible calls for response, not just analysis. If we are unwilling to act, our Bible study is of no benefit to us, and we become like those who look into a mirror and fail to wash away the dirt that it reveals on their face. One can study the Scriptures diligently without coming to faith (Jn 5:39-40). Furthermore, disobedience can cloud our understanding (Rom 1:21), but an obedient person will be strengthened through studying the Bible.
God requires an obedient attitude, not a perfect record of obedience. He does not wait until we have followed him completely for some length of time before speaking to us through the Scriptures. Rather, he sees our hearts and knows whether they are responsive. If they are, then he reveals himself to us in his Word.
Learning and obedience go together, step by step. If God teaches me something and I obey, I can expect to learn more. If I refuse to obey, my disobedience may cloud my ability to understand the Scriptures. Though I may acquire more facts about Scripture, its essential spiritual truths will have little effect on my life. As a consequence, even if I fill my head with Bible knowledge, my soul will not be spiritually nourished. To the contrary, I may even be inclined to distort texts that clearly point out my disobedience.
4.Persistence (Mt 7:7). Individuals with persistence will start something and keep on doing it, even if it is hard. They will cut out other enjoyable activities for the sake of the higher priority of understanding God’s Word. Though it may take a long time to accomplish this, they will not be drawn away, knowing how important it is. They will keep on asking, seeking and knocking because such a commitment is needed in order to master the Bible.
This will require some self-discipline. No one else can compel a person to study the Bible. At times we will find Bible study very interesting, even thrilling, but not always. On some days new truths will excite us, but on other days they will not. Yet if we are persistent, we will press on, even though the goal is not reached quickly or easily.
Many Christians have begun Bible courses. They have done one, two or three lessons, realized that these take time away from other things and are not always immediately rewarding, and have given up. If that is our tendency, we should think twice before deciding to learn God’s Word or beginning a formal study program. Jesus said, “Seek and you will find,” not “You will find by chance or through a casual look.”
5.Teachability (Ps 25:4-5). A teachable person is always eager to learn. She never says, “Now I know enough.” Instead, she realizes that there is much more to learn and is always ready to discover new truth.
A teachable person is also open to gaining knowledge and insight from others. Perhaps we are willing to learn from God, or at least think we are, but are we willing to be taught by a Christian brother or sister, especially if the person claims that our understanding of Scripture is incorrect? Our response to this question will reveal whether or not we are teachable.
We all have ideas about Scripture, convictions regarding doctrine and opinions concerning the meaning of many passages. Where did we get these ideas? Most of them have come from sermons we have heard, books we have read or ideas we have gained from others. Some of our thoughts may be right and some may be wrong or only partly right. Are we willing to admit, “I may be wrong”? If not, we are not sufficiently teachable. We are not open to the Lord’s instruction, even though we may study the Bible with great zeal. The humble, teachable person is the one who will grasp God’s truth.
These five spiritual qualities are important if we want to understand the Bible. The more we possess them, the more we will learn. If we desire them, we should ask God for them, and we should begin studying the Bible even as we pray. If we study with a seeking, prayerful attitude, we will be ready for God’s instruction.
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    The Importance of
Proper Understanding

  
    Bible teachers and scholars have thought, studied and written a great deal about how to interpret the Bible. Such work is necessary, for proper interpretation is a crucial and urgent matter.

    Many verses are not clear to us. We read them once, then again, then again, and still we are puzzled. We can think of two (or more) possible meanings. “It might mean this, or it might mean that,” we say. Sometimes a verse is so puzzling that we cannot come up with even one likely meaning. In either case, we realize we need some interpretive help to make the meaning clear.

    
      Two Difficult Verses

      Consider, for example, this statement: “Do not be yoked together with unbelievers” (2 Cor 6:14). What does this verse mean? A yoke is a wooden bar laid across the necks of two draft animals (like oxen) to join them while they are doing some work, such as pulling a plow. Does this verse suggest that a believer should not get under such a wooden bar alongside someone who is not a Christian? That would be nonsense.

      Does it refer to the marriage of a believer with an unbeliever? Or does it forbid a believer to take a business partner who is an unbeliever? Or does it warn a Christian against joining a civic organization such as the Rotary Club? What is meant by being “unequally yoked” (NKJV)? And how can we find out?

      What about this statement in Psalm 115:17: “It is not the dead who praise the LORD”? Don’t believers worship God even after they die? Or does death mark the end of our opportunities to praise him? Do we have a clear idea of what this sentence means?

      These two verses and many others require interpretation, but how do we arrive at the proper meaning? As we think about a verse’s meaning, some idea may come to mind. But you may have one thought and I another. Is there any basis for deciding which one is correct? This is the problem of interpretation.

    

    
    
      Communicating with Each Other

      We use language for communication. When people wish to communicate with others, they speak, write, sing or make gestures in order to make their meaning clearly understood. All but the last of these actions involve using words. If other individuals correctly understand the meaning of the language, then communication takes place.

      But often we misunderstand each other. The first time I heard someone say, “You’re pulling my leg,” I did not know what was meant. And what it seemed to mean was not very nice. Now I know that this is a figure of speech, which simply means, “You’re joking.” In order to understand either one another or the Bible, we first need to understand language.

      There are some universal principles that guide us in understanding language, and many of these (such as the rules of grammar) also apply to Bible study. There are also a few special principles for understanding language in the Bible that is unique or not common to our everyday experience (such as Hebrew idioms). With any branch of knowledge, we need to learn both theory and practice, and it is much the same with interpreting the Bible. The study of the theory or principles of interpretation is commonly called hermeneutics. The practice of these principles is called interpretation or exegesis (literally, “leading out” the meaning that the author placed in a text). When one person passes on an interpretation to others, this is called exposition. In this book we will first consider the principles (hermeneutics), while also seeking to demonstrate how they are applied (interpretation and exposition).

    

    
    
      The Importance of Correct Principles

      Suppose someone is reading Acts 15:28-29 and notes that the question being discussed concerns salvation (see v. 1). She reads that the church leaders sent a message to the new Gentile Christians at Antioch about certain requirements: “You are to abstain from food sacrificed to idols, from blood, from the meat of strangled animals and from sexual immorality.” Suppose the reader concludes that one is saved just by abstaining from these things.

      She may also read in James, “You see that people are justified by what they do and not by faith alone” (Jas 2:24). This reinforces the conclusion that one can be saved by works, and she builds her life on that belief, thus misunderstanding God’s Word and the way of salvation. Her eternal destiny depends on interpreting these Scriptures correctly. While we have only suggested that someone might make this mistake, the sad fact is that many actually do.

      To interpret the Bible correctly, we must use correct principles of interpretation. We do not have the right to make up our own rules or to use only the ones we like. So where do we get them? One way is to study how the New Testament authors interpret and apply Old Testament texts. Another way (since the Bible is written in human language) is to study the laws of language, the general principles for understanding language.

      For example, if someone says, “My friend is continually striking out,” some people will have no idea what he is talking about. Others might think he is discussing a baseball game. But if the man had been discussing his friend’s dating difficulties just prior to making this statement, we may safely conclude that he is not talking about athletics but rather using a figure of speech to vividly describe a person who frequently fails in the context of dating relationships. We determine the meaning of the sentence from the rest of the man’s speech. This is a law of language called context, and it is also a basic principle of biblical interpretation.

      Several principles of biblical interpretation simply express general laws of language. The Bible itself highlights a number of them. For example, Jesus told his disciples to beware of the yeast of the Pharisees (Mt 16:6-12). They took this literally and misunderstood him, so he had to explain that he was using the word yeast to refer to the Pharisees
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