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The power of observation, our first step in Bible study, lends itself to the discovery of ‘what’ the 
Scriptures being studied actually say. The next step is interpretation and this helps us understand the 
meaning and significance of those same Scriptures. The following outline can greatly assist with 
correctly interpreting the message of the Scriptures being studied. 

The following outline is adapted from Logos Bible study; 

Step 2-Interpretation 

The Interpretation stage of Bible study involves sorting through what a text meant to its original 
audience. You can use Bible reference tools like study guides, Bible dictionaries, study Bibles, or 
commentaries to learn what you can about what the text could have meant in its original context. 

Desired Outcomes 

· You will understand the meaning of particular terms, words, and phrases in the passage. 
· You will understand the historical and literary context of the passage. 
· You will come to a greater understanding of the author’s intention in writing the passage. 
· You will be able to summarize the main point of the passage. 

Explanation 

The second step in the inductive Bible study method presupposes that there is meaning in the 
biblical text. Texts may have many applications, but they have only one meaning that rests in the 
author’s intention. This meaning would normally have been understood by the text’s first hearers or 
readers. 

Interpretation is where you try to understand the meaning of the text in its original setting. Taking 
into account the context and, as appropriate, the whole biblical teaching on the topic under study, 
you will arrive at meaning that is anchored in the text and consistent with all of Scripture. In the final 
stages of this step you may turn to other people’s insight into the text and its meaning 
(commentaries and other tools) to validate or challenge your interpretation. 

The questions you will consider during the Interpretation stage are: 

· What is the historical and cultural background to this passage? 
· What do the significant words in this passage mean? 
· Why did the author write this passage and why did the Holy Spirit inspire it? 
· What is the significance of this passage? 
·  
2.1 Examine the Context of the Book 

The key historical context for the passage that you’re studying is the location of the book in which the 
passage appears. Who’s the author? When was it written? Who are the recipients? What was the 
purpose of the writing? These core questions orient us to the broader historical context before we talk 
about the particulars of what’s happening in a given passage. 

Desired Outcome 

You will become familiar with discussions around the author, date, recipients, and purpose of the 
book your passage is found in. 

2.2 Evaluate the Type of Literature of Your Passage 



Dr. Raeburn Johnston The Methods and Meaning of Bible Study                                                                     31 
 

There are a number of distinct styles of literature found in the Bible. These different styles or types are 
commonly referred to as genres, but we also sometimes label them as literary types. You are probably 
familiar with common genres still used today like poems, letters, or novels. Identifying and 
understanding the literary style or genre of a passage is important for interpreting it correctly. Your 
expectations about a text’s meaning are heavily influenced by what genre you think you are reading. You 
would not expect the same things when reading a repair manual as when reading a novel. Or you would 
not read a poem the same way as you would read a news story. If a particular literary genre occurs in 
your passage, it should be identified and carefully evaluated. 

2.3 Examine the Cultural Context 

Are there any instances of cultural concepts or practices in the passage? Does knowledge of any of these 
affect understanding of the passage? 

2.4 Examine the Historical Context 

What are the main events in world history that are relevant to your passage? Do those events connect to 
the Bible and provide any helpful knowledge to inform your understanding of the passage? 

2.5 Identify the Biblical Cross References 

Desired Outcomes 

· You will identify cross-references relevant to consider in the study of your passage. 
· You will understand why particular cross-references are relevant for your purposes and why 

others are not. 

Explanation 

In identifying and evaluating cross-references, you will get more relevant results by focusing your 
attention on a smaller section of Scripture. For example, an entire biblical book or full chapter will 
include many cross-references to evaluate while a paragraph or single verse will likely have a smaller 
number of cross-references that are directly relevant to the content of that short section of Scripture 

2.6 Research Important Words 

Desired Outcomes 

· You will review words that play an important role in the passage. 
· You will research words that should be examined further to better understand the passage. 

2.7 Evaluate Important Words through Commentaries 

2.8 Evaluate Commentary Discussion 

Locate commentaries that discuss your passage and review the discussion to better understand which 
aspects of your passage are most challenging or unclear. A commentary discussion may alert you that 
something you thought was clear in the text is actually a complicated and debated issue. 

Desired Outcomes 

· You will locate commentaries that discuss your passage and read a selection of them. 
· You will consider what each commentary communicates and identify areas of agreement or 

disagreement among the commentaries. 
· You will determine how your study should account for what you learned from the commentary 

discussions. 

Explanation 
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Bible commentaries provide detailed discussions on many of the passages they cover, but they often 
spend the most time on aspects of the book that are unclear or challenging to understand. When you 
read the Bible in translation, recognize that the translator had to make a decision about meaning in 
order to provide you with a text that made sense in your language. Commentators will draw your 
attention to areas where the original language text of the passage is difficult or ambiguous. They then 
typically survey various interpretations that have been offered to solve the difficulty or clarify the 
ambiguity. Usually, they also present their own view or point out which of the suggested 
interpretations they consider the best solution. You can use commentaries in your study by doing the 
following: 

· Evaluate several commentaries for your passage by reading a few of their comments on your 
passage. 

· Select at least two of the commentaries and read their entire treatment of your passage. 
· Consider the areas of agreement or disagreement between the different commentaries. 
· Review your interpretation of the passage in light of the discussions in the commentaries. 
·  
Record insights gained from reading the commentaries. Note especially the parts of your passage that 
inspired the most discussion in the commentaries. 

Have the consulted commentaries modified your understanding of the passage? In what way? 
 
2.9 Summarize Your Passage 

Review what you have studied and summarize it. Writing a brief summary of your passage and what 
you’ve learned about it will strengthen your understanding of the passage and help you remember the 
main points from your study. 

Desired Outcome 

Summarizing what you have learned will help seal your understanding of your passage. 

Explanation 

Arriving at your own informed understanding of a passage is important before you move on to 
consult resources like commentaries that give you the interpretations that other people have 
reached about the same text. 

In 25 words or less, summarize the main points you have learned about this passage. 
 

 


