
BASICS OF INTERPRETATION: PRINCIPLES AND PROCESSES  
By Matt Heerema 

We are to “…do our best to present ourselves as one approved, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, 

rightly handling the Word of truth.”   That is, we are to work hard present ourselves as approved by God in the 1

matter of rightly handling the Word.  This is because accurate handling of God’s Word is crucial to God’s 

Kingdom, and inaccurate handling, which is so prevalent in our day, yields disastrous results. 

First we must handle The Word accurately because of what it is, God’s Words .  The most “contemporary and 2

vital”  (present and living) place we encounter The Holy Spirit Himself as it is in The Scripture that we receive His 3

direct revelation.  Therefore it demands our greatest effort, attention and care. 

Ascribing meaning to the text of the Scripture that was not intended by the author makes us into the “author” of 

our own scripture, the very definition of false teacher.  Inaccurate handling of God’s Word yields devastating 

consequences: the damnation of our souls, and potentially that of our hearers, whose blood will be on our 

hands . 4

Accurate handling of God’s Word results the salvation of our own souls, the souls of those we teach accurately , 5

fullness of joy in this life which lasts into eternity, complete equipping for every good work , and most 6

importantly, an accurate knowledge of Jesus, leading to knowing Him truly in relationship . 7

 2 Timothy 2:151

 1 Thessalonians 2:132

 Gerhard Ebeling, “Sola Scriptura”, cited from “Expository Hermeneutics” by Elliot Johnson3

 Matthew 18:6, James 3, Acts 20:26-27, Revelation 22:18-194

 1 Timothy 4:265

 2 Timothy 3:176

 2 Peter 3:187



PRINCIPLES FOR BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION 

1. The Bible is to be interpreted in the same manner and with the same principles as all other books. It is not a 
unique format that has its own set of rules. 

2. Aim of interpretation is to reproduce the author’s intended meaning: the sense the scriptural writer intended for 
his own words for his original audience. 

3. Man’s basic ability to interpret is not derived from some obscure science, or difficult technical skill, open only to 
the more gifted intellectuals in society. We have the ability to understand communication as part of our nature as 
creatures in the image of God. 

4. What God spoke in the Scriptures, He spoke in human, not heavenly, language. He spoke through vocabularies, 
idioms, circumstances, and personalities of his chosen authors. 

5. Knowledge of the Greek and Hebrew languages are not necessary for our  interpretation work. We can lean on 
those that have produced accurate translations into our own language. 

6. There is a distinction between “meaning” of the text (the idea the author intended to communicate to his 
audience) and its “significance” (the relationship to that meaning and ourselves). 

7. The basic message of scripture is sufficiently clear that all believers able to understand language can understand 
the meaning of the text.  8

8. Words and phrases do not have meaning in isolation.  They only contain meaning in the context of the author’s 
full idea. So we must look at the whole of the literary unit (statements, paragraphs, passages), the book as a 
whole, and the canon as a whole, and not words and phrases in isolation. 

9. We should seek to take the author’s idea and formulate a succinct, polished, universal statement, and then apply 
that specifically to our lives. In other words, we should seek to obey what we understand.  9

10. We must seek interpretation through the hard work of exegesis, and not from sentiment, or from seeking our own 
personal “divine inspiration” in our understanding. The human authors were divinely inspired and wrote texts for 
us to understand according to the laws of human communication.  

11. We must look to The Holy Spirit’s guidance as the “unveiler” of significance, relevance, and personal application.  
Through prayer, we listen for how he is telling us to apply and obey the scriptures.  10

12. Valid interpretations are subject to rational defense. We never say “well that’s the way I feel about it...” or “that’s 
what it means to me…” when we are challenged in our understanding.  11

 Points 1-7, “Legitimate Hermeneutics” by Walter C. Kaiser Jr.  From chapter 5 of “Innerancy”, ed. Norman Geisler.8

 Points 8-9, “The Author’s Intention as a Crucial Factor in Interpreting Scripture” by Tracy L. Howard.9

 points 10-11, “The Single Intent of Scripture” by Walter C. Kaiser. From “Evangelical Roots”10

 “The Goal of Interpretation” Chapter 2 of “Expository Hermeneutics” by Elliot Johnson.11
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BASIC PROCESS FOR INTERPRETATION 

0. Preparation (“where you’re at”) 

1. Recognition (what is in the text?) 

2. Exegesis (draw out what is there) 

LITERARY ANALYSIS (GENRE) 

• Narrative 

• History 

• Law 

• Prophecy 

• Poetry / Wisdom / Psalms 

• Gospels 

• Parables  

• Acts 

• Epistles 

• Apocalyptic 
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SYNTACTICAL ANALYSIS (GRAMMAR) 

LEXICAL ANALYSIS (LANGUAGE / WORD STUDY) 

HISTORICAL-CULTURAL ANALYSIS (HISTORICAL CONTEXT) 

THEOLOGICAL ANALYSIS  

3. Verification 

4. Application 
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RECOMMENDED TOOLS 

• Multiple translations of the Bible in your native language. (ESV, NASB, CSB, NKJV) 

• Study Bibles (ESV Study Bible, CSB Study Bible) 

• Single-volume Bible Commentary:  

New Bible commentary: 21st century edition; Editors: Carson, France, Motyer, Wenham 

• Single-book Commentaries: bestcommentaries.com  

• Best sets: New International Commentary on the Old/New Testament, Expositor’s Bible Commentary, 

Tyndale Commentary on the Old/New Testament, Baker Commentary on the Old/New Testament 

BIBLIOGRAPHY 

★ How to Understand and Apply the Old Testament - Jason DeRouchie 

★ How to Understand and Apply the New Testament - Andy Naselli  

• Invitation to Biblical Interpretation - Andreas J. Köstenberger, Richard D. Patterson 

• Introduction to Biblical Hermeneutics - Walter C. Kaiser Jr., Moisés Silva 

• Expository Hermeneutics - Elliott E. Johnson 

• How To Read The Bible for All Its Worth - Gordon Fee, Douglas Stuart 

• Interpreting the Pauline Epistles - Thomas R. Schreiner 

• The Modern Preacher and the Ancient Text - Sidney Geidanus
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