
How to read Scripture well



◼ There is a difference between 

what the Bible says and how we interpret it

◼ Jesus was aware of this

On one occasion an expert in the law stood 
up to test Jesus. "Teacher," he asked, 

"what must I do to inherit eternal life?" 
Jesus replied, "What is written in the Law?" 

"How do you read it?"

(Luke 10:25-26)



Interpreting some difficult 

passages

Text 1

I can do all things through Christ 

who strengthens me

What do you think this means?



Text 2

Consider now: 
Who being innocent, has ever perished? 

Where were the upright destroyed? 
As I have observed, those who plough 

evil and those who sow trouble reap it. 
At the breath of God they are destroyed

What do you make of this? 



Text 3

O daughter of Babylon, 

doomed to destruction. 

Blessed is he who repays you for 

what you have done to us—

he who seizes your infants and dashes 
them against the rocks!

How should we interpret this? 



Text 4
In my vision at night I looked, and 

there before me was a fourth beast—
terrifying and frightening and very 
powerful. It had large iron teeth; 

it crushed and devoured its victims and 
trampled underfoot whatever was left. 

It was different from all the former 
beasts, and it had ten horns.

What do you make of this?       



Text 5
Moses wrote, 

“An eye for an eye, 
and a tooth for a tooth.” 

Jesus said, 
“If someone strikes you on the right 

cheek, turn to him the other.”

So, what do we do? 



I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.

Consider now: Who, being innocent, has ever perished? Where 

were the upright ever destroyed? As I have observed, those 

who plough evil and those who sow trouble reap it. At the 

breath of God they are destroyed....

O daughter of Babylon, doomed to destruction. Blessed is he 

who repays you for what you have done to us—he who seizes 

your infants and dashes them against the rocks!

In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was a fourth 

beast—terrifying and frightening and very powerful. It had large 

iron teeth; it crushed and devoured its victims and trampled 

underfoot whatever was left. It was different from all the former 

beasts, and it had ten horns.

Moses wrote: “An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth. 

Jesus said, “If anyone strikes you on the left cheek, turn to him 

the other.”



Four challenges to Interpretation

◼ Time difference

◼ Geographical distance

◼ Cultural distance

◼ Language distance



Tip 1: Take note of the literary context

◼ Have your ever opened up your Bible at random?                                             

I can do all things through Christ

who strengthens me. (Phil. 4:13)

◼ Let’s consider the surrounding context: 

I have learned to be content whatever the 
circumstances. I know what it is to be in need, and I 

know what it is to have plenty. I have learned the 
secret of being content in any and every situation, 

whether well fed or hungry, whether living in plenty 
or in want. (Phil. 4:11b-12)



Tip 2: Consider the whole book context
Consider now: 

Who, being innocent, has ever perished? 
Where were the upright ever destroyed? 

As I have observed, those who plough evil and 
those who sow trouble reap it. At the breath of 

God they are destroyed...” (Job 4:7)

◼ What’s the difficulty here? 
◼ We’ve dropped into the middle of a conversation. 

This is part of a speech given by Eliphaz. 
He believes Job is suffering because he has sinned. 

◼ The problem is resolved when we read this verse in light 
of the whole book of Job. 



Tip 2: Consider the whole book context

◼ In Job 1:8 God says that Job is “blameless and 
upright.” So we know from chapter 1 that Job is 
not suffering because he has sinned.

◼ At the end of the book we get a fuller picture. 
God says to Eliphaz: 

"I am angry with you and your two friends, 
because you have not spoken of me what is 

right, as my servant Job has.“  (Job 42:7)

◼ Eliphaz was wrong!  



Tip 3: Take note of the historical and 

cultural context

O daughter of Babylon, doomed to 
destruction. Blessed is he who repays you for 

what you have done to us—he who seizes 
your infants and dashes them against the 

rocks!” (Psalm 137:8-9)

◼ How should we interpret this?

◼ We need to understand the historical context



Tip 3: Take note of the historical and 

cultural context

◼ When the biblical authors wrote they did 
not need to explain every detail of their 
historical and cultural background because 
this knowledge was understood. 

◼ But this information is not automatically 
known to us. We rely on the work of Bible 
scholars, historians, archaeologists, and 
linguists to help us. 



So how can we bridge the gap?

◼ A study bible (e.g. NIV Cultural 
Backgrounds Study Bible)

◼ A Bible atlas

◼ A Bible dictionary (E.g. the IVP Dictionary 
of New Testament Background).

◼ Commentaries – N.T. Wright’s 
commentaries are a great start

◼ An Old Testament and New Testament 
survey or introduction



◼ We also need to consider genre here

◼ This verse is part of a Psalm –

a Psalm of lament. 

It expresses the feelings of the people  

as they sat in exile mourning for all  

they had lost. 

◼ This verse is not a command. But it is 
true to how the writer felt while in 
captivity. 



Tip 4: Meaning is genre-dependent

• Certain hermeneutical rules apply to 

different types of language. 

• We wouldn’t read a newspaper in the 

same way that we read a poem

• The same applies to Scripture

• When Jesus teaches using parables e.g.  

"A sower went out to sow...", we know 

he’s not teaching his disciples how to farm



Tip 4: Meaning is genre-dependent

In my vision at night I looked, and there 
before me was a fourth beast—terrifying and 

frightening and very powerful. 
It had large iron teeth; 

it crushed and devoured its victims and 
trampled underfoot whatever was left. 

It was different from all the former beasts, 
and it had ten horns.

What did you make of this? 



Tip 4: Meaning is genre-dependent

◼ This verse is from the book of Daniel

◼ It’s genre is apocalyptic

◼ So what does it mean? 



Genres of the Bible 
◼ Narrative e.g. 1 & 2 Samuel

◼ Law Codes

◼ Genealogies

◼ Prophets e.g. Isaiah, Jeremiah

◼ Poetry/Song e.g. Psalms, Song of Songs

◼ Wisdom literature 

• Proverbs

• Reflective wisdom: e.g. Job, Ecclesiastes

◼ Gospels (Graeco-Roman biography)

◼ Parables

◼ Epistles (Letters)

◼ Apocalyptic e.g. parts of Revelation, Daniel, 
Ezekiel, etc



Tip 5: Progressive Revelation

◼ God revealed himself to his people over time
E.g. Abraham did not know God’s name    
“Yahweh”  (Exodus 6:2-3)

◼ N.T. Wright speaks of a 5-act play:
• Act 1 – Creation

• Act 2 – Fall

• Act 3 – Israel

• Act 4 – Jesus

• Act 5 – Church (‘5-Act Play’ - N.T. Wright)

◼ The final act is still to come.

◼ We are in the fifth act.



Tip 5: Progressive Revelation

Moses wrote, 
“An eye for an eye, 

and a tooth for a tooth.” 
Jesus said, 

“If someone strikes you on the right cheek, 
turn to him the other.”

So, what do we do? 

◼ The law of retaliation was a law of restraint.

◼ We need to read the OT in light of Christ.



Tip 5: Progressive Revelation

◼ The NT writers interpreted the OT 
differently from their predecessors 
because they believed that Jesus had 
fulfilled the OT.

◼ Jesus himself said: "I have not come to 
abolish the law and the prophets but to 
fulfil them.”   (Matt 5:17)

◼ Consider some of the following passages…



Tip 5: Progressive Revelation

On the road to Emmaus Jesus said:

“How slow of heart you are to believe 

all the prophets have spoken... " 

and beginning with Moses 

and all the prophets, 

he explained to them what was said

in all the Scriptures concerning himself. 
(Luke 24:25 & 27)



Tip 5: Progressive Revelation

To the Pharisees Jesus said

"You diligently study the Scriptures 

because you think that by them you possess 

eternal life. These are the Scriptures 

that testify about me, 

yet you refuse  to come to me to have life. 

If you believed Moses, you would believe 
me, for he wrote about me." 

(John 5:39-40, 46)



Tip 5: Progressive Revelation

The writer to the Hebrews wrote:
“In the past God spoke to our ancestors 

through the prophets at many times and in 
various ways, but in these last days he has 

spoken to us by his Son, whom he appointed 
heir of all things, and through whom also he 
made the universe. The Son is the radiance 
of God’s glory and the exact representation 

of his being, sustaining all things by his 
powerful word.” (Heb. 1:1-3a)



Tip 5: Progressive Revelation

At his transfiguration, when Jesus was 
standing between Moses and Elijah, 

the disciples heard a voice from 
heaven saying, 

"This is my beloved son. 

Listen to him."



Tip 5: Progressive Revelation

◼ Jesus is the Son. So he gets to have 
the last word. 

◼ What does this mean for us? 

◼ Do a first then second reading (or 
Christo-telic reading)



Tip 5: Progressive Revelation

Ask yourself the following:

◼ How does this text contribute to where the 
story is going? 

◼ Does it promise something yet to be fulfilled?

◼ Does it illustrate a problem that needs to be 
resolved? 

◼ How does Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection, 
make sense of the passage? 

◼ How does the New Testament deal with the 
important themes and concerns raised?



“The leading function of the Bible is 
to tell us  who we are as a people, 

where we fit in the history of God’s 
redemptive activity, and how we should think 

and act in ways that will enable us to 
continue living God’s story faithfully… 

The less we listen to Scripture, 
the more we will accept the world as we 

know it  as our default setting, 
and the less we will have to offer the world 
that is fresh and powerful and redemptive.”

Chris Marshall - “Re-engaging with the Bible in a postmodern world”.  Stimulus 15.1 (2007)


