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TCC Sunday 23rd November 2014 – #4 The Bible- just a matter of interpretation? – 7 of the best series 

Title: “#4 – The Bible – just a matter of interpretation?” 

Purpose: To refute the notion that because the Bible attracts many differing interpretations it must be false or of 

perhaps very limited usefulness. 

INTRODUCTION 

It was William Shakespeare (in the Merchant of Venice) who wrote these immortal lines: 

“In religion, what damned error, but some sober brow will bless and approve it with a text, hiding the grossness with fair 

ornament?!” 

This morning 

And this morning we are coming to look at the question: 

Q. The Bible – just a matter of interpretation? 

See if you can identify with this: 

***PLAY VIDEO – Rom8v28 House Group*** 

(Perhaps, deep down, you wish our midweek house groups were a bit more like that!!) 

Well, I’m sure that if you’ve ever had conversations with people trying to convince them of something that is there in the 

Bible – you will probably have had someone just say:  

“Well that’s just your opinion” OR (as our question) 

“It’s just a matter of interpretation”. 

Some observations 

So let me begin by making 3 very quick observations: 

 The FIRST is to say that it is not just Christianity and the Bible that has many different denominations, many 

different sects which hold to their own particular presentation of what their Holy Book says. 

(So the Bible, ‘per se’, is *not* what causes there to be lots of differing opinions when it comes to this subject of 

INTERPRETATION.) 

 

 The SECOND is to point out something rather obvious – but I need to say it anyway – lest we forget: 

 

As in many other areas, there is always going to be GOOD INTERPRETATION and BAD INTERPRETATION. 

 

So, in the same way that you would probably not take serious medical advice from someone selling CDs out the 
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back of a car at a boot sale – so similarly *not* all interpretations of some part of the Bible, or from some 

particular group or teacher – ARE GOING TO BE BORN EQUAL. 

 

 The THIRD thing to say is that Scripture actually ASSUMES that there will be bad interpretation going around.  

 

Q. Maybe you find that a surprise?: 

 

I’ll give you a couple of references to back that up a bit:  

 

FIRST OFF 2 Timothy 2 Verse 15 which says “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker 

who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of truth.” 

 

And then SECONDLY: 2 Peter 3 Verses 15&16 “Bear in mind that our Lord’s patience means salvation, just as our 

dear brother Paul also wrote you with the wisdom that God gave him. He writes the same way in all his letters, 

speaking in them of these matters. His letters contain some things that are hard to understand, which ignorant 

and unstable people distort, as they do the other Scriptures, to their own destruction.” 

OK – with just those few things quickly chucked out – let’s try to give a fuller answer to: 

Q. Just why it is that, when it comes to the Bible speaking with just one voice, all alike hear & then communicates or 

teaches or preaches in like fashion – this patently does *not* seem to happen? 

Let me give you 3 high level reasons why: 

1] Differences in Presuppositions 

By presuppositions, I mean starting points or certain pre-assumptions or givens. 

A reality of life is that if we start out on a journey but we don’t even start out from the same point – then the likelihood 

of ending up at the same destination – is very much reduced. 

The Bible 

Let’s take as one key starting point the Bible itself: 

 In this church we believe that the Bible, the Holy Scriptures (comprising the Old and New Testaments) are 100% 

the inerrant, infallible, Holy-Spirit inspired Word of God. 

 

We believe that whatever the Scripture affirms, when read plainly and interpreted rightly, is God’s infallible truth 

which is given to us as a key part His Divine Revelation. 

 

It will probably not be a surprise to you that over the past couple of centuries the reliability of the Bible has been 

brought into question by what is known as Higher Criticism and by Theological Liberals and so they no longer 

believe that the Bible, as originally given, is a divine product.  
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They see it as something that is a human product which no doubt contains truths about God which we have to 

mine out. The Bible is a very fallible human product and we must take steps to strip it of the dross and draw out 

spiritual meaning. 

The Chief Authority 

Let’s look at another key starting point – and this is where you go to get your final authority in matters of truth. 

 In this church we believe that the Bible is our Sole source for authoritative understanding of God’s will. 

 

Back in the 1500’s a major event took place in the history of the Christian church – and you are probably familiar 

with it – it was called the Protestant Reformation. And maybe you have heard the names of people like Martin 

Luther and others like John Calvin who were all a part of what happened. 

 

And out of this radical shift of thinking, whereby the protestant church emerged – there were a number of 

statements that defined the thinking – and one of these was SOLA SCRIPTURA – from the Latin meaning 

“Scripture Alone”. 

 

For them this was the only true and certain source of AUTHORITY when it came to understanding the doctrines 

and truths of the faith. 

 

 For the Roman Catholic Church – even though they held the Scripture with great reverence (so they also had 

what you would call a high view of Scripture), they held ADDITIONALLY to another source of AUTHORITY when it 

came to discerning the DOCTRINES OF GOD and that was the traditions of the CHURCH. 

 

Q. So what happens, do you think, when you have not one but two sources of ultimate authority in matters of 

faith and practice? 

 

Well ultimately when you get to a place of conflict or contradiction one must assume the role of a final authority 

and this was always the cumulative traditions of the church and the various so-called infallible statement of the 

various popes of the RC church. 

 

And so again, this starts to explain why the RC church will talk about people going to PURGATORY when they die 

even though the Bible mentions no such thing. 

 

 Now this is not just a problem of the RC church. Take various of the SECTS – they PUBLICLY say that for them the 

Bible is their #1 AUTHORITY – but (and there is always a BUT) they also have other documents and writings that 

they hold at an equivalent level – so for example if you were to talk to The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day 

Saints (also known as the Mormons) they would esteem the Bible, but they would also point you to some other 

key pieces of literature, such as: The Book of Mormon · their Doctrine and Covenants & the Pearl of Great Price by 

Joseph Smith. 
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So again, if you cannot figure out how they could have the same bible and yet end up with a whole bunch of 

doctrines that are way off anything you’ve ever heard before – then this is why. 

They do not subscribe to “Sola Scriptura” – Scripture alone as one of the presuppositions or starting points. 

Another reason for ending up in different places with differing interpretations of the same Bible passages is #2: 

2] Differences in People 

This is where the problem in interpretation comes not with the text of Scripture but with the person themselves and 

there are a number of variations on the theme – here are a few typical things: 

 FIRSTLY – it may just come down to nothing more than SIMPLE IGNORANCE – (and I don’t mean that to be some 

sort of “Ad Hominem” argument – where you pull down the person, rather than answering the question). 

 

Let me play you a brief clip to illustrate what I mean: 

***PLAY VIDEO CLIP – RZ Mixed Up Context*** 

 

So sadly it is becoming all the more common for people to come up with interpretations of the bible that are very 

obviously wrong – and it is all down to the fact that they have just a patchy or sketchy knowledge of the Bible – 

perhaps they haven’t even read the whole thing through even once. 

 

 SECONDLY – it may be down to SIMPLE UNBELIEF. And so for them, because they don’t really believe in the 

supernatural and miracles, they must come up with other more natural explanations. 

 

The story is told of:  A boy was sitting on a park bench with one hand resting on an open Bible. He was 

loudly exclaiming his praise to God. "Hallelujah! Hallelujah! God is great!"  

 

Shortly after, along came a man who had recently completed some studies at a local university. Feeling himself 

very enlightened in the ways of truth and very eager to show this enlightenment, he asked the boy about the 

source of his joy. 

 

"Hey" asked the boy in return with a bright laugh, "Don't you have any idea what God is able to do? I just read 

that God opened up the waves of the Red Sea and led the whole nation of Israel right through the middle." 

 

The enlightened man laughed lightly, sat down next to the boy and began to try to open his eyes to the "realities" 

of the miracles of the Bible.  "That can all be very easily explained. Modern scholarship has shown that the Red 

Sea in that area was only 10 inches deep at that time.   It was no problem for the Israelites to wade across." 

 

The boy was stumped. His eyes wandered from the man back to the Bible laying open in his lap. The man, 

content that he had enlightened a poor, naive young person to the finer points of scientific insight, turned to go. 

Scarcely had he taken two steps when the boy began to rejoice and praise louder than before. The man turned to 

ask the reason for this resumed jubilation. 

"Wow!" exclaimed the boy happily, "God is greater than I thought! Not only did He lead the whole nation of Israel 
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through the Red Sea, He topped it off by drowning the whole Egyptian army in just 10 inches of water!" 

 

 THIRDLY – it can arise because of our own PRIDE & SELFISHNESS. We might think that we are just NEUTRAL 

INTERPRETERS of the Bible, that we don’t have any particular vested interests or biases – but it is easy for any of 

us to come to the Bible and to read out just what we want to. 

 

I wonder if this “SEEMS FAMILIAR”: 

 

***PLAY VIDEO How to read the Bible MY way*** 

 

As the Bible itself says in 2 Timothy 4 Verse 3 (thankfully that’s written by Paul) “For the time will come when 

people will not put up with sound doctrine. Instead, to suit their own desires, they will gather around them a 

great number of teachers to say what their itching ears want to hear.” 

So many and various interpretations of the same Bible passages comes from: 

1) Differences in Presuppositions – people start out from different places 

2) Differences in People – ignorance, unbelief, personal pride & self-interest 

 

THIRD: 

3] Differences in Principles 

By principles, I am *not* here talking about people themselves *not* being “principled people”, so I’m *not* here 

talking about SINCERITY or INTEGRITY, here I am talking about THE PRINCIPLES OF INTERPRETATION. 

Hermeneutics definition 

At this point let me introduce a word, you may well have come across it, it is that word HERMENEUTICS. 

The word comes directly from the Greek verb “Hermenuo” and it means “to interpret”. 

Hermeneutics is simply the Science of Interpretation – and like any other scientific discipline there are proper laws and 

rules that guide and inform its proper practice. 

So what I want to do now is to give you 4 STANDARD PRINCIPLES OF HERMENEUTICS – the science of interpretation. 

(And let me say that these rules would apply just as well to any piece of literature whether ancient or modern). 

#1 – THE LITERAL PRINCIPLE 

The word “literal” refers to the Protestant preference for reading the texts of Scripture on their own terms.  

The “literal” OR “plain” principle of reading - is simply an attempt to read the text in terms of its original context and 

genre and so on, and by recognising metaphor, symbolism and other literary devices in the text.  

For the “literal” OR “plain” reader, a text may describe historical events in a variety of ways and still be validly historical. 
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It is not interested in pursuing the kind of allegorical readings that were popular in the Middle Ages. 

Put simply: “a literal reading of a metaphor reads it as a metaphor.” 

The Bible frequently uses figurative language – so e.g. when Psalm 84 verse 11 says that “For the LORD God is a sun and 

shield…” clearly the “plain” OR “literal” way of reading this is to know that a metaphor is being used. 

Now that said – let me also say that though we read the Bible “literally”, we do *not* read it “literalistically” – we are 

not “literalists”.  

Q. So what the difference? 

Well take Ecclesiastes 1 verse 5 “The sun rises, and the sun goes down…” – a literalistic interpretation would say – well 

doesn’t that just prove that the Bible is totally out of step with science. 

Or take Jesus instruction to “cut off the hand that offends OR pluck out the eye that lusts” – again a literalist would take 

that as a direct command to go and carry this out and actually maim yourself!!  

Clearly this is *not* what Jesus is saying – the “literal” OR “plain” understanding is that Jesus is speaking figuratively 

using “exaggeration to make a strong point” – it is what is called “the use of hyperbola”. 

Ok – the second principle is called: 

#2 – THE HISTORICAL PRINCIPLE 

This principle recognises that any passage of Scripture, as originally written, belongs in a particular CULTURAL, 

HISTORICAL, GEOGRAPHAPHICAL, POLITICAL, SOCIOLOGICAL & RELIGIOUS context. 

For us to understand the proper meaning of the text means that we have to do the necessary leg work. 

As John MacArthur helpfully puts it: 

“Some say that you have to take the Bible into modern times. No! You have to take the modern reader into ancient times.” 

This is where it is important to make use of reliable dictionaries and atlases to understand what was going on at the time. 

So for example, it is very helpful to realise that in the Book of Judges, we are in a period of Israel’s history when there was 

no king and so because of that people were very much doing their own thing and doing what was good in their own eyes. 

Ok – a third important principle is: 

#3 – THE GRAMMATICAL PRINCIPLE 

Now sometimes you may hear people joining this principle and the previous one together and just calling them 

“grammatico-historical” method of doing proper interpretation. 

Q. So what is this grammatical principle?  

This is where we look carefully at the language, the syntax and the actual words that are being used in the original. 
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The Bible, as you may be aware, was not actually written in English. 

Most of the OT was written in Hebrew (with just a few parts in Aramaic) and the NT is written in Koine Greek (that is the 

common Greek of the day rather than classical or Attic Greek). 

The word LOVE 

So, for example, in the NT you might come across the word LOVE – take the case when Jesus is re-instating Peter after his 

denial and in John 21 we have the question – “Peter do you love me” (John 21 verse 17) – and it really helps to be aware 

that in Greek there are 4 different words that get translated as LOVE: 

 agape which means something like “brotherly love, charity; the love of God for man and of man for God” 

 eros which means “love mostly of a sexual kind” 

 storge which means “love and affection mostly between parents and their children” 

 & philia which means “affection and regard usually between equals” 

Q. So do you not think that it would be instructive to know which word is actually being used in the original language? 

Now clearly there is a lot more, we need to look at tenses and the construction of sentences, word placement etc. etc. 

because all of these things can completely change the meaning and sense being conveyed in a text. 

So – the LITERAL, the HISTORICAL, the GRAMMATICAL and now #4: 

#4 – THE SYNTHESIS PRINCIPLE 

Back at the Reformation in the 1500’s, as well as the motto “Sola Scriptura” meaning “Scripture Alone” – they had 

another saying which went like this: 

“Scriptura Scripturum Interpratur” – which simply means “Scripture Interprets Scripture”. 

This is really appreciating that the Scripture from Genesis to Revelation is very much like a symphony orchestra with 

many instruments which add the many layered texture to the music. 

And we recognise here that one text is frequently illuminated by comparison with other texts. 

How many times we have studied passages and then we had shed extra light from other parts of Scripture which either 

are parallel passages or which make some comment or give some verdict (and this is frequently the case when the NT 

gives us an assessment of an OT character – and Hebrews 11 is the best chapters where we see this happening). 

And in this matter of properly letting Scripture illuminate Scripture let me finally mention CONTEXT. 

If I was only allowed to mention one single reason why there are MANY DIFFERING INTERPRETATIONS given for a single 

passage – then the reason I would give would have to be CONTEXT. 

People fail to take account of the CONTEXT at a number of levels: 

 EITHER we rip the text right out of the Bible with no any thought at all about where it came from – so we might 

say something like “Well as the Bible says – God will supply all your needs…” 
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But, if we are going to properly understand that verse we do have to know where it’s taken from, who said it to 

whom and under what circumstances. 

 

As DA Carson puts it: “A text without a context is a pretext for a prooftext!!” 

 

 OK – SO WE MIGHT DO BETTER and know the local, immediate context – BUT THEN – simply ignore the WIDER 

CONTEXT – we don’t consider the flow of the chapter it is a part of. 

 

 THEN AGAIN – if we do do that – WE MIGHT NOT CONSIDER – the BOOK CONTEXT. 

 

 AND EVEN IF WE DO ALL OF THAT – WE STILL MIGHT NOT THINK OF THE WHOLE BIBLE CONTEXT to check that 

we are not barking up the wrong tree after all. 

So as you have properly heard said – and we can’t say it too many times – “CONTEXT IS KING” or put another way the 

“CONTEXT IS THE MESSAGE”. 

CONCLUSION 

Well this week I want to give a bit more time for questions than we had last week – so I just going to leave you with a few 

things to ponder and then we’ll immediately go into our coffee break: 

***PLAY VIDEO – Ebla – How not to read the Bible*** 


