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 W R I T T E N B Y  S T E V E B E E M A N 

You leave church one Sunday thinking about the Bible, which your pastor said is a guide 

in all of life. If that’s true, you wonder: Is my dress too revealing for a Christian woman? Can 

the Bible help me set limits for my teenage daughter? What about my sister who is having 

trouble with her out-of-control son? Does the Bible say anything about her approach to 

raising him? 

 Though you have been following Jesus for some time, understanding Scripture on your 

own has been elusive. You hear teachings in church and you gain some insight from a 

Bible study you attend. But in your most honest moments, you’d have to admit that you 

struggle to understand your own reading of God’s Word. Sometimes, you even find reading 

it tedious and boring.  

Learning to interpret the Bible won’t require years at seminary struggling with ancient 

Greek. But you do need some study tools that will help you understand and correctly 

interpret what you are reading. Consider this a crash course in Bible comprehension. 

Toward the end, I’ll give you a fun, practical exercise in interpreting God’s Word. As you 

apply these methods, I hope you become as excited about Scripture as I am. 

BIBLE IQ
DO: DRAW OUT 

To get the right meaning out of a verse,  

you want to understand it the way the 

original hearers did. In seminaries, this 

art is called exegesis (pronounced  

ek-si-jee-sis).

DON’T: PUT IN
Avoid putting in meanings that are 

not there. This is called eisegesis 

(pronounced ahy-si-jee-sis), and it leads 

to the bad theologies of false teachers 

and cults. 

Understanding starts by approaching Bible 

verses in a balanced way. You want to 

discover what is actually in a wording, while 

never adding any ideas that aren’t there. 

 INTER PR ETATION

Inanimate objects or qualities are sometimes 

described in a way that make them sound human. 

They may even be described as somehow having 

human form.

An example of this can be found in Genesis 

4:7, where Cain is ready to kill his brother Abel. 

God says to Cain, “Sin is crouching at your door. 

You must master it.” Does sin take on human 

form and do this? No, sin does not. The passage 

is a personification. It’s a language device to give 

us some visual understanding that sin is ready to 

pounce on you and take over!

There are several subtle ways in which words are 

used in the Bible that you should understand. The  

word usage definitions, right, explain some of 

these common writing language devices.

Also called hyperbole, this is phrasing something 

as an extravagant exaggeration. 

Jesus regularly used this device. He loved to 

exaggerate to make a point. But isn’t exaggeration 

a sin? Yes, but only if you are bragging to make 

yourself look better, such as “Hey, I caught a fish 

and it was huge.” 

Jesus says, “If you see a brother with a speck 

in his eye, don’t worry about it until you’ve taken 

care of the log in your own eye.” An entire log in an 

eye?  That’s more than an exaggerated expression, 

it’s so ludicrous, it’s almost a joke.

There are three kinds of comparisons, according 

to Bible scholar E. W. Bullinger. 1. Someone says 

to another, “You are like a snake.” This would be a 

simile, tamely stating a fact. 2. He could say, “You 

are a snake.” This is called a metaphor. 3. If he said 

simply, “Snake!” that would be hypocatastasis. 

 In Judges 14:18, Samson says his enemies  

“used my heifer to plow my field.” The Philistines 

knew “my heifer” was actually a reference to 

Samson’s wife. This comparison is hypocatastasis. 

He didn’t say “my wife is like a heifer” or “my wife is 

a heifer.” He just says “heifer.”  

Using a nice word to stand in for an offensive or 

sensitive subject is a euphemism. 

For example, after Lazarus died, Jesus told His 

disciples, “Don’t worry, he is only asleep.” The 

word “asleep” is a stand-in for death. There are 

Christian organizations that have taken the word 

“asleep” and they’ve built an entire theology of 

death on it. They teach that when you die, you don’t 

go to be with the Lord; you just go to sleep. How 

did they build this theology? By putting too much 

emphasis on “asleep” without understanding the 

language devices of Scripture.

This means giving human attributes to a being or 

a thing that is not human. You do this all the time 

in your own conversations. In the book of Exodus, 

the Bible tells the story of the children of Israel 

escaping from Egypt after long and arduous years 

of slavery. In Exodus 3:20 God says, “So I will 

stretch out my hand and strike the Egyptians with 

all the wonders that I will perform among them.” 

Does God really have a body with unbelievably 

huge arms and hands? No, that is not the point. 

The phrasing is literary language meant to help us 

understand that God is the one who frees Israel.

How do you draw out the true meaning of a verse or passage? First, ask yourself: What 

language is it written in? The Old Testament was written in Hebrew and some Aramaic; 

the New Testament in Greek. To dig deep into Scripture, you need to know something 

about the original languages. 

Fortunately for us, there are great web tools available for Bible study. For word-by-

word study, use the website blueletterbible.com. This site allows you to read a Scripture 

in English, then at a click of a mouse, see each word in its original language. Without 

knowing a word of Greek, you can study English definitions of Greek words. Another 

excellent tool is biblegateway.com. What once took years of diligent study to understand, 

can now be done in a few clicks by anyone. 

PERSONIFICATION EUPHEMISMCOMPAR ISON HUM ANIZING

After you have examined 

the grammar, look at the 

context of a verse. 

Context is the whole 

passage; it is the complete 

section in which a verse 

is found.

Compare the passage you 

are reading against verses 

with the same key words 

within the same book. Also 

compare with similar topics 

or related verses throughout 

the Scriptures.  

Are the same words used 

in all instances or is there 

variation? Are all the same 

characters involved? 

Sound interpretation is 

often found in 

understanding variations.
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