
6. Why is Interpretation Needed? (2Q 2020—How to Interpret Scripture) 

 

Biblical Material: Luke 24:36–45; 1 Cor. 12:10, 1 Cor. 14:26; Acts 17:16–32; John 12:42, 43; 

Hebrews 11:6. 

 

Quotes 

• If you translate the Bible, you are liable to be cross-examined by anybody; because 

everybody thinks he knows already what the Bible means. Ronald Knox 

• The truth is, it doesn’t matter what a verse means to me, to you, or to anyone else. All 

that matters is what the verse means! John F. MacArthur Jr 

• Biblical interpretation is not a passive matter. It requires our own active negotiation. 

When we pretend that, deep down, all the voices are really saying the same thing and 

ought to be able to get along, we forfeit our responsibility as inheritors of this richly, 

sometimes disturbingly, contradictive literature. Timothy Beal 

• Whoever, then, thinks that he understands the Holy Scriptures, or any part of them, but 

puts such an interpretation upon them as does not tend to build up this twofold love of 

God and our neighbor, does not yet understand them as he ought. Augustine 

• The devil can cite Scripture for his purpose. Shakespeare 

• The bible is so simple you have to have someone else help you misunderstand it. Harmon 

Okinyo 

 

Questions 

 Why do we need interpretation—why can’t we take the Bible just as it reads? Does this 

mean we should only believe what scholars tell us? How do we decide for ourselves who is 

telling the truth? Is it enough to say, ‘God said, I believe it, that’s all there is to it’? How can we 

help others who interpret the Bible differently to us? What is the basis for interpreting the Bible?  

 

Bible summary 

 Luke 24:36–45 references the Emmaus road experience when Jesus explained the 

Scriptures to his disciples, interpreting for them the meaning of the prophecies about himself. 

Interpreting the Bible is a spiritual gift (1 Cor. 12:10). This interpretation function is needed to 

build up the church (1 Cor. 14:26). Paul tried to explain the truth to the Athenians (Acts 17:16–

32). Sadly people are influenced away from a correct interpretation by other factors (John 12:42, 

43). An appreciative trust in God is necessary to understand him (Hebrews 11:6). 

 

Comment 

 Much of the Bible is story, and frequently told without comment. So often there are 

highly involved situations, yet we are not told who is right and who is wrong and what is the 

right path to follow. This provides us with a hint that reveals God is dealing with humanity in all 

its complexity. So we have to determine what God is saying through all this. Actually it may not 

be that the Bible is obscure, but that the evident meaning is disturbing and distressing .In the 

words of Mark Twain, “It ain’t the parts of the Bible that I can’t understand that bother me, it is 

the parts that I do understand.”  

The actions of the God of the Bible can be alarming, especially in the Old Testament. 

Some have expressed their great concern at the way God appears to operate in the Bible, and 

their apprehensions can be shared by many. Comments Thomas Paine, “There are matters in the 



Bible, said to be done by the express commandment of God, that are shocking to humanity and 

to every idea we have of moral justice.” 

So there is clearly the need for interpretation, particularly why God says or does 

something.  For God is credited with much death and destruction. If God is seen as truly 

responsible for such actions, then it is hardly surprising that he could be viewed as the worst 

tyrant in history.  

The question therefore arises as to the responsibility of God, and what relationship he has 

to the actions of human beings. However some cautions are important to remember. Just because 

an event is recorded in the Bible does not mean that this is an example to follow, for instance. 

Nor is every word spoken, even by God’s supposed followers, to be understood as the will and 

intention of God. In many cases there is no commentary and the reader is left to understand what 

is right and wrong, and what lessons are to be learned. That’s why we need to be careful with our 

interpretation, and how we decide exactly which actions of God are reflective of his true 

character and which are reactions to a specific situation which may be far from what he would 

really want. The Great Controversy is playing out… 

So when the Bible is called the “word of God,” it needs to be seen in this context—that 

God is simply presenting all the evidence, and invites us to make our decision as to what it 

means and what lessons are to be learned. Far from being a book of rigid rules and declarations, 

the Bible tells the story of fallen humanity in its full context. It tells the story of us as ourselves, 

fallible and frail, willful and woeful, self-centered and self-condemned. It hides no faults, 

excuses no failings, and like a medical textbook, illustrates the diseased condition while at the 

same time supplying the cure. The alternative would be a book a pious platitudes or 

unchallenged prepositional statements that have to be accepted without question. But the God 

whose word is the Bible tells us far more—not only explaining salvation but also what we need 

to be saved from. The book is not only the answer to what, when, and where, it is how and why.  

 

Ellen White comments 

 Those whom He [Jesus] addressed regarded themselves [the Jews] as exalted above all 

other peoples. To them, they proudly boasted, had been committed the oracles of God. The earth 

was languishing for a teacher sent from God, but when He came just as the living Oracles 

specified He would come, the priests and instructors of the people could not discern that He was 

their Saviour, nor could they understand the manner of His coming. Unaccustomed to accept 

God’s Word exactly as it reads, or to allow it to be its own interpreter, they read it in the light of 

their maxims and traditions. So long had they neglected to study and contemplate the Bible that 

its pages were to them a mystery. They turned with aversion from the truth of God to the 

traditions of men. {CTr 226} 

 When you search the Scriptures with an earnest desire to learn the truth, God will breathe 

His Spirit into your heart and impress your mind with the light of His word. The Bible is its own 

interpreter, one passage explaining another. By comparing scriptures referring to the same 

subjects, you will see beauty and harmony of which you have never dreamed. There is no other 

book whose perusal strengthens and enlarges, elevates and ennobles the mind, as does the 

perusal of this Book of books. Its study imparts new vigor to the mind, which is thus brought in 

contact with subjects requiring earnest thought, and is drawn out in prayer to God for power to 

comprehend the truths revealed. If the mind is left to deal with commonplace subjects, instead of 

deep and difficult problems, it will become narrowed down to the standard of the matter which it 

contemplates and will finally lose its power of expansion.  {4T 499} 
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