
How to Study the Bible for Yourself 
Introduction to Hermeneutics 

 
I. What is Hermeneutics? 
 

Wikipedia 
 
Hermeneutics (/ˌhɜːrməˈnjuːtɪks/) is the theory and methodology of interpretation, 
especially the interpretation of biblical texts, wisdom literature, and philosophical 
texts. 

 
Hermeneutics is derived from the Greek word ἑρµηνεύω (hermeneuō, "translate, 
interpret")  
 
This word has an uncertain etymology. 

Folk etymology places its origin with Hermes, the mythological Greek deity who was 
the 'messenger of the gods'. Besides being a mediator between the gods and between 
the gods and men, he led souls to the underworld upon death. 

Hermes was also considered to be the inventor of language and speech, an interpreter, 
a liar, a thief and a trickster. These multiple roles made Hermes an ideal 
representative figure for hermeneutics. As Socrates noted, words have the power to 
reveal or conceal and can deliver messages in an ambiguous way. The Greek view of 
language as consisting of signs that could lead to truth or to falsehood was the 
essence of Hermes, who was said to relish the uneasiness of those who received the 
messages he delivered. 

a. Acts 14 – Paul and Barnabus in Lystra  
a. Preached the gospel without much effect 
b. Healed a lame man 
c. The people thought the gods were come down 

i. Barnabus – Zeus 
ii. Paul – Hermes 

d. Key – Stoning of Paul 
 

II. Why is Hermeneutics Important? 
 

a. Some people say…. I don’t interpret the bible…. I just read the bible as it is. 
 

b. Framework from which we interpret the bible. 
i. It is the framework on which everything hangs 

1. Car – Body 
2. House – Stud Walls 
3. High Rise – I Beams 



4. Body – Skeleton 
ii. KEY – In each case, the framework it is central, but not obvious. 

 
iii. Bible Study – has to be built upon a good hermeneutical framework or it 

will simply fall apart.  
 

c. Basis of Common Understanding 
i. Platform of agreement. 
ii. If we talk with others who believe differently than us, we must first 

establish the ground rules of interpretation.  
 

d. Protection 
i. Keeps us on track 
ii. Helps us to identify and expose false and dangerous teachings 

 
e. KEY – How we go about studying the bible is every bit as important as what we 

study. 
 

III. The Problem of Hermeneutics 
 

a. No Set of Rules 
i. Analogy – In Sports.  The rules of the game are clearly spelled out.  
ii. God didn’t drop a book of hermeneutical principles from heaven. 

 
b. Essentially we all have the same bible but many denominations. 

i. World Christianity consists of 6 major ecclesiastico-cultural blocs, divided 
into 300 major ecclesiastical traditions, composed [sic] of over 33,000 dis-
tinct denominations in 238 countries (World Christian Encyclopedia Vol. 
I, p. 16) 

 
c. Broad study on Hermeneutics 

i. Widespread disagreement 
ii. Many Faulty rules 

 
IV. How do we arrive at good Hermeneutics? 

 
a. Communication 

i. Transmitter à Transmission à Receiver   
1. Example – Airplane Transponder 

 
ii. Author à Scripture à Listener (Us) 

 
b. QUESTION – What is the most important of these three? Where does meaning 

ultimately reside? 



 
i. Some say – Scripture – Independent of the author… 

1. Davinci Code – That scripture supersedes the human author. 
 

2. The	Bible	is	written	by	inspired	men,	but	it	is	not	God’s	mode	
of	thought	and	expression.	It	is	that	of	humanity.	God,	as	a	
writer,	is	not	represented.	Men	will	often	say	such	an	
expression	is	not	like	God.	But	God	has	not	put	Himself	in	
words,	in	logic,	in	rhetoric,	on	trial	in	the	Bible.	The	writers	of	
the	Bible	were	God’s	penmen,	not	His	pen.	Look	at	the	different	
writers.	It	is	not	the	words	of	the	Bible	that	are	inspired,	but	
the	men	that	were	inspired.	Inspiration	acts	not	on	the	man’s	
words	or	his	expressions	but	on	the	man	himself,	who,	under	
the	influence	of	the	Holy	Ghost,	is	imbued	with	thoughts.	But	
the	words	receive	the	impress	of	the	individual	mind.	The	
divine	mind	is	diffused.	The	divine	mind	and	will	is	combined	
with	the	human	mind	and	will;	thus	the	utterances	of	the	man	
are	the	word	of	God.—Manuscript	24,	1886	(written	in	Europe	
in	1886) 

 
3. We know that this is true because of the wide variety of writing 

styles we see in the bible.   If God was dictating, then we would 
expect to see a uniform style.  This we don’t see. 

 
ii. Some say – The Reader – Meaning ultimately resides in the reader. 

1. We can’t escape bias 
2. Marxist, feminist, LGBT-Q  reading of the text 
3. Post Modernism 
4. Problems… 

a. Neutralizes the power of scripture. 
b. Twists the scripture to mean whatever we want 
c. Scripture loses its authority over us. 

 
iii. BEST – THE AUTHOR – Meaning ultimately resides in the original author 

1. Our job is to try and listen and understand what the original 
author meant by what they wrote. 
 

2. Nobody likes to have their words twisted 
 

V. Pendulum of Interpretation Style – Extreme to Extreme. 
a. Time of Christ 

i. Hellenistic Culture (describe) 
ii. Jewish Culture (describe) 



1. “The Jewish rabbis in Palestine actively resisted the philosophical 
and cultural influence of the Hellenistic world and did everything 
in their power to shield their people from these influences.”  – A 
Symposium on Biblical Hermeneutics pg. 23 

2. They predominantly took a more literal interpretation of 
Scripture. 
 

b. Diaspora  
i. Hellenized Jews – Blended Judaism and Greek Philosophy 

1. “…But the diaspora Jews, especially those living in the cities that 
were centers of intellectual Hellenistic life, such as Alexandrea, 
were strongly influenced by Greek philosophy, especially Stoicism 
and allegory.” – A Symposium on Biblical Hermeneutics pg. 23 
 

2. “In some apocryphal and pseudepigraphic Jewish works these 
allegorizing methods of the Greeks are applied—mostly, however, 
in a rather timid and careful way—so that orthodox Jews would 
not be offended.” Ibid pg. 23 

ii. Philo of Alexandria 
1. However, Philo of Alexandria, a prolific Jewish writer and exegete, 

used allegory with great force.  Ibid pg 23 
2. “Philo stated that whenever a text presented difficulties, made no 

sense, contained contradictions, or was unworthy of Scripture, 
the literal meaning should be given up in favor of an allegorical 
interpretation.  He called this type of interpretation the ‘laws of 
allegory’” Ibid 23 

3. “The result of this sort of interpretation was that very little of the 
biblical stories was retained as fact in Philo’s commentaries.  
Everything was spiritualized and allegorized in a philosophical 
language appealing to the educated intellectuals of Hellenistic 
world.” Ibid 23 

4. “Philo more than any other non-Christian writer influenced the 
Greek-speaking church fathers for centuries.  It took the church a 
long time to rid itself of the allegorical interpretation of Scripture 
inherited from Philo.” Ibid 24 

iii. Origen of Alexandria 
1. Origen “…who for come years succeeded Clement as head of the 

catechetical school in that city, can be considered to represent 
the pinnacle of allegorical-type interpretation in the early church.  
This church father concluded that Scripture has a three-fold 
meaning comparable to body, soul, and spirit in the human being.  
Imbued with Platonic or Neo-Platonic concepts, he viewed matter 
negatively.  Likewise, for his Scripture interpretation he place the 
least significance on the corporeal (“literal” or “material”) 



meaning, attributing increasing value to the “soulish” (“psychical”) 
and especially “spiritual” meanings.  He did not reject the idea 
that the literal, or corporeal, is present in much of Scripture and 
that it has a certain degree of value, but he concluded that the 
“spiritual” significance is the most important and that Scripture 
sometimes includes “material” or “literal” falsehood in an effort 
to provide “spiritual” truth.” A Symposium on Biblical 
Hermeneutics pg. 34 

2. Origen’s exegetical method and interpretational results were far 
from universally accepted in the early church.  Nevertheless, 
touches of his influence lingered on; and his threefold 
interpretation was later expanded into a fourfold one that 
became standard during the Middle Ages.  This kind of 
interpretation… conceived of Scripture as embracing “literal,” 
“allegorical,” “tropological,” and “anagogical” meanings. – A 
Symposium on Biblical Hermeneutics pg. 34 
 

iv. Augustine of Hippo 
1. Although his system of allegorizing as not precisely like that of 

Origen, similarities may be noted.  Like Origin he [Augustine] 
imbibed Neo-Platonic concepts that led him toward his allegorical 
interpretation and influence some of his doctrinal positions. – A 
Symposium on Biblical Hermeneutics pg. 35 

 
v. Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) 

1. In Thomas Aquinas, medieval scholasticism attain tis clearest 
expression, and Aquinas became the foremost typical exponent of 
the Roman Catholic mind. – A Symposium on Biblical 
Hermeneutics pg. 49 

2. Aquinas was an Aristotelian, and with Aristotle he believed that 
the best government of a multitude is that ruled by one. – Ibid 49 

3. The authority of the church must come before the authority of 
the individual, and since the church had adopted the episcopal 
system, with the Pope at its head…. He concluded that… 

4. Consequently, the pope has absolute temporal and spiritual 
jurisdiction. – Ibid 50 
 

 
Catholic - Four Types of Scriptural Interpretation 
 
c. Literal interpretation: explanation of the meaning of events for historical 

purposes from a neutral perspective by trying to understand the text in the 
culture and time it was written, and location and language it was composed in. 
 



d. Typological interpretation: Mystical Sense - Virgin Mary, who is the ark which 
held the Word of God; the burning bush, which contains the fire of God but was 
not consumed, as Mary held the Second Person of the Trinity in her womb but 
was not burnt up. - Wikipedia 
 

e. Tropological (Moral) Interpretation: Tropological reading is a Christian tradition, 
theory, and practice of interpreting the figurative meaning of the Bible.   

-- Wikipedia 

tropology 

[troh-pol-uh-jee] 
noun, plural tro·pol·o·gies for 2. 
 

1. the use of figurative language in speech or writing. 
2. a treatise on figures of speech or tropes. 
3. the use of a Scriptural text so as to give it a moral interpretation 

or significance apart from its direct meaning. 
• www.dictionary.com 

f. Anagogic Interpretation: dealing with the future events of Christian history 
(eschatology) as well as heaven, purgatory, hell, the last judgement, the General 
Resurrection and second Advent of Christ, etc. (prophecies). 

 
VI. New Methods of Interpretation 

 
a. William of Ockham 1300-1349 

i. One of the first to firmly declare that the Bible was the final authority. 
ii. Ockham countered medieval scholastic theology as represented by 

Thomas Aquinas. 
iii. As a nominalist, Ockham said that the source of power was in the people, 

and the scripture was the final source of authority. 
iv. This idea undermined papal authority. 
v. The influence of was felt amongst Luther’s contemporaries, and his ideas 

influenced Luther greatly. 
vi. As a stent in the school of Via Moderna (which was the name of 

Ockham’s school) Luther in his training developed appreciation for 
biblical authority and deprecation of reason in the matter of faith. – Ibid 51 
 

b. Historical Grammatical – 
 

i. In 1515 AD, Martin Luther rejected the elaborate four-fold hermeneutic 
that had been predominant throughout the Medieval centuries, and which 
led to some very far-fetched allegorizing of the bible, leaving scriptural 
interpretation in the hands of the experts, who alone were capable of 



figuring out the secret things that bible passages really meant. This would 
eventually lead to the great Protestant Reformation, which is therefore, 
most fundamentally, a hermeneutically-driven struggle. In place of this 
allegorical hermeneutic, Luther proposed what he termed a “grammatical-
historical” hermeneutic. 
 
According to Luther's new hermeneutic, which was actually just the 
recovered hermeneutic of the earliest Church Fathers, each bible passage 
had one basic meaning, which was firmly rooted in historical truth, and 
related accurately according to the common principles of human language. 
Thus, it was “historical,” relating real, interconnected historical events, 
that must be acknowledged and understood before the various teachings of 
the bible could make sense or have application; and “grammatical,” using 
language the way any normal person would. This grammatical-historical 
hermeneutic is absolutely vital, for it tethers the truth of the scriptures to 
real, historical events, that have a real impact on our life; and it gives us a 
way to study the scriptures with confidence, according to well-established 
dictates of human language. 

ii. www.monergism.com 
 

c. Historical Critical – 
i. The historical-critical method is… [the] attempt to discover the sources 

and factors that contributed to the making of the text as well as to 
determine what it meant to the original audience. Scholars who use the 
historical-critical method treat the Bible as they would any other text. 

Historical-critical scholars as such are also typically less interested in 
determining what the text means for people today. For those reasons, 
some traditional scholars and conservative Christians tend to reject the 
method… - Wikipedia 

 
d. Reader Response – 

i. Reader response 
 

ii. Those who regard the text as divinely inspired and seek to determine the 
intention of the divine author tend to stay away from this method because 
of the many interpretations, often contrary to scripture, arising from a 
reader response of the text without any formal foundation of the text. – 
Wikipedia  
 

 
VII. Guidelines to help us… to keep from reading according to our interpretation!!! 

a. We will look at what the bible says.   
b. We will take statements from the Spirit of Prophecy 
c. We will research what others have said on the topic and synthesize it down to a 

set of irreducible rules. 



d. We will focus on broad, universal, self-evident principles.  
e. We will apply what we learn to show how it works  
f. Focus on Credible Sources 
g. We will use good common sense. 
h. We will make it practical… 
i. Not a closed list – Open to overlooked principles. 

 
 

 


