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A Baker’s Dozen Common Sense Tips 

All literature has basic, interpretive rules that help the reader tap into what the author intended. 

The Bible does also, plus some unique ones. Scholars call this “hermeneutics.” I call these 

common-sense tips. Grow in your familiarity with these.  

1. The Bible is a spiritual book. So, saving faith and a growing, humble, prayerful, obedient 

dependence on the Co-Author (the Spirit of God) as lifelong life-learners and doers are 

necessary to properly understand and apply Scripture.  

2. Every believer is a child of God and has the right, responsibility, and God-given ability to 

personally investigate, interpret, and respond to the Word of God, our Father’s love letter to 

His children. Also, since God created us as communal people, we accelerate our learning 

when we integrate God’s Word into intimate relationship with other believers, especially in 

a learning community. 

3. God’s Word is authoritative in every area of life. Our experience or feelings or lack of 

experience does not interpret Scripture. However, truth is meant to be experienced 

personally so interpret all personal experience in the light of God’s Word.  

4. Begin with the “big picture” before moving to the smaller details. Major on the “main and 

plain.” Expect the most crucial truths to be clear. Obedience to present light will lead to 

more light in what is unclear. Also, it’s not “Biblical” just because a few scattered verses 

are used for support. Truth must also be in sync with the overall proportion, tone and 

weight of God’s Big Story and character in Scripture.  

5. Let the Bible interpret itself since Scripture cannot contradict itself. So read the context of 

the passage carefully and interpret in the light of its context…the immediate context before 

and after the passage, the context of the book, the OT and NT, and of the entire Bible.  

6. Interpret a passage in a normal, plain, straightforward way like we do other literature. God 

is not trying to hide Himself from us or confuse us, although not all will be clear. This does 

not exclude the use of figures of speech (“the kingdom of God is like...”) or language of 

appearance (“the sun rises”) or less literal genres of literature (poetry in Psalms or 

apocalyptic literature, like in much of Revelation that is figurative).  

7. To interpret plainly, first look at the passage in its normal grammatical and historical sense 

as the original writer intended to his original readers. Bridge the “distances” in time, 

language, geography, customs/culture, worldview and literary forms (poetry vs. narrative or 

apocalyptic literature vs. parabolic stories). Then draw explicit teachings and timeless 

principles from the text that parallel current life situations in light of God’s Big Story. 

Often times the similar feelings experienced in Scripture parallel our feels as a connection. 

8. Develop a “theology of awe & wonder” by recognizing that we are lifelong life-learners 

who will never fully understand the mind of an infinite, Triune God. Don’t draw 

implications and call them interpretation. This may lessen our discomfort but at the expense 

of Biblical accuracy. Instead live with positive tensions in Scripture that powerfully thrust 

us into His presence to worship our Community-God who perfectly knows everything and 

has our best on His heart.  

9. Recognize the progress of revelation, similar to child development patterns (i.e. OT and 

NT; Jesus is greater than the temple; Revelation expands on apocalyptic passages in 

Daniel). All are essential parts and progressively unfold God’s mind and heart over time, 

forming together one complete unit.  
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10. The entire Bible belongs directly to God's people, including the Old Testament, except for 

what is clearly occasional, cultural or deliberately changed. Even then, take a listening 

posture. Since God’s Word is eternal, try to learn some way of pleasing God which He does 

not explicitly tell us. The Bible cannot say now what it never said then. What if I’m unsure? 

Obey what light you are sure of and wait patiently for further light. Don’t let uncertainty 

about one point stir up doubt about what is clear and crucial. 

11. Many Biblical truths exist in a paradox (two truths that appear to be contradictions). Hold 

firmly to both sides of the Both/And creative tension without compromising either. Put it on 

the back burner to “simmer,” waiting for more light. An interpretation is not Scriptural 

truth if its support is a series of “logical” inferences from proof-texts on one side of a 

paradox. Hold fast to all that is in harmony with the overall scope and weight of Scripture.  

12. Differentiate. Decide from context which aspect of two related truths a text deals with, for 

instance salvation (spiritual new birth) or sanctification (growing in Christ, secure in God’s 

keeping-love). Incorporate both aspects of Both/And creative tensions without jettisoning 

either. A half-truth masquerading as the whole truth becomes a complete untruth. Since 

Scripture does not contradict itself, interpret less clear passages in the light of more 

explicitly clear passages. Particularly when a doctrine or text is less clear, differentiate the 

least it must mean from the most that the passage may mean. Build life decisions and shift 

theology on the certainty of the first, not the possibilities of the second. However, allow the 

possibilities of the second to challenge and query commonly accepted dogma because we 

all still see and know in part.  

13. The main purpose of Scripture is to transform lives, not simply to increase knowledge. 

Relating truth accurately to life is based upon correct interpretation, and “interpretation 

without application is abortion.” We are to partner with the Spirit of God to know, respond 

to, and experience the Word of God so that we might grow in loving the relational God of 

the Word and be transformed.  


