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Bible Interpretation by Jim Saemenes 
 

–Four Steps: 

1 – Grasping the Text in Their Town 

  What did the text mean to the biblical audience? 

 

2 – Measuring the Width of the River 

  What are the differences between the biblical audience and us? 

 

3 – Crossing the Principlizing Bridge 

  What is the theological principle in this text? 

 

4 – Grasping the Text in Our Town     

  How should individual Christians today apply the  theological 

principle in their lives? 

 

•Serious or careful reading (love letters) 

 

–Serious reading means looking at the big picture and looking at the details.  

 

–At first, refrain from interpretation or application. 

 

–Start with observation  and try to see as much as possible. Look carefully at 

the details of the text. 

•Things to look for in sentences: 
 

–Repeating words and phrases (“world”) 

–Contrasts (“gentle answer” vs. “harsh word”) 

–Comparisons (“soar on wings like eagles”) 

–Lists (fruit of Spirit) 

–Causes and effects (“wages of sin is death”) 

–Figures of speech (“The Lord is my rock”) 

–Conjunctions (“therefore” in Romans 12:1) 

–Verbs (where the action is) 

–Pronouns (“our Father in heaven”) 
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•Things to look for in paragraphs: 
 

–General and specific (“live by the Spirit” – fruit) 

–Questions and answers 

–Dialogue (conversation between Jesus and Peter) 

–Purpose statements (“God so loved that he gave”) 

–Means (“by the Spirit put to death the misdeeds of the body” 

–Conditional clauses (if … then) 

–Actions/roles of people and actions/roles of God 

–Emotional terms (“I plead with you brothers”) 

–Tone (“You foolish Galatians!”) 

 

 

•Introduction - Discourses 
 

–The Bible is more than a random collection of unrelated words and 

disconnected sentences. 

–The Bible is a story with themes that run through paragraphs to form 

discourses.  

–“Discourse” – a unit of connected text larger than a paragraph 

–We need to see not only the smallest details, but also the larger patterns and 

themes. 

 

•Things to look for in discourses: 
 

–Connections between paragraphs and episodes 

•Repeated words or themes 

•Logical connections (e.g., cause and effect) 

•Characters and their actions 

•Time sequence 

–Story shifts: major breaks and pivots 

•Where does the story take a new turn? 

•Where does the topic change? 
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•Does a verb change signal a break? 

•Do you see a pivotal episode in a longer story? 

–Interchange 

•Is there a switch back and forth between two stories? 

Is the author trying to contrast or compare the characters in the two stories in 

some way? 

 

–Chiasm - In rhetoric, is the figure of speech in which two or more clauses are related 

to each other through a reversal of structures in order to make a larger point; that is, the 

clauses display inverted parallelism. 

 

 A  I got up this morning, 

    B  got dressed 

         C  and drove into town. 

      D  I worked hard all day, 

         C’  returned home, 

    B’  put on my PJs 

  A’  and went to bed. 

 

See Jn 1:1-2 for an example of this. Here are some others 

In Scripture 
The ancient Hebrew and Greek texts of the Old and New Testaments are rich in 

chiasmus. Many of these have become lost in translation, but hundreds of others remain. 

The following examples are indented to show the parallel structure of the text. 

 

A "But many that are first 

    B shall be last; 

    B
1
 and the last 

A
1
 shall be first." (Matthew 19:30.) 

 

A "Do not give what is holy to dogs, 

    B and do not throw your pearls before swine, 

    B
1
 lest they (the pigs) trample them under their feet, 

A
1
 and (the dogs) turn and tear you to pieces." ( Matthew 7:6.) 

 

A "Make the heart of this people fat, 

    B and make their ears heavy, 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rhetoric
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Figure_of_speech
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Clause
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Parallelism_(grammar)
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        C and shut their eyes; 

        C
1
 lest they see with their eyes, 

    B
1
 and hear with their ears, 

A
1
 and understand with their heart, and convert [return], and be healed." ( Isaiah 6:10) 

 

 

 

•Take one of these passages and make as many observations as possible 

•Neh. 1:1-11 

•Mark 5:21-43 

•Mark 11:12-21 

 

 

• Review 
– Interpreting and applying the Bible is like a journey. 

 

– A river of differences separates us from the biblical audience—culture, 

language, time, situation, and covenant. 

 

– We begin to build a bridge across the river by discovering what the text 

meant to the biblical audience.  

 

– This calls for careful reading and observation of sentences, paragraphs, 

and discourses. 

 

 

 


