
Methods of Interpretation, Part 1 
 

 It is obvious that serious Bible students must have an overall plan for their approach to the 

study of scripture.  Various methods have been employed and each affects one's whole process of 

thought about God's word.  One definition of the word "method" (as found in Webster's Seventh 

New Collegiate Dictionary) is: "a systematic procedure, technique, or mode of inquiry employed 

by or proper to a particular discipline or art."  With that definition in mind, let's observe some of 

the methods of interpretation which have been employed. 

 

The Mystical and Hierarchical Methods 
 

 Dungan suggests that some have used the mystical method.  This method originated during 

the time of the Greek and Roman "gods".  It was thought that the gods spoke through an oracle, 

usually a priest or priestess.  As the church went into apostasy, it adopted as much of the ritual of 

heathenism as possible so as to attract heathen worshipers.  The priests, or clergy, come to be 

looked upon as the official spokesmen for God.  The Bible was taken out of the hands of the people.  

In this way, the word of God became what the priests said the Bible said.  The reformation took 

this power out of the hands of the priests and placed it into the hands of the creed-makers, which 

is no better.  Others have avoided placing their trust in the creed and priest, only to give it to men 

with great names.  Before they will commit to their understanding of a particular passage, they 

will have to refer to a man they trust to discover the meaning as he sees it. 

 

 The hierarchical method is a modified form of the mystical.  This says the church is 

empowered with the knowledge of God's will.  If the priests disagree as to interpretation, then the 

bishop is consulted.  If the bishops disagree, the archbishop is called upon; and so on up the ladder 

of their earthly chain of command. 

 

Spiritual and Allegorical Methods 
 

 Closely akin to the mystical method is the spiritual method.  Those who hold to this view 

do not limit knowledge of God's will to a small group but claim it is within the power of all of us.  

Dungan says, "Piety and a possession of the light of God in the soul, will enable everyone to 

understand the Scriptures in this spiritual way."  He goes on to explain, "Many plain passages of 

the word of God will, to them, have the meaning of something very different from what has been 

said.  For, with them, it is not so much what the Lord has said, as what he revealed to them as the 

meaning of that language."  While there is a large number of people currently holding this view, it 

is ironic that they do not interpret the Bible the same way. 

 

 The allegorical method is similar to the spiritual.  Those who take this approach believe 

everything in the Bible is a metaphor.  That is, everything that is said means something besides 

what it says.  This is really "eisegesis", instead of exegesis, and allows one to read into the text 

what he wants to be there. 

 

 

 

The Rationalistic Method 



 

 The rationalistic method rejects any interpretation that cannot be explained with human 

reason.  If human reason says there is no such thing as a miracle, then Bible miracles must be 

explained away.  Similarly, if one cannot use his reason to understand how a particular prophesy 

could have been made hundreds of years before the actual event took place, then there is no such 

thing as predictive prophesy.  If it is said that the world came about through evolution, then perhaps 

they would say it was theistic evolution.  Jeremiah said, "O Lord, I know the way of man is not in 

himself; It is not in man who walks to direct his own steps" (10:23).  His inspired statement makes 

the rationalistic method clearly unacceptable. 

 

The Apologetic Method 
 

 The apologetic method makes all statements in the Bible absolutely true no matter who 

spoke them.  In this way, words of the devil, the witch of Endor, Cain, and others, become truth.  

Of course, the record of their statements is inspired, and it is true they made them, but what they 

said could be in error.  When Jesus healed the man who had a demon that had made him blind and 

mute, the Pharisees said, "This fellow does not cast out demons except by Beelzebub, the ruler of 

the demons" (Matthew 12:22-24).  Their statements about Jesus were false, though the Pharisees 

surely made them just as Matthew reported. 

 

The Dogmatic Method 
 

 Some take a stand or set forth a doctrine, and then go to the Bible to prove it is true.  This 

approach is used by those who accept the dogmatic method.  Often those who take a position in a 

public way will resort to this method to prove their point.  Truth may be found in this manner, 

however, in general it slows one down in his search for the truth.  Those who use this method will 

also, at times, point to the results of a practice, writings of the early "church fathers," or the practice 

of a church, to enhance their view when they fail to find a Bible verse they can use for proof.   It 

appears the devil used this method in his temptations of our Lord.  When he wanted Jesus to throw 

himself down from the temple to see if the angels would save him and prove he was the Son of 

God, the devil quoted from Psalm 91:11-12.  Jesus pointed to a truth about man's relationship with 

God, found in Deuteronomy 6:16, which made it clear the devil had abused the scripture to support 

his position (Matthew 4:5-7). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Questions 



 

  I.  MATCHING:  Give the type of interpretation that corresponds with the statement. 

  

                  1. All statements are true no matter who spoke them. 

 

                  2.  It is not so much what the Lord has said, as what He revealed to us as the  

  meaning of that language. 

  

                  3. Man will set forth a doctrine and then prove it by the Bible. 

 

                  4. The word becomes what the clergy says the Bible says. 

 

                  5. Human reason is the only basis for interpreting the Bible. 

 

                  6. This eisegesis, not exegesis. 

 

                  7.  The earthly chain of command is empowered with the knowledge of God’s will. 

 

 II.  FILL IN THE BLANK:  Write the correct words that complete the statements. 

 

      1.  If human reason says there is no such thing as a                     , then the rationalistic method  

 explains them away. 

        

      2.  The dogmatic method tends to slow the process of searching for the ______                . 

 

      3.  "A systematic procedure, technique, or                    of inquiry employed by or proper to  

 particular discipline or art" is the definition of the word __________                        . 

 

      4.  The mystical method originated during the time of the                     and  

                                  gods. 

 

      5.  People who use the allegorical method believe everything in the Bible is a __                     

. 

 

      6.  Some groups hold to the spiritual method but it is                         that they  

          do not interpret the Bible the same way. 

 

      7.  The record of their statements is inspired and it is true they made them but  

          what they said could be in                            . 

 

      8.  The                               method is a modified form of the                         . 

 

 

 

 

III.  TRUE - FALSE:  If the statement is true, circle "T", if false circle "F". 



  

      T  F  1.  Any method of interpretation is acceptable. 

      T  F  2.  The method which questions God's power over nature is the dogmatic method. 

      T  F  3.  The method which tends to make the minister or preacher a better interpreter is the  

         apologetic method. 

      T  F  4. The allegorical method of interpretation is the best way to approach God's word. 

      T  F  5.  None of these methods of approaching God's word is wholly acceptable. 

 

 IV.  CHALLENGE QUESTIONS:  Bonus 

 

      1.  Write down why you realize in your study that these types of interpretation methods 

cannot be right in light of the scriptures. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


