
Consider the Words 
 

The Same Word, Different Meanings 
 

 We must understand the meaning of the words used in a passage to correctly interpret the 

meaning of the passage.  Some words have more than one meaning.  For example, Paul tells of a 

man caught up into the "third heaven” (2 Corinthians 12:2).  The birds fly in the first heaven, 

stars shine in the second, and God abides in the third.  It certainly helps our understanding of any 

passage that uses the word "heaven" to know which of the three the writer means.  References to 

"death" may involve physical death, death in sin, or death to sin (Genesis 24:67; Ephesians 2:1; 

Galatians 2:20).  The word "world" can refer to that which God created, or material possessions, 

or sinful desire (Acts 17:24; Matthew 16:26; 1 John 2:15-17).  "Works" can be used to describe 

works of merit (Ephesians 2:8-9), or works of faith (2:10; James 2:14-17). 

 

 A similar problem with translation can be found in the word “faith.”  In Matthew 8:10, 

Jesus describes the actions of a centurion by saying, “Assuredly, I say to you, I have not found 

such great faith, not even in Israel!”  Lockhart notes, “Here confidence is meant, as the adjuncts 

‘found’ and ‘great’ clearly imply” (p. 108).  Whereas, in Jude 3, “faith” is something to be 

contended for and which could be delivered.  Thus, Lockhart says it is “the system of Christian 

truth which was to be believed” (p. 109). 

 

Consider the Literal Meaning First 
 

   Generally, the language of the Bible is literal, thus we should consider the literal 

meaning first.  The rule followed in interpreting even the works of men is to take the literal 

meaning first unless it contradicts some other clear teaching.  Only then can we consider the 

figurative meaning.  We should be careful, however, not to confuse our own speculations with 

what the Bible actually teaches.  If a literal understanding contradicts my speculation, it is the 

speculation that must be thrown out.  For example, in Genesis 1:3, "God said, Let there be light; 

and there was light." Since verse 2 speaks of the darkness, we may feel confident that God 

literally created light.  Yet, some refer us to John 1:1-9 and suggest this is the same light.  

Obviously the text will not allow us to take such a position, for the word "light" in John 1 is used 

figuratively to speak of Jesus.  We know it is figurative because Jesus became flesh and dwelt 

among men, as verse 14 tells us. 

 

 "Commands generally, and ordinances always, are to be understood in a literal sense" 

(Dungan).  For example, Jesus decreed that belief and baptism are necessary to save a man 

(Mark 16:16).  Both belief and baptism are literally required, with no hidden figurative meaning.  

One command that is stated in figurative language is found in Matthew 5:16.  However, it is 

clear the Lord is using light to represent the example each Christian sets in the way he conducts 

his daily affairs. 

 

Look At The Meaning At the Time of Writing 
 

 A word must be understood to mean what it would have meant to those being addressed.  

In Matthew 24:34, Jesus said, "Assuredly, I say to you, this generation will by no means pass 



away till all these things are fulfilled."  The Greek word is "genea," which is translated 

"generation," means 30 to 40 years.  Premillennialists try to suggest it means the end of the 

world or race, but other words in the Greek carry those meanings.   

 

 In Genesis 22:1, the King James Version says, "God did tempt Abraham."  As Dungan 

notes, "The word tempt, many times, occurs in the sense to do wrong; but generally it has the 

meaning of to try, or prove."  Thus, we conclude God tested or proved Abraham. 

 

The Author May Give the Meaning 
 

 Sometimes the author defines his own meaning.  This will never go against the generally-

understood meaning, but may specialize its usage.  For example, the word "elder" was used by 

the Jews to describe an older man.  Often in the New Testament it refers to a special office (1 

Peter 5:1-2; Acts 20:17, 28; Titus 3:5-6; 1 Timothy 3:1-8; 5:17).  That is the office of an overseer 

or bishop in the church.  In John 2:18-21, John tells us Jesus was not speaking of destroying the 

temple in which the Jews worshiped, but his own body.  John (7:38-39) lets us know that Jesus is 

using "rivers of living water" to describe the outpouring of the Holy Spirit which would come 

after Jesus' resurrection and ascension.  Matthew quotes Isaiah's prophecy and tells us 

"Emmanuel" means "God with us" (1:23). 

 

 Words describing a definite action (like jump, run, sprinkle, etc.) have but one meaning.  

Action ordered by such a word can be accomplished only by obeying the strict meaning.  One 

cannot, for example, sprinkle or pour to "baptize," since baptism is a burial.  "Or do you not 

know that as many of us as were baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized into His death?  

Therefore we were buried with Him through baptism into death, that just as Christ was raised 

from the dead by the glory of the Father, even so we also should walk in newness of life" 

(Romans 6:3-4).  The word used in the original is baptidzo, which Thayer says meant, "to 

cleanse by dipping or submerging, to wash, to make clean with water."  He says it was used 

metaphorically to mean "to overwhelm."  Vine agrees when he defines it by saying, "to baptize, 

primarily a frequentative form of bapto, to dip, was used among the Greeks to signify the dyeing 

of a garment, or the drawing of water by dipping a vessel into another, etc." 

 

The Context May Give the Meaning 

 

 In John 8:47, “The word ‘hear’ cannot be literal in the sense of receiving sound by ear, 

for any one who was not deaf could do that; and the reason, ‘ye are not of God,’ would not apply 

in every case.  But ‘hear’ clearly means ‘heed;’ and hence their being ‘not of God,’ but disposed 

against God, furnishes a good reason” (Lockhart, p. 109).  Similarly, in Romans 2:13, “the 

contrast between ‘hearers’ and ‘doers,’ shows that ‘hearers’ are not those who heed, for they 

would be doers.  The ‘hearers’ are those who have opportunity to know the law, but do it not” 

(pp. 110-111).   

 

 To understand the meaning of the word “simple” in Romans 16, one has to view the 

contrast, or antithesis, Paul uses.  Paul wanted the brethren to “be wise in what is good,” which 

“is to know much of the good by experience.  The opposite of this is to be inexperienced; and 

this is the meaning of ‘simple’ in the passage.  This agrees well with the etymology of the Greek 



word ‘simple’ in this passage—akeraios, not mixed, innocent” (Lockhart, p. 110).   

 

The Rules of Grammar 
 

 To understand the meaning of some words, we must be acquainted with the rules of 

grammar.  For example, some read 1 Corinthians 11:27 and conclude they should not partake of 

the Lord's Supper because they do not think themselves worthy.  Once we realize that the word 

"unworthily" is an adverb (not an adjective), we can see that Paul is not speaking of an unworthy 

person, but an unworthy action.  The apostle was warning the Corinthians against unworthily 

partaking, an action which comes by thoughtless hurrying and refusing to contemplate the great 

sacrificial act of God's Son on the cross of Calvary. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 Questions 
 

  I.  MATCHING:  Match the statement with the letter of the word that completes it. 

 

             1. God abides in the                 .                           A. Light 

 

             2. Always taken literally.                                        B. Definite action  

 

             3. Have only one meaning.                                     C. Author 

 

             4. The majority of the Bible writing.                  D. Pastor 

 

             5. Understanding these will help in word meaning.  E. Literal 

          

             6. Sometimes defines word meaning.                 F. Figurative 

 

             7. TEMPT - general meaning.                            G. Prove 

 

             8. When literal meaning contradicts scriptures.    H. Rules of Grammar 

               

             9. Another name for elder.                                I. Third Heaven 

 

            10. Jesus became flesh and dwelt among men.       J. Ordinance 

                 

 II.  TRUE-FALSE:  Place T in the blank if the statement is true, F if false. 

 

            1. Some words have more than one meaning. 

  

            2. All words are to be understood in their literal sense.     

 

            3. Commands always are to be understood in a literal sense. 

            4. God tempted Abraham. 

 

            5. A bishop is a little higher in rank than a priest. 

 

            6. Emmanuel means "God with us." 

 

            7. We should not partake of the Lord's Supper if we are not worthy. 

 

            8. The Light in John 1 is the same as the light in Genesis 1. 

 

            9. The word's meaning is understood by the addressee and must be interpreted that way. 

 

           10. If pouring is acceptable for baptism, then all who would be Christians  

               must be melted down into liquid form and poured out of something onto something. 

 



III.  CHALLENGE: 

 

      1.  Find the word believe/belief in the Bible and determine when it is used in  

          different ways. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      2.  Find two words that basically mean the same and then find an instance  

          when they are different. 

 


