
How to Understand the Bible 
 
It is possible for all believers to understand the Bible, as they approach God’s Book: 

1. PRAYERFULLY - I need God’s help to understand and live out his word 
2. CONTEXTUALLY } What does the passage mean?   In its context, 
3. PLAINLY  } in its plain sense, 
4. COMPARATIVELY } and comparing one Scripture with another. 
5. PRACTICALLY  - What must I do in response to God’s word? 

NB You need an accurate translation such as the NIV or NKJV. 
 
1. PRAYERFULLY 

Our prayer should be “Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law” (Psalm 119v18).  We need 
the Holy Spirit to open the eyes of our understanding (1 Corinthians 2v14; Ephesians 1v17).  And pray what 
you learn into your life.  Also be teachable (1 Peter 1v25-2v2) and humbly receive God’s word (James 1v21) 
- it is to mould you, not you it (Romans 12v2).  Reflect prayerfully on God’s word and you will understand (2 
Tim 1v7) as you are guided by the following principles which arise from the nature of the Bible. 

 
2. CONTEXTUALLY 

Read the verse in the context of the passage within the context and setting of the book, because it is God’s 
book written by human people in human language which needs to be read as a whole (2 Peter 1v21).  Do not 
wrench a text out of context (like the cults do  e.g. the JWs read their organisation into Matthew 24v45-47).  
Bear in mind, does the writer have a specific purpose in mind? (e.g. John 20v30,31 and Jude 3).  However 
beware of just asking “what was the original human author’s meaning for the audience of that time?” - God is 
the real author and our question should be rather “what does God say to us for all times?” (2 Timothy 3v15-17; 
Luke 24v26,27; Romans 15v4 and 1 Corinthians 10v6,11) 
 

3. PLAINLY 
What is the plain, natural, sense in accordance with the type of writing it is e.g. teaching, parable, figures of 
speech, poetry, etc.  This is because the Bible is in human language (2 Peter 1v21) and it has a plain and 
clear message for all times, including for “infants” and “the simple” (2 Timothy 3v15-17 and Psalm 19v7).  
However, this “simple” sense should not be misunderstood as easy sense for some passages are harder to 
understand than others (2 Peter 3v16) and there is richness and depth to the Scriptures (Luke 24v25-27;1 
Corinthians 9v9,10 and 2 Timothy 2v15-17). 
 

4. COMPARATIVELY 
Compare one Scripture with another.  Especially understand the Old Testament in the light of the New, and 
difficult passages (2 Peter 3v16) in the light of relevant clearer passages - a cross-reference Bible can help 
here .  Don’t understand one passage in a way that contradicts another.  This is based on the Bible’s ultimate 
author is God, who cannot contradict himself, and therefore there is one harmonious message to God’s 
word (Deuteronomy 32v4, Psalm 119v160, John 17v17 and 2 Timothy 3:15-17 and Romans 4).  All of the 
Scriptures are inspired by God (or God-breathed), perfect, flawless and cannot be broken (2 Timothy 3:16, 
Psalm 19v7, Proverbs 30v5 and John 10v35). 
 

5. PRACTICALLY 
We must not merely listen to the word but do what it says (James 1v22-25 and Deuteronomy 29v29).  God 
speaks to us with authority and we are to receive and obey what he says (Hebrews 4v12, Isaiah 8v20; 1 
Thessalonians 2v13 and Psalm 95v7,8).  We are to live by every word of God (Matthew 4v4).  The Scriptures 
are given to teach us the way of salvation through Christ, and to give us doctrine, reproof, correction and 
training and instruction in righteousness so we may be thoroughly equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 
3v15-17).  There is a virtuous circle here: As we follow God’s word we shall understand it (John 7v17). 
 
God’s word needs to be rooted in our daily lives and routine.  Ask: how does this affect me? From this 
passage how can I grow in Christ-likeness and how can we be more like the church Christ wants? 
 
The following can also be useful.  What’s the SPECK for us in the passage? 

Sin Is there a sin to get rid of? 
Promise Is there a promise to claim? 
Example Is there an example to follow or avoid? 
Command Is there a command to be obeyed 
Knowledge Is there knowledge to experience? E.g. about God, Christian living, etc 

 
Also preachers, teachers and their commentaries are given by the Lord to help us with the above (Ephesians 
4v11-13).  And we can learn from other Christians (Colossians 3v16a). 



An illustration about Plainly and especially Comparatively: 
In 1561, Mary Queen of Scots asked the great reformer John Knox, “You interpret the Scriptures in one way, and 
the Pope and the Cardinals in another; whom shall I believe, and who shall be the judge?” 
 
John Knox replied, “Believe God, who plainly speaks in His Word: And further than the Word teaches you, you 
shall neither believe the one nor the other.  The Word of God is plain itself: And if their appear any obscurity in 
one place, the Holy Spirit, who never contradicts Himself, explains the same more clearly in other places.” 
 
 
Also the Westminster/Baptist Confession of Faith helpfully sums up these truths, taught by the 
Reformers and Puritans, as follows: 
 
PLAINLY 
“All things in Scripture are not equally plain in themselves, nor equally clear to everyone, (2 Peter 3v16), yet 
those things which are essential to be known, believed and observed for salvation, are so clearly stated and 
revealed in some place of Scripture or other, that not only the educated but also the uneducated may attain a 
sufficient understanding of them by the due use of ordinary means (Psalm 19V7 and 119v130).”  [The means 
are: reading the Scriptures with reverence, a teachable spirit, and with prayer; Listening to the preaching of the 
Word and seeking help as necessary from believers.] 
 
COMPARATIVELY 
“The infallible rule for the interpretation of Scripture is the Scripture itself, and therefore whenever there is a 
question about the true and full sense of any Scripture (which is not manifold, but one [that is the Scriptures are 
not contradictory but have one harmonious message] ), it must be understood in the light of other passages 
which speak more clearly (2 Peter 1v20,21 and Acts 15v15,16).” 
 
The Baptist Confession of Faith 1689, Updated English, Chapter 1, Sections 7 and 9. 
 
 
Some examples of steps 2-4: 

 What does “eating Jesus’ flesh to have eternal life” in John 6v54 mean?  Contextually: see verse 40, 
47-51; Plainly: is it literal? and Comparatively, compare John 3v16. 

 How do you understand Luke 14v26, “hating your family to be Christ’s disciple”?  What does “hate” 
mean?  Comparatively, compare Matthew 10v37, Ephesians 5v28 and Titus 2v4. 



Guiding Prayer Times 
 
Encouraging church and personal prayer 
 
 
 
 
Encouraging everyone to pray 


