Making It CLEAR
Five Basics of Bible Study and Interpretation
by Steve Laube

Ezra and the Levites explained God’s Law when they “read from the book, from the Law of God, clearly, and they gave the sense, so that the people understood the reading” (Neh. 8:8). God uses his Word to convey truth. The Bible’s ancient setting and its variety of literary forms call for good study habits, which we can remember with one word: CLEAR.
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Context
A verse lifted out of its surrounding can be made to say almost anything. That is why context is a foundational rule of interpretation. Begin with the verse and its paragraph, then widen the view to the chapter, the book, and the historical setting. Ask yourself who wrote the passage, to whom, and for what purpose. Identify the genre as well, since a narrative, a psalm, a parable, a prophecy, and a letter each communicate truth in their own way.
Language
The biblical authors chose their words deliberately through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Notice key terms, especially those that recur, and watch the small connecting words such as “therefore,” “since,” and “so that,” which can reveal the shape of a line of reasoning. When a word seems important, consult a Bible dictionary or compare other reliable Bible translations, remembering you are reading a translation in English drawn from the original Hebrew and Greek.
Evident Meaning
One goal of interpretation is to grasp what the author meant to communicate to the original audience. A straightforward method seeks the plain or obvious meaning first. Avoid being too literal. For example, when Jesus calls himself the door (John 10:9), no one imagines hinges or a knob. Poetry and figures of speech must be read as their authors intended. Still, a passage usually has a single meaning. Be careful, for if our interpretation would be unrecognizable to its original readers, we have most likely wandered from the text.
All of Scripture
Because the whole Bible proceeds from one divine Author, its parts never contradict one another, Scripture interprets Scripture. Obscure passages should be read in light of clear ones. No single difficult verse should overturn a doctrine taught plainly elsewhere. Look for the big picture story of redemption throughout the Bible that finds its fulfillment in Christ. This was illustrated by Jesus himself, on the road to Emmaus, when he taught “beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he interpreted to them in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” (Luke 24:27).
Respond
A text may have a key meaning, but it may have many faithful applications. Ask whether the passage reveals something about the character of God, calls you to repentance, offers a promise, or presents a duty to fulfill. Then put that truth into practice. James warns, “But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” (James 1:22). Application that skips careful interpretation often is only our own opinion dressed up in biblical language.
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Context – Good commentaries are a source for understanding context. Always consult more than one as scholars differ in their interpretation based on the context. The website www.bestcommentaries.com is a helpful starting point but leans on academic study for their recommendations.
The Baker Illustrated Bible Background Commentary - J Scott Duvall and J Daniel Hays, Editors (Baker, 2020) Over 1,500 pages of material, with full-color photos throughout. Organized by book of the Bible.

Language – Tools for access to the original languages.
Mounce's Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words - by William D. Mounce (Zondervan, 2006) – The best dictionary for biblical word studies.
The Hebrew-Greek Key Word Study Bible – Spiro Zodiates (AMG, 2014) A full Bible with numerical references pointing to a complete Hebrew or Greek dictionary in the back of the book. Available in multiple translations (KJV, ESV, CSB, NASB, NKJV).

Reading the Bible Clearly
How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth: Fourth Edition - by Gordon D. Fee and Douglas Stuart (Zondervan, 2014) – Nearly a million sold since its first edition was published in 1982.
How to Read the Bible as Literature - by Leland Ryken (Zondervan, 1984) – Has amazing insights into biblical genres like poetry, proverb, satire, and more. At the very least read the two chapters on poetry.
The Concise Bible Commentary by Douglas Sean O'Donnell and Iain M Duguid (Crossway, 2026) – also available for free online (see below).

Study Bibles
ESV Study Bible – An excellent resource. A great starting place. Leans on historical context, and both theological and academic scholarship. An ESV Concise Study Bible edition is also available.
Life Application Study Bible – The study notes focus heavily on "how-to" guidance rather than academic or theological commentary. Available in multiple translations (NLT, NIV, KJV, NKJV, Spanish).
Thompson Chain Reference Bible – The ultimate cross reference tool. Start at any verse, find the topic number in the margin, and trace that theme forward or backward through the whole Bible. It has links to over 100,000 references and over 8,000 topical chains. Available in multiple translations (KJV, NKJV, NIV, NASB, ESV, Spanish).

Online Resources 
PreceptAustin.org – An extraordinary resource. My go-to site for all lesson preparation. It is a reference library with commentary, cross-references and word studies. 
TheGospelCoalition.org/commentary – This page is a starting point for excellent commentary on every book of the Bible. Now in print form as well (see above).
ThirdMill.org/sermons – Third Millenium is a non-profit organization that provides free, seminary-grade education to pastors and church leaders around the word. The link is to over 10,000 sermons and lectures, most are in multiple formats. There are also entire video courses available on the site, for free.
Monergism.com – A treasure trove of material from a Reformed perspective. Sermons, commentaries, and entire books are available.
