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Course HT - 203 – How Do We Study and Interpret Torah 
 

 Lesson 1  Text  
 

 
Inspiration is the Divine process by which the Ruach HaKodesh (Holy 
Spir it)  actively superintended the writ ing of the Scriptures so that they 
would be preserved from error when f irst written down.  This work of 
the Ruach extends to each word as wel l  as to the whole so that the 
Scriptures are absolutely authoritat ive in every area in which they 
speak.  
 
God used:  

1) common people to write the Scriptures 
2) common language in its common expressions 
3) common literary forms and styles 

 
The function of Language: 

• All words (sign sequence), whether written or spoken, are symbolic. 
Interpretation, at its most basic level, is attaching the corresponding 
concept or idea to the word-symbol.  

• In general, language is constructed so that one symbol (word) represents 
one concept, idea, or thing in its immediate usage or context.  If a symbol 
(word) could represent more than one concept, idea, or thing in its 
immediate usage of context, accurate communication fails.  

• Arriving at the correct correspondence between symbol (word, sign-
sequence) and concept (idea, thing) requires a common understanding of 
the language within the context of history and culture, both by the originator 
(author) and the receptor (audience, reader). 

• What an author intends to convey (whether through the written or spoken 
word) can only be received by the audience if that audience is able to make 
the same correspondence between the author’s symbols (words) and 
concepts as the author himself has made.  

• The author’s meaning then is transmitted or carried along in the symbols 
(words, sign sequences) he or she chooses to use. 
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The authors of scripture did not use a special set of symbols or sign sequences in 
writing the Bible.  They used the common language of their days.  There are 
interesting parallels between the Word of God in Scripture and the Word of God in 
flesh.  
 
Word in Flesh:       Word in Scripture:   
   

• Yeshua became man to reveal the      HaShem’s truth was put into words 
Father.         to make it known to us. 

• His birth was a miracle   Scripture is a miracle. 
• He took upon Himself common   HaShem used common words  

humanity.         and language for the Bible. 
• Messiah came down to our level  HaShem put His truth in language 

In order to reveal the Father  we already understood. 
 
Since God chose to reveal His word in common, human language, it follows that He 
intends for us to understand the MEANING of it through common interpretive 
principles.  
 

Holy Spir it  and Work of Inspiration 
  

  Human Side…………………………………………….Divine Side 
   ↓           ↓  
      Meaning                       Signif icance 
                       (language)     (spiritual application) 
 
Meaning is that which is represented by the words, sentences, paragraphs, etc. of 
the text; it is what the author meant by his or her use of a particular sign sequence 
(letters making up words; words making up sentences, etc.).  The meaning is what 
these signs represent.  
 
Signif icance is the relationship between the meaning and a person, or persons, in 
a given situation.  The signif icance is the proper application of the meaning to our 
lives.  
 
Principal – The Bible is to be interpreted by the same methods used to interpret 
all literature.  
 
Important for f inding meaning:  
 

1. Read the parallel texts: is this found in the other Gospel accounts? 
2. Understand the setting; people involved; larger context. 
3. Note important words/phrases; transitions; literary devices 
4. Understand the definition of the words. 
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Important for f inding the signif icance: 
 

1. Is there an overall message which comes through? 
2. Does the text suggest timeless principles taught elsewhere in the Scriptures? 
3. What does the text teach about God’s character?  About mankind?  About 

how God saves?  About how God has relationship with His people? 
 
The Questions of a “Deeper Sense” (sensus plenior) 
 

Not everyone believes that God has given us His word in common language. 
Some have taught that while the Bible is written in a common language, there exists 
“beneath” the words a spiritual meaning.  This so-called “spiritual meaning” is 
discovered (so it is taught) through subjective or mystical experience.  Historically, it 
was the Roman Catholic Church which emphasized this teaching.  According to 
her teaching, only those endowed with leadership within the Church were able to 
discern the “deeper meaning” of the text.  In fact, during the middle ages, the Roman 
Catholic Church kept the Bible from the people, fearing that in their inability to 
understand the deeper sense,” they would inevitable err in their interpretations of it.  
 Some would point to a verse such as 1Cor. 2:14 to substantiate a “deeper 
sense.” 
 “But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God; for they 
are foolishness to him, and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually 
appraised.” (NASB) 
 
But this verse is talking about the signif icance of the things of the Spirit, not the 
meaning.   Apart from the Holy Spirit, it is utterly impossible to make proper 
application of the Scriptures, even if one knows the meaning.  In fact, apart from 
the inner working of the Spirit, the biblical text will inevitable be misapplied, that is, 
the attempt to find relevant signif icance of the text will be fruitless.  
 
Thus, when Paul speaks in 1Cor. 2:14 of the spiritual man being able to examine the 
things of the Spirit, he is talking about taking the things of the Spirit (which would 
certainly include the Scriptures) and making proper application to one’s life.  The 
meaning is carried by the words and language; the signif icance (or life-
application) comes from the Spirit illuminating or enlightening the mind of the 
believer.  
 
With this in mind, the first task of the Bible interpreter is to find and understand the 
author’s meaning.  This will be done by understanding the meaning of the words, 
phrases, sentences, and larger context as they were given in their historical and 
cultural settings.  The language itself carries the author’s meaning.  The Bible 
interpreter, therefore, must find the author’s meaning in the words themselves. 
 
Questions to ask: 

1. Do I understand the words? 
Sources: dictionaries, lexicons, word studies, concordance searches 

2. Are the key phrases used elsewhere in the Bible? 
Sources: concordances, cross-reference 
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3. Does the Bible teach about the same subject elsewhere?  
Sources: concordance, cross-reference; commentaries 

4. Do I understand how the words and sentences fit together: 
Sources: language studies that teach grammar, syntax, linguistics, etc. of the 
language of the text being studies.  
Literary structure; kind of literature; literary devices; history of the language 

5. Do I understand the author’s primary point in this text? 
Sources: Overview of the book or section; Outline of the text; parallel 
passages in the Bible; commentaries, etc.  

 
How to do a Word Study 
 The goal of a word study is to understand the meaning of the word in the 
immediate context by discovering (1) how the word was used at the time of the 
author, (2) how it is used by the author in other places, (3) how the immediate 
context defines the word’s meaning.  
 
How it  was used by the Author 

• Tanach 
o Do a concordance search on the word 
o Pay special attention to other times the same author uses the word 
o Look in the lexicon.  How was the word used in other literature 

contemporary with the author?  Are there idiomatic uses? 
o What other literature might have influenced the way the word was 

used and understood? 
o Are there synonyms for this word?  Are synonyms found in parallel 

lines or in poetic parallelism? 
o Check in the other versions (if possible): Syriac, Lxx, Samaritan 

Pentateuch, etc.  What terms are used for the Hebrew word? 
• Apostolic Scriptures 

o Do a concordance search on the Word/Lexicon study of the term  
o Pay special attention to other times the same author uses the word 
o How was it used in the Lxx?  What Hebrew word did the Greek word 

translate?  What might this tell us about the meaning?  
o Is the word found in non-biblical texts?  If so, how was it used? 

 
How the Context Defines the Word’s Meaning 

• Tanach or Apostolic Scriptures 
o Are there synonyms?  Why is this particular word chosen for this 

context?  How would one of the synonyms change the meaning? 
o Is the word a “catch word” for the author in this context?  Is it being 

used as a “play on words”?  Are there other reasons the author might 
have chosen this term (assonance, meter, tec.)? 

• Genre 
o Does the word fit a particular Tanach genre (narrative, poetry, 

wisdom, etc.)?  Is this why it is used? 
o Is the word quoted from another part of scripture? 
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Pit fal ls to Avoid in Doing Word Studies 

1. Etymologies are not necessarily the route to the meaning of the word.  
As an example, consider the English word “fellowship.”  To determine the 
meaning of “fellow” and of “ship” will not advance you toward the meaning 
of “fellowship”.  Cp “broadcast” 

2. Words carry different meanings at different times in the history of the 
language.  “Quit ye like men” means “Act like men,” but the word quit in 
modern English means “to cease.” 

3. Just because one author attaches a given meaning to a particular word 
in a given context does not necessarily mean it will carry this meaning in 
the writings of another author.  For instance, the use of ekklesia, 
“congregation, church” in the Lxx and in the Apostolic Scriptures may 
have difference in meaning.  

4. A good deal of the time, there may be too little data to be dogmatic 
about how the word was “generally” used and understood by the author 
and his/her audience.  Admitting this after doing hours of hard work is 
sometimes difficult.  It’s easier to give the word the meaning we want it to 
have (to support our interpretations) if there is even a shred of evidence 
to support it.  There is a great deal of difference between “the word 
means such-and-such” and “the word could mean such-and-such.” 

5. Even when meanings of words are known, the overall meaning of the text 
may still not be completely apparent.  In other words, the meaning of a 
text is more than the sum of its word-meanings.  

 
Misuse of Word Studies 

1. Thinking that one can choose any of the definitions in the semantic range 
of a word or word-group and then import that definition into the text.  

2. Thinking that every use of a given word or word-group carries the same 
meaning in every context.  

3. Thinking that just because the same word or word-group is used in 
different texts, that this means all of those passages are referring to the 
same subject.  

 
Remember:  Words do not have meaning in and of themselves.   Words 
gain their meaning from the context in which they are used.  
 
Characterist ics of the Hebrew Thinking Process (Which helps to 
understand the Authors)  
 
Down to earth – action oriented 

• Truth:  not merely an idea, but tied to life experience.  I explain the truth to 
you by telling you what has happened.  Truth has its best platform in history, 
not in the realm of ideas. 

• Values:  “Don’t tell me what you’re going to do, show me what you’ve done!” 
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• Concepts:  action-oriented, concrete rather than abstract.  In Hebrew, 
verbs generally come first in the sentence.  Many concepts are expressed in 
concrete terms: “be angry” = “nose is burning” (Ex. 4:14) 

• God: the “unseen” is described in concrete terms.  God had eyes, ears, 
hands, feet, etc.  Yet God is above creation and different from creation – He 
is Himself uncreated.  

• Theology:  (a system of “beliefs” confession of faith, a creed, a list of what is 
believed).  A list of what a person was to believe was basically foreign to the 
ancient Hebrews. They placed greater value in the realm of relationship 
more than in the realm of ideas.  This is demonstrated by the description of 
the thinking process as done in the heart, where one loves (Deut. 6:5) 

• Man: The Hebrew was not concerned with the theoretical arguments of the 
makeup of the human person or of a philosophical basis for reality, as the 
Greeks were.  Most important to the Greek philosophers (such as Plato and 
Aristotle) was what constituted reality – the conflict between what could be 
seen and what was invisible.  For the Hebrew, man was made of an 
immaterial part (soul or spirit) and a material part (body).  But man is one 
whole, and thus material and immaterial are of equal importance – one 
realm is not to be devalued in favor of the other. 

 
Truth is in the “both-and, ”  rather than in the “either-or”  
 
Greek thought is l inear – example:  either l ight or dark.  
Hebrew thought is cycl ical – example:  both l ight and dark.  
 

• The Greek model attempts to avoid tension (disagreement, dialog) by 
moving to a polar position (one end or the other).  In contrast, Hebrew 
thinking recognizes the absolute necessity of “tension.”  In the same way that 
a rope tying a bundle is useful only when the rope is tight (has tension), so 
truth exists in a realm of tension.  

• In the Greek model, truth exists in points along the same line.  One truth 
inevitable leads to the next truth (we may call this “step logic”).  The Hebrew, 
on the other hand, was able to hold truth in what might be called “box logic.” 
One “box” of truth may not necessarily lead to every other “box.”  In fact, one 
“box” might contain the way man thinks about the world, while another “box” 
may contain God’s perspective on the world. 

 
Here are some examples of what the Greek model would call “contradictions” but 
which the Hebrew model accepts as a necessary tension: 

• Pharaoh hardened his heart / God hardened it 
• Messiah is the lamb of God / He is the Lion of Judah 
• Whoever comes I will receive / only those I draw come 
• Life comes only through death 
• When you’re weak, then you’re strong 
• The one who serves is the greatest of all 
• The way up (exaltation) is the way down (humility) 
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• God controls all things / prayer changes things 
• God controls all things / man is responsible for his deeds 
• God cannot dwell with sinners / God became man 
• God cannot be controlled / God is affected by people 
• God is sovereign / there is wrong in the world 
 

Everything in l i fe relates to God 
 
For the ancient Hebrew, there was no division between “secular” and “sacred.”  The 
division of all things was into “holy” and “unholy.”  This is because from a Jewish 
perspective God is involved in every part of life, no matter how mundane we may 
categorize it.  Every circumstance is from God – He brings both good times and 
bad times.  Thus, the Jew was prepared with a blessing for everything (1Thess. 5:17).  
In the same way, all lawful work is sacred (Deut. 26:5-10a).  As a result of this way of 
looking at life, the Hebrews possessed a truly biblical humanism.  Life is sacred, man 
is noble and of great value to God and to each other.  God has given all good things 
to enjoy and for rejoicing before Him.  The material world and the immaterial world 
are equally good and from God. 
 
Rel igion as a way of l i fe 
 
Religion was not a system of ethics, a code of conduct, or simple a collection of 
lofty ideas.  Religion for the Hebrew was the sum of his earthly journey.  This is why 
he spoke of his “walk” with God.  This life with God involved every place he set his 
feet upon the ground.  The Hebrew would thus talk of “the way of the wicked” and the 
“path of righteousness.”  In the same way Jesus does not often ask the people of His 
day what they believed.  He was more concerned about their works – what they did 
– for true religion is not what one thinks, but what one does (James 1:27; Matt. 25:31). 
 
This idea of life as the sum of our worship to God is foundational throughout the 
Scriptures.  Note the manner of speaking in the following biblical allusions: 

• The broad way leads to destruction, the narrow way to life (Matt. 7:13-14) 
• The Bible is a light to one’s path (Ps. 119:105) 
• If we acknowledge Him, He will direct our path (Prov. 3:5-6) 
• We are justified by our works (James 2:21) 

 
Time and history are in God’s hand 
 
The history of the world is really the history of God’s dealings with man.  For this 
reason, history is vitally important, for we come to know God through history.  From 
a Hebrew perspective, a person must know his history before he can honestly know 
who he is.  Until he knows were he came from he cannot know where he is going.  In 
this same way, one’s relationship with God is based upon historical events (such as 
covenants) and is not therefore merely an individual thing.  
This leads to the concept of covenant relationship with God, which is at the heart of 
the Hebrew view of history.  As one is a true covenant member, only then is one truly 
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a member of the community.  Being cut off from the covenant community is to be 
cut off from God. 
As far as history is concerned, the clock and calendar are simply the means by 
which one is able to see the broad scope of history up close.  The yearly festivals, 
and even the weekly Sabbath, reflect the overall picture of God’s dealing with man. 
For this reason, the purpose for telling and re-telling history is to point out God’s 
person and His work, not merely to record facts.  
 
A Brief Look at the Languages of the Bible 
 

• The Law, Prophets and Writings (Tanach) were written in the Hebrew 
language with the exception of Ezra 4:8 – 6:18; 7:12-26; Jer. 10:11; and Daniel 2:4-
7:28, which were written in Aramaic, a close relative of the Hebrew language. 

 
• Hebrew is among the oriental languages. 

 
• Hebrew likes to describe things in more than one way, looking at things, 

people, and events from different angles.  So Hebrew will often say the same 
thing twice or three times.  

 
• Hebrew is very artistic, loving to play on words and phrases, and tries to 

incorporate a symmetrical structure (writing the story so that a common 
phrase, word, or theme is repeated at a regular interval). 

 
• Hebrew is more concrete than abstract. 

 
• Hebrew favors action over ideas.  Hebrew is very verbal.  

 
• Hebrew uses the same term to convey many different aspects (the same 

root word amam can mean to believe, to make firm, to establish, to think, to 
support, to be a nurse, to be a guardian). 

 
• Hebrew is not nearly as concerned with when something happened as how 

or why something happened.  In fact, the grammar itself hardly carries the 
notion of tense (past, present, future).  Time-frame is supplied by the context 
rather than by the inflection of the verbs themselves.  

 
• The Apostolic Scriptures are written entirely in Greek. 

 
• Greek seeks to give a clear, concise description, without repetition.  

 
• Greek strives to give a clear picture of the time-frame in which something 

happened, being very “tense” or “time” oriented.  
 

• Greek is conceptual, lending itself very easily to the world of the philosopher 
and mathematician.  
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Tim Hegg has permitted text from “ interpreting the Bible – An 
Introduction to Hermeneutics”  to be used for this course.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


