
FOREIGN LANGUAGE LESSON 1: INTRODUCTION AND APPROACH   

Every English word you read in your Bible has a Hebrew or Greek word behind it. Often, the meaning that 
we automatically assign to a word in English is different from how it would have been understood in the 
original language. 
 
Example: 
 

You therefore must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect. Matthew 5:48 

 
Since we can’t be perfect (living without any mistakes or sins), that word must mean something other 
than the way we think of the word in English. 
 
If we see the word “discipline” in English, how do we find out which of those meanings we’re talking 
about when we look at the Bible? Look at Proverbs 12:1. 
 

Whoever loves discipline loves knowledge, 
    but he who hates reproof is stupid. 

 
The second line is restating the first line and it uses the word “reproof.” Context is usually our biggest and 
most important factor in understanding meaning. But people often ignore the context and use this verse 
to mean that people should be more structured in their lives.  
 
The meaning of a word will always have something to do with the context in which it is found. We don’t 
just get to prefer the literal meaning all the time because that feels “safer.” If we’re reading lists of laws in 
the Old Testament, it’s more likely that a word can be taken with a literal meaning. If we’re reading 
poetry, it’s actually more likely that the meaning will be abstract or figurative.  
  
Why should we bother to spend time at the word-level study? Because the way we apply a passage is 
going to depend on what we think a word means. 
 

Whoever does not bear his own cross and come after me cannot be my disciple. Luke 24:27 
 
What does it even mean to be a disciple of Jesus? Can we do that now, or is he just talking to his followers 
in the first century? He said this before he ever died on the cross, so what would the people around him 
have thought when he referred to bearing a cross, without reading into it what we know happened later? 
What does “bear” mean, especially since none of us are actually likely to haul a piece of wood across 
town for our own execution? The way we answer these questions will affect how we think about 
something as fundamental as being a follower of Christ and what that looks like in our lives.  
 
This is just one example, and we’ll be looking at many more. Taking the time to really stop in your reading 
and start looking things up means that you won’t be able to read as much that day. Remember that it’s 
not only a “good Bible study” if you accomplish what you set out to do today. Reading through the Bible 
in a certain amount of time has its own kind of value, but taking as long as you need to really understand 



something is usually going to be more lasting in your life. Sometimes you go down a rabbit hole and get 
lost in an investigation, and that’s valuable time, too.  
 
Three things you must know as you begin to do word studies:  
 

1. The Bible was written in Hebrew and Greek. 
The Septuagint is the Greek translation of the Old Testament that was done in about 250 B.C. The 
abbreviation for it is LXX. 

 
2. A word can have many uses and meanings. 

If there are several different Hebrew or Greek words for the same English word, there must be 
some subtle differences or nuances among those words. 

 
3. A word’s meaning comes  

from its context, 
from the presence and absence of other words around it, 
and from the Greek [or Hebrew] words behind it.   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


