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“Your word is a lamp to my feet
and a light to my path”
Psalm 119:104
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What Is
the Context?
by Frank Himmel
One of the most basic rules of Bible interpretation is:
keep every statement in its context. But just what is
context? What constitutes the setting of a passage?
Context’s components include . . .
The Historical Period
From a Biblical perspective, Bible history falls into
three basic eras, differentiated by how God revealed
Himself. We often call these the patriarchal, Mosaic
(or Jewish), and gospel eras. God’s instructions in
these various periods were not always the same. Just
because He required something (e.g., animal sacrifice)
or allowed something (e.g., polygamy) in one period
does not mean He did in another.
A special factor to remember under this heading is
that while Jesus lived in the Mosaic age (under the Law
of Moses), His teaching often anticipated the coming
gospel era. For example, when He was asked about divorce, Jesus acknowledged what the Law said but then
taught a more demanding standard (Matthew 19:3-12).
The Nature of the Book
Bible books are written from different perspectives,
have different subject matters, different approaches,
different emphases, etc. These must be taken into
account.

Proverbs are succinct statements of what is generally
true; there will be exceptions. The book of Ecclesiastes
looks at life “under the sun,” life as it is observed from
man’s perspective without the benefit of special
revelation from God. That accounts for a few
statements that are at odds with what is revealed
elsewhere and its occasional gloomy tone. At first
glance, Romans 4 and James 2 appear to be
contradictory. It is really a difference in approach or
emphasis. Romans is contrasting two ways of being
right with God (perfect lawkeeping vs. forgiveness
conditioned on faith), whereas James emphasizes the
importance of obedient faith.
The Social/Geographical Setting
Customs vary from place to place and time to time.
These, too, must be taken into consideration. For
example, “Greet one another with a holy kiss”
(Romans 16:16a) cites the customary greeting of that
day and time. While that custom still exists in some
parts of the world in our day, it does not in our
society. Our handshakes and/or hugs are essentially
the same thing.
One note of caution
here: some occasionally try to dismiss
New Testament
requirements, such
as the restriction on
women teaching
publicly in churches,
as simply reflecting <
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first-century customs. However, the passages which
contain this prohibition root it in creation and the
fundamental God-given relationship between men
and women (1 Timothy 2:9-15; 1 Corinthians 14:34).
The Person(s) Addressed
Pay attention to who is being addressed; that prevents
misapplying commands or promises. For example,
Jesus’ promise, “When the Spirit of truth comes, He
will guide you into all the truth” (John 16:13), is often
interpreted as broadly applicable to every Christian.
Context, however, clearly identifies it as a promise to
the apostles that pertained to their work as witnesses
for Christ.
This principle also helps us understand specific
instructions. When people in the book of Acts asked
what they needed to do to be saved, the answer varied:
it depended on what they had already done and what
remained (Acts 2:37-28; 16:30-31; 22:10, 16).
The Subject under Consideration
Have you ever been in a conversation in which
confusion resulted because one person was on one
subject while another was on a different one? That can
happen in Bible study, too. “Do not be unequally
yoked with unbelievers” (2 Corinthians 6:14) is
frequently cited with reference to marriage. While it is
true that the language of this phrase might fit some
marriages, marriage was not at all Paul’s subject in this
chapter (or even in the entire book!). The effort to
broadly apply this phrase to marriage ends up making
Paul contradict himself.

Relation to the Complete Statement
Ignoring context may be as basic as not letting the
speaker finish his statement or ignoring the first part
of it. Peter said that no prophecy of Scripture is a
matter of one’s own interpretation (2 Peter 1:20).
Did he mean by that no one can individually read
and interpret the Bible? Not at all. The rest of his
statement explains, “For no prophecy was ever made
by an act of human will, but men moved by the Holy
Spirit spoke from God” (v. 21). Peter was describing
the writing of Scripture, not the reading of it!
This problem can usually be prevented by reading a
few verses before and after the one under consideration. Occasionally it may require reading more,
perhaps an entire chapter or several chapters.
Special Circumstances
One more contextual question to consider is: Did
unusual conditions exist which affect why a thing was
said or done? When Paul advised the Corinthians not
to marry (1 Corinthians 7:7-9) he was going against the
norm. Elsewhere the Bible says, “Marriage is to be held
in honor among all” (Hebrews
13:4a). Paul’s advice was “in
view of the present distress”
(v. 26), evidently some kind of
persecution. This chapter must
be studied with that in mind.
Let’s all be careful to keep Bible
statements in their context,
dealing fairly with the text.
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