
The Art of Interpretation 

Nehemiah 8:5-6, 8, Luke 4:14-21 

I want to thank our liturgist for reading to us from our sacred scriptures.  In doing this, she 

continued a practice dating back more than 2,500 years!  In fact, our gospel lesson shows 

Jesus reading the words of Isaiah to the congregation in his hometown synagogue at 

Nazareth some 2,000 years ago.  And nearly 500 years before that, the scribe Ezra stood 

before the Water Gate in Jerusalem and read to the people gathered there from early 

morning until midday.  Keep that in mind the next time you think my sermons are too long! 

Finally, if the 19th Psalm, which was used for today’s call to worship, is truly a psalm of 

David as the title suggests, then that psalm, a psalm extolling the word of God, was written 

nearly 3,000 years ago, and it has been read regularly in worship nearly ever since. 

So, why do we read the bible, in public and in private?  And why do you come to hear it 

read or why do you read it on your own?  I can think of two principle reasons, though 

there may be many others.  First, the bible gives us a glimpse of God.  Second, the bible 

gives us glimpses of God’s will for us and for our world.   

In the former instance, the bible gives us a glimpse of God.  You see, God revealed 

Godself to God’s people who then did their best, as helped by the Holy Spirit, to record 

what they saw, what they heard, and what they understood from God’s self-revelation.  

So, when we hear the bible read, or read it on our own, we get a glimpse of the God who 

always lies above and beyond it.   

But we only get a glimpse of God when we read or hear the bible, a glimpse filtered 

through the experience of those who first recorded what they heard or saw.  And 

sometimes the human element of the earthly author comes through more vividly than the 

divine element of God’s self-revelation.  For example, in the 137th psalm, the Psalmist 

laments his captivity in Babylon, and, as he does so, his anger rises within him. So, he 

comes at last to the end of the psalm saying, “O daughter Babylon, you devastator! Happy 

shall they be who pay you back what you have done to us! Happy shall they be who take 

your little ones (children) and dash them against the rock!” (Ps. 137: 8-9) Now I don’t 

know about you, but I think those words reveal far more about the Psalmist than they do 

about our God!   

Nevertheless, when we read the bible faithfully and consistently, over time we get a 

glimpse of the God to whom the bible points.  So, you see the bible functions very much 

like a window on the divine.  And as you know, you can either look at a window or you 

can look through a window to the grand vista that lies just beyond the pane.  We would 

do well to read and hear the bible with a view to seeing the God to whom the bible points 

instead of reading, hearing, or studying the bible as an end in itself.   

So, study the bible, study it often, and study it carefully. But never forget, we worship the 

God revealed above, beyond, and through the bible – the God to whom the bible points 

– and not the bible itself.  In this respect, I think we should be like the people described 

in our reading from Nehemiah.  After Ezra opened the book, the people “bowed their 

heads and worshiped the Lord,” and not the book in Ezra’s hand!  So, we read the bible, 



in public and in private, because the bible gives us a glimpse of the God we worship.  And 

the longer we hear, read, and study it, the clearer the vision becomes!   

We also read the bible, in public and in private, because the bible gives us, not only a 

glimpse of God, but also a glimpse of God’s will for us and for our world.  As we read the 

bible, we see how God acted in the past, and this leads us to surmise how God may act 

in our own time so we can align our lives with his holy plan. 

In our gospel lesson, Jesus goes to the synagogue in Nazareth and reads these words 

from the prophet Isaiah: “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me 

to bring good news to the poor.  He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and 

recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the 

Lord’s favor.” (Lk. 4:18-19) Jesus then applies these words to his own life and ministry by 

saying, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  (Lk. 4:21) You see, Jesus 

found his life’s purpose by reading the sacred writings.   

Now I must admit that there is something of a mystery about how Jesus came to this 

understanding.  As Christians, we believe Jesus was both fully God and fully human.  As 

the Divine One, did he know from the outset that this prophecy was given to describe his 

life and ministry? Or as the Human One, did he come to this understanding over time as 

he read and meditated on the sacred word?  We may never know for sure, but I choose 

to believe that he came to this understanding just as you or I might come to know God’s 

will for our own lives by hearing, reading, studying, and meditating on the written word of 

God.   

That is, after all, one reason the bible is given to us.  It is given so we may glimpse God’s 

will for us and for our world and then align our lives with that will.  In the words of 2 Timothy 

3:16, “All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, 

and for training in righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, 

equipped for every good work.” 

Yes, the bible is given to give us glimpses of God’s will for us and for our world.  It’s given 

to equip us for every good work.  But if we’re going to do good works then we must 

interpret the bible in good ways.  Unfortunately, we humans don’t always interpret the 

bible in good ways that lead to good works.  Instead, we sometimes interpret the bible in 

bad ways that lead to bad ends.   

As counselors are sometimes wont to say, we never really see the world as it is, we see 

it as we are.  In other words, we impose upon the external world an interpretation rooted 

in our own internal world of hopes, dreams, fears, biases, and prejudices.  Likewise, we 

rarely see the word of God as it actually is, we see it as we are.  We impose upon God’s 

word an interpretation rooted in our own internal hopes, fears, dreams, biases, and 

prejudices.  And it’s this tendency that sometimes leads us to harmful interpretations and 

harmful actions.   

In one of his daily meditations, Richard Rohr, a Franciscan priest, writes the following: 

“For all its inspiration, for all the lives it has changed, the Bible is undeniably problematic. 



Put in the hands of egocentric, unloving, or power-hungry people or those who have never 

learned how to read spiritually inspired literature it is almost always a disaster. History 

has demonstrated this, century after century, so this is not an unwarranted, disrespectful, 

or biased conclusion. The burning of heretics, the Crusades, slavery, apartheid, 

homophobia, and the genocide and oppression of native peoples were all justified through 

the selective use of Scripture quotes.”1 It would be hard to argue with the truth of that 

statement.   

If we’re going to avoid bad ends based on our bible reading then we have to learn good 

principles of biblical interpretation.  You see, Ezra was not content to merely read the 

scriptures. Nehemiah 8:8 says, “(Ezra and his helpers) read from the book, from the law 

of God, with interpretation.  They gave the sense, so that the people understood the 

reading.”  Yes, it’s not enough to merely read the bible; good interpretation is essential. 

Likewise, when we look at our gospel lesson, we see that Jesus read the scriptures 

selectively and then carefully provided his own interpretation of it.  Yes, he read the 

scriptures selectively.  For example, he didn’t pick Psalm 137 about smashing babies 

against the rocks as the passage to govern his ministry.  Instead, he selected Isaiah 61:1-

2 as the passage to guide his life.  And he even selected from that passage only those 

parts that he felt applied.   

What do I mean?  Well, Jesus clipped the second verse of Isaiah 61.  He didn’t quote it 

all.  He stopped in mid-sentence.  He omitted something.  Isaiah 61:1-2 actually says this: 

“The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent 

me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty 

to the captives, and release to the prisoners; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and 

(here’s the part that Jesus omitted) and the day of vengeance of our God…”   

You see, Jesus omitted that part about the vengeance of our God when he quoted this 

passage, and he then concluded it with a word of interpretation by saying, “Today this 

scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.”  In fact, Jesus probably added more words of 

interpretation not recorded by Luke because Luke says Jesus “began to say to them, 

‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” Who knows what other words of 

interpretation Jesus added after he “began” to speak to the congregation? 

So you see, this is how Jesus read and interpreted the bible.  This is how he interpreted 

its central message.  This is how he heard the word governing his life.  This is how he 

heard the word guiding his ministry.  He didn’t focus on the vengeance of our God – 

whatever that vengeance may be or whenever that vengeance may come.  Instead, he 

saw in scripture a God who is life-giving, life-affirming, and life-enhancing, a God who 

wants to shower us with his favor – today!  And he heard that God calling him to a life-

giving, life-affirming, life-enhancing ministry, a ministry focused on showering others with 

the wonderful favor of this great, grand, good, and glorious God, and doing so – today!  

                                            
1 What Do We Do With The Bible? By Richard Rohr.  Located at: https://cac.org/what-do-we-do-with-the-
bible-2019-01-06. Current as of January 24, 2019. 



All of this leads me to a very modest proposal about how to read and interpret the bible 

well.  That proposal is this: Read the bible in ways the engender life and avoid harm.  In 

other words, when you hear, read, study, and interpret the bible, your interpretation 

should lead you to experience the favor of God for yourself, and it should also lead you 

to share that favor with others – today!  It certainly shouldn’t lead to your inflicting harm 

on others in the name of God.  In other words, the way you interpret the bible should 

enrich and enhance life – your own life and the lives of all.   

Interestingly enough, after Ezra and his helpers interpreted the meaning of the scriptures 

to their congregation, they told the people, Go your way, eat the fat and drink sweet wine 

and send portions of them to those for whom nothing is prepared, for this day is holy to 

our Lord; and do not be grieved, for the joy of the Lord is your strength…And all the people 

went their way to eat and drink and to send portions and to make great rejoicing, because 

they had understood the words that were declared to them.” (Neh. 8:10, 12) You see, a 

good interpretation of scripture should somehow lead you to experience God’s favor for 

yourself and to share that favor equally with others! 

Now I know that’s a very broad principle, as all principles usually are, but just think for a 

moment how our world might have been different had our ancestors read and interpreted 

the bible this way. Just look at Richard Rohr’s list of bad actions guided by poor biblical 

interpretation.  Would our ancestors have burnt the heretics if they had read the bible this 

way?  Would they have launched the Crusades?  Would they have held slaves and 

justified slavery, or built a system of apartheid?  Would they have been guilty of 

homophobia, or the genocide and oppression of native peoples? Would they have 

suppressed and oppressed women’s rights?  Would they have done any of those things 

if they had believed in a God who favors all people and wants all people everywhere to 

experience his favor – today?  Probably not!   

Oh, they may have disagreed with their neighbors on a whole host of issues, and even 

told them so, but they wouldn’t have used force or coercion to impress their will upon their 

neighbors.  Instead, they would have showed their neighbors God’s loving favor in the 

hope of winning their neighbors finally and fully to God’s life-giving way.  That is, at least, 

how I think they would have behaved had the read the bible differently.  And that is, at 

least, how I think we should read, interpret, and apply the bible today.   

Well, my friends, I hold in my hand the very first bible I ever owned as a follower of Jesus 

Christ. It’s falling apart – not because it’s nearly 40 years old – but because I wore it out 

though constant use!  Its pages are heavily marked with notes and underlines.  I love it, 

as I have loved every other bible I have ever owned.  I read the bible every day and I try 

always to let its words shape my life.  I don’t always succeed but I keep on reading, 

studying, interpreting, and applying what it says, as best I can.  Through its words I get a 

glimpse of God.  Through its words I glimpse God’s will.  By its guidance, I live my life.  

And if I err in my interpretation of the bible, I try always to err on the side of grace and 

love, for I believe “love covers a multitude of sins.”  (1 Pe. 4:8)  



So then, I invite you to read, study and interpret the bible in a way that harms no one, but 

rather leads you to experience God’s favor for yourself, and then leads you to share that 

favor with others – all others – and that – today!  May the Spirit of the Lord abide upon us 

so we may proclaim the Lord’s favor and labor for its coming – today!  Amen.  


