
How Lutherans Interpret the Bible Series 
Deacon Andrew’s Bible Study Toolbox

The Plain Sense of the Text  & The Principle of Analogy

One of the challenges modern Christians have when it comes to reading and 
understanding the Bible is the fairly large chasm between the times and cultures of the  
biblical authors and our own. As we continue this series, we turn to two more helpful 
tools to put in our Bible study toolboxes— the “plain sense” of the text, and the principle 
of analogy.  

The Plain Sense of the Text 
This Bible study tool is exactly what it sounds like. When reading/studying a passage of 
scripture, be sure to ask this question:  “how would the ORIGINAL hearers/readers of 
this text have heard and understood this text?”  
Before rushing on and trying to figure out what a particular Bible text might be saying to 
you/us today, spend some time dwelling in this question.  Of course, that requires that 
we consider and learn just exactly WHO the original hearers/readers were. That is 
where one of our previous tools, “Historical Context” is especially helpful. Take some 
time to get to know both the author and the audience of each writing in the Bible. Once 
you’ve done that, you can then ask the question, “how would these ORIGINAL hearers/
readers of this text have heard and understood this text?”  

Yes, the Bible is the inspired word of God intended to strengthen faith and guide God’s 
people across time, but let us not so be arrogant as to assume that the Bible was 
written primarily for the 21st century. As Lutheran Christians, we reject any form of 
biblical interpretation that would not have been available to its original audience.  We do 
not believe that the Bible contains secret messages or elaborate hidden codes intended 
for the distant future. So when you encounter a difficult passage or even entire writing of 
the Bible (like, Revelation, for example), do not get swept up into modern systems of 
interpretation that would not have been available to the 1st century Christian 
community. Leave those to the tabloids in the grocery store checkout lines or Hollywood 
movies.    

The Principle of Analogy 
You may ask, “Deacon Andrew, how then do we understand the message of the Bible 
today?” Well, I’m so glad you asked! The way we do this is through something called the 
Principle of Analogy. Since we are separated by time, distance, language and culture 
from the original audiences (yes, plural!) of the various writings of the Bible, we must 
find ways to translate the message of scripture into our current time, location, language, 
and culture. We must search for comparable situations/examples in our own time to 
help us understand the past, and therefore the essential message of the Bible’s writings 
that connect and transcend the two. Like any process of translation, the more fluent we 
are with both the original audience/situation and the modern audience/situation, the 
more accurate and helpful the translation will be. 


