
Ιgnoring context loses meaning

CONTEXT!
CONTEXT!

CONTEXT!



WHO AM I?











Definition versus 
Meaning

• A dictionary will give you the 
definition(s) of a word.

• Context will give you the 
intended meaning.



Merriam-Webster

Background Setting Framework Circumstances



Putting it simply:

Context is the surrounding 
information that determines 
meaning.



If WORDS are the 

ACTORS

CONTEXT SETS 

the STAGE
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WORD MEANINGS

BANK Financial institution
River edge
Turn

BAT Flying mammal
Baseball equipment
Blinking eyelashes

LIGHT Illumination 
Not heavy
An illumination source
To ignite a flame

RIGHT Direction, side
Entitlement
Correct

DATE Specific time on a calendar
A romantic get together
To ascertain the age of something
A sweet fruit





• Sometimes 
PHRASES need 

CONTEXT to 
determine 

meaning.

• Context STEERS 
meaning.



Types of Context

Immediate

Paragraph

Book (genre)

Historical

Words closest to the word 
or phrase in question

“Swing the bat and 
hit the ball.”

The flow of the author’s 
argument

Phil 4:13 sits in a paragraph 
about contentment, not 
achievement

The purpose and style of 
writing

Psalms uses mostly figurative 
language and emotion

Real world events of the 
time

Jer 29:11 was written during the 
time of the exile 



“I don’t care 
about the 
workers”



“People accuse 
me of acting like
I don’t care about 
the workers, but 
that couldn’t be 
farther from the 
truth!”



“People accuse me of 
acting like
I don’t care about the 
workers, but that couldn’t 
be farther from the truth! 
The proposed factory 
closures would devastate 
thousands of families and 
we are trying to avoid 
layoffs while keeping the 
company solvent.”





“Violence is 
sometimes 
necessary”



“Police officers 
understand that 
violence is 
sometimes 
necessary”



“Police officers 
understand that 
violence is sometimes 
necessary to stop 
active shooters and 
protect innocent lives”



“Police officers 
understand that 
violence is sometimes 
necessary to stop 
active shooters and 
protect innocent lives”



Progression of 
Context

WORD

SENTENCE

GRAMMAR

PARAGRAPH

SITUATION/CULTURE/HISTORY

GENRE



The concept that CONTEXT is REQUIRED for 

accurate interpretation is 

CRITICAL for ANY FORM of COMMUNICATION!  

—written

—spoken

—visual

—theological…Bible Study!

—secular

—political



People do Bible 
Study as though 
they were only 
looking at one 
puzzle piece and 
asking what that 
puzzle piece 
represents without 
looking at the 
bigger picture.



Without paying attention 
to CONTEXT, we interpret 
using
—feelings
—past experiences
—popular interpretations 
but wrong

Bible study becomes a 
Rorschack Test 
Or “cloud interpretation”



Summary:

CONTEXT is the surrounding information needed to 
determine meaning.dd

It’s the STAGE that sets the meaning.

Without CONTEXT you cannot fully interpret anything 
accurately.

There are different levels of CONTEXT 
Starting with words immediately surrounding the word or 
phrase in question then expanding outward to higher levels.



NEXT TIME:

PART TWO

Bible Context Workshop
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