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Does the Holy Spirit Help Us Understand the Meaning of the Bible? 
 

 I.  Introduction 
A. The first time I remember thinking seriously about this question was when I was in Bible college. 

In a chapel service the speaker was a Bible professor who was speaking on Hebrew 6, which is 
universally understood to be a very difficult passage to interpret.  

 
B. To my amazement this chapel speaker, who, as I said, was a Bible professor, said that he 

believed he had the correct interpretation of the passage because he was taught by the Holy 
Spirit. 

 
 II. Perspicuity of Scripture 

A. Theologian Wayne Grudem defines perspicuity to mean that “the Bible is written in such a way 
that all things necessary for our salvation and for our Christian life and growth are very clearly 
set forth in Scripture.” 

 
B. This was an important teaching in the Protestant Reformation. The Roman Catholic Church 

denied that Scripture was generally clear in its overall teaching. They argued that the average 
Christians could not understand the Bible and would fall into serious error if they were not taught 
by the clergy. 

 
C. Perspicuity does not mean that all of Scripture is equally easy to understand. In 2 Peter 3:15–16, 

Peter says that “[Paul’s] letters contain some things that are hard to understand.” 
 
D. 1 Corinthians 12:28, “And God has placed in the church first of all apostles, second prophets, 

third teachers….” Ephesians 4:11, “So Christ himself gave the apostles, the prophets, the 
evangelists, the pastors and teachers.” 

 
 III. Pre-Authentication of the New Testament 

A. So why do many Christians say the Holy Spirit helps us understand the meaning of the Bible? Is 
there any biblical evidence, any biblical support for this view? 

 
John 14:26, “But the Advocate, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, will 
teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you.” 

 
John 16:13,” But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all the truth. He will 
not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet to 
come.” 
 

B. These verses might seem to promise that the Spirit will tell us what the Bible means. But as we 
look closer, we find this is not the case. We have to ask ourselves who is the “you” that Jesus is 
making these promises to. 
 
John 14:26, “All this I have spoken while still with you.”  

 
John 16:13, “I have much more to say to you, more than you can now bear.” 
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C. These verses in John are what is called Jesus’s pre-authentication of the New Testament. To 
authenticate means “to validate,” “to endorse,” “to vouch for.” During his earthly ministry, Jesus 
authenticated, vouched for, endorsed the Old Testament Scriptures. He quoted the Old Testament 
on numerous occasions. He said the Old Testament Scriptures “cannot be set aside’ (John 10:35). 
He referred to OT Scripture as “the commandment of God” (Matt 15:3) and as the “Word of 
God” (Mark 7:13). Jesus possessed in his Bible, and fully accepted, the same 39 books of the Old 
Testament that we have in our Bible. Jesus placed his stamp of approval, he authenticated, the 
Old Testament. Now, in John 14:26 and 16:13 Jesus places his approval on the 27 books of the 
New Testament before they were written. He is here pre-authenticating them. 

 
D. The divinely chosen apostles of Jesus and those closely associated with them would write the 

New Testament after the death and resurrection of our Savior. The Holy Spirit would enable 
them to write the 27 New Testament books. 2 Timothy 3:16 says, “All Scripture is God-
breathed,” which means breathed out by the Holy Spirit. So, when Jesus says the Holy Spirit 
“will teach you all things and will remind you of everything I have said to you,” he is speaking 
of the Spirit’s special work of inspiration. 

 
E. So, these verses are promises only for the disciples, related to the writing of the New Testament. 

They are not promises for the average Christian. Remember, everything in the Bible is written 
for us, for our instruction, for our edification. 

 
F. The point is that while everything in the Bible is written for us, not everything is written directly 

to us. Paul says in Romans 15:3 that “everything that was written in the past was written to teach 
us.” 

 
 IV. Meaning and Significance 

A. As I mentioned when I began this evening, I started thinking seriously about this issue of the 
Holy Spirit’s role in our understanding of Bible when I heard that chapel speaker many years 
ago. I was greatly helped in my understanding when I came across a book in 1980 titled Validity 
in Interpretation, which had been written in 1967 by a fellow named E. D. Hirsch. Hirsch was at 
that time an English Professor at the University of Virginia. 

 
B. In his book Hirsch argued that the key to determining the valid or true meaning of a text is to ask 

the question, “What did the author intend?” The true meaning of a text is determined by authorial 
intent. A text’s meaning is not determined by what you or I may think, but what the author of the 
text intended. 

 
C. To help us sort things out, Hirsch argued that we must distinguish between the meaning and 

significance of a text. I am going to apply his definitions to Scripture: 
 

1. Meaning — What an author intends by his choice of particular words in a particular 
grammatical form in a particular context. This can only be discovered by historical, 
grammatical, theological interpretation. 

 
2. Significance — Involves the application of the meaning of Scripture to an individual. So it’s 

okay to ask the question, “What does this verse mean to you?” if by that we are really 
thinking about significance not meaning, as I have technically defined the terms. We should 
distinguish between meaning, what did the author of Scripture intends, and significance, 
what does it mean to me, that is, what significance or application does this verse or passage 
have to my life. 
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 V. Illumination 
A.  Definition — The work of the Holy Spirit that enables the believer to understand the significance 

of what the Bible says and accept it as true. 
 

B.  Scriptural evidence — 1 Corinthians 2:14–15, 14“The person without the Spirit does not accept 
the things that come from the Spirit of God but considers them foolishness, and cannot 
understand them because they are discerned only through the Spirit. 15The person with the Spirit 
makes judgments about all things, but such a person is not subject to merely human judgments.” 

 
C.  Explanation — In light of this verse, it may appear that the unbeliever, “the person without the 

Spirit,” cannot understand what the Bible means, since the verse says, “The person without the 
Spirit does not accept the things that come from the Spirit of God but considers them foolishness, 
and cannot understand them because they are discerned only through the Spirit.” But that is not 
true. What the unbeliever cannot understand, because they lack the Spirit, is the significance of 
Scripture, as well as its veracity, or truthfulness. 

 
D. What Paul is saying in 1 Corinthians 2:14 is that while the unbeliever can have an intellectual 

comprehension of biblical truth, he or she will not be receptive to that truth nor be capable of 
experiencing the realities of it. 

 
E. Meaning, as I have said, is what an author intends by his choice of particular words in a 

particular grammatical form in a particular context. Anyone who is competent in English can 
understand the meaning of Paul’s declaration in 1 Corinthians 15:3, “Christ died for our sins.…” 
But only the believer can appreciate its significance. When the unbeliever reads the Bible, it 
produces no faith, no conviction, no repentance, etc. What is missing is the illuminating ministry 
of the Holy Spirit. 

 
F. The illuminating ministry of the Holy Spirit does not impart new revelation from God. The Bible 

is complete as we have it. God had told us everything he is going to tell us in the Bible. 
 
G. Therefore, in order for the believer to correctly understand the meaning of the Bible, he or she 

must diligently study it. 
 
H. So, let’s say I read Ephesians 6:2, “Honor your father and mother.” I might read that verse, and 

the Holy Spirit might prod me, convict me, lead me, to go over to my mother’s house and help 
fix a problem she has been having at her house. I could say, “God spoke to me” or “God led me 
to go over to my mother’s house and help her.” Technically, God did not speak to me, remember, 
God has spoken. What happened is that when I read Ephesians 6:2, I saw a significance, and 
application to me, that I may have missed before. 

 
I. So, does the Holy Spirit help us understand the meaning of the Bible. Again, the answer is “No,” 

in the sense of what the author of Scripture intended to say by his choice of certain words, 
phrases, and sentences. But the Spirit, in his work of illumination, does help us understand the 
significance of the Bible, the application of the meaning of Scripture to our lives. 

 


