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The Role of the Holy Spirit in Biblical Interpretation 
T. David Gordon 

 
I. Positively considered:  What role the Spirit does play in biblical interpretation 

A. The subjective role of producing reconciliation. Rom. 8.15.   
1. Spirit destroys that enmity between rebellious creatures and God, which is the 
fundamental problem with interpretation (note that 2 Pet. 3.26 says that it is the 
“ignorant and unstable” who twist the scriptures to their own destruction). 
2. While we are no longer fundamentally at enmity with God, the sanctifying 
work of the Spirit is not yet complete. 

B. The Spirit’s role in enabling us to receive the truths of God [See the discussion in John 
Owen, vol. 4, pp. 118-235, “Causes, Ways, and Means of Understanding the Mind of 
God.”] 

1. Rom. 8:5-8   oiJ ga;r kata; savrka o[nte" ta; th'" sarko;" fronou'sin, oiJ de; kata; 

pneu'ma ta; tou' pneuvmato".   6 to; ga;r frovnhma th'" sarko;" qavnato", to; de; frovnhma 

tou' pneuvmato" zwh; kai; eijrhvnh:   7 diovti to; frovnhma th'" sarko;" e[cqra eij" qeovn, tw'/ 

ga;r novmw/ tou' qeou' oujc uJpotavssetai, oujde; ga;r duvnatai:   8 oiJ de; ejn sarki; o[nte" qew'/ 

ajrevsai ouj duvnantai.  The unredeemed mind is at enmity to God; it may very well 
“understand” the things of God well enough to know that it does not like them. 
2. 1 Cor. 2:9-15  ajlla; kaqw;" gevgraptai, ’A ojfqalmo;" oujk ei\den kai; ou\" oujk 

h[kousen kai; ejpi; kardivan ajnqrwvpou oujk ajnevbh, a} hJtoivmasen oJ qeo;" toi'" ajgapw'sin 

aujtovn.   10 hJmi'n de; ajpekavluyen oJ qeo;" dia; tou' pneuvmato": to; ga;r pneu'ma 

pavnta ejrauna'/, kai; ta; bavqh tou' qeou'.   11 tiv" ga;r oi\den ajnqrwvpwn ta; tou' 

ajnqrwvpou eij mh; to; pneu'ma tou' ajnqrwvpou to; ejn aujtw'/… ou{tw" kai; ta; tou' qeou' oujdei;" 

e[gnwken eij mh; to; pneu'ma tou' qeou'.   12 hJmei'" de; ouj to; pneu'ma tou' kovsmou ejlavbomen 

ajlla; to; pneu'ma to; ejk tou' qeou', i{na eijdw'men ta; uJpo; tou' qeou' carisqevnta hJmi'n:   13 

a} kai; lalou'men oujk ejn didaktoi'" ajnqrwpivnh" sofiva" lovgoi" ajll∆ ejn didaktoi'" 

pneuvmato", pneumatikoi'" pneumatika; sugkrivnonte".   14 yuciko;" de; a[nqrwpo" ouj 

devcetai ta; tou' pneuvmato" tou' qeou', mwriva ga;r aujtw'/ ejstin, kai; ouj duvnatai gnw'nai, 

o{ti pneumatikw'" ajnakrivnetai:   15 oJ de; pneumatiko;" ajnakrivnei ªta;º pavnta, aujto;" de; 

uJp∆ oujdeno;" ajnakrivnetai.   16 tiv" ga;r e[gnw nou'n kurivou, o}" sumbibavsei aujtovn… hJmei'" 

de; nou'n Cristou' e[comen.. 
a. The content of the Spirit’s revelation-the mysteries of redemption in 
Christ, i.e. the gospel. 

i. “wisdom” in 1 Cor. 1 and 2--Christ crucified for sinners 
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a) 1.18-19  ÔO lovgo" ga;r oJ tou' staurou' toi'" me;n 

ajpollumevnoi" mwriva ejstivn, toi'" de; sw/zomevnoi" hJmi'n duvnami" 

qeou' ejstin.   19 gevgraptai gavr, ∆Apolw' th;n sofivan tw'n 

sofw'n kai; th;n suvnesin tw'n sunetw'n ajqethvsw. 
b) 1:21-25   21 ejpeidh; ga;r ejn th'/ sofiva/ tou' qeou' oujk e[gnw oJ 

kovsmo" dia; th'" sofiva" to;n qeovn, eujdovkhsen oJ qeo;" dia; th'" 

mwriva" tou' khruvgmato" sw'sai tou;" pisteuvonta":   22 ejpeidh; 

kai; ∆Ioudai'oi shmei'a aijtou'sin kai; ”Ellhne" sofivan zhtou'sin,   

23 hJmei'" de; khruvssomen Cristo;n ejstaurwmevnon, ∆Ioudaivoi" 

me;n skavndalon, e[qnesin de; mwrivan,   24 aujtoi'" de; toi'" 

klhtoi'", ∆Ioudaivoi" te kai; ”Ellhsin, Cristo;n qeou' duvnamin 

kai; qeou' sofivan:   25 o{ti to; mwro;n tou' qeou' sofwvteron tw'n 

ajnqrwvpwn ejstivn kai; to; ajsqene;" tou' qeou' ijscurovteron tw'n 

ajnqrwvpwn. 
c) 1:30  ejx aujtou' de; uJmei'" ejste ejn Cristw'/ ∆Ihsou', o}" ejgenhvqh 

sofiva hJmi'n ajpo; qeou', dikaiosuvnh te kai; aJgiasmo;" kai; 

ajpoluvtrwsi",   
d) 2:1-2  Kajgw; ejlqw;n pro;" uJma'", ajdelfoiv, h\lqon ouj kaq∆ 

uJperoch;n lovgou h] sofiva" kataggevllwn uJmi'n to; musthvrion 

tou' qeou'.   2 ouj ga;r e[krinav ti eijdevnai ejn uJmi'n eij mh; ∆Ihsou'n 

Cristo;n kai; tou'ton ejstaurwmevnon. 
e) 2:4-7 4 kai; oJ lovgo" mou kai; to; khvrugmav mou oujk ejn 

peiqoi'ª"º sofiva" ªlovgoi"º ajll∆ ejn ajpodeivxei pneuvmato" kai; 

dunavmew",   5 i{na hJ pivsti" uJmw'n mh; h\/ ejn sofiva/ ajnqrwvpwn 

ajll∆ ejn dunavmei qeou'.   6 Sofivan de; lalou'men ejn toi'" 

teleivoi", sofivan de; ouj tou' aijw'no" touvtou oujde; tw'n ajrcovntwn 

tou' aijw'no" touvtou tw'n katargoumevnwn:   7 ajlla; lalou'men 

qeou' sofivan  
ii. “wisdom” which the world does not have in 1 Cor. 2--Christ 
crucified for siners-2:7-8-- 7 ajlla; lalou'men qeou' sofivan ejn 

musthrivw/, th;n ajpokekrummevnhn, h}n prowvrisen oJ qeo;" pro; tw'n aijwvnwn 

eij" dovxan hJmw'n:   8 h}n oujdei;" tw'n ajrcovntwn tou' aijw'no" touvtou 

e[gnwken, eij ga;r e[gnwsan, oujk a]n to;n kuvrion th'" dovxh" ejstauvrwsan.  
iii. “the things God has given us”--2:12 hJmei'" de; ouj to; pneu'ma tou' 

kovsmou ejlavbomen ajlla; to; pneu'ma to; ejk tou' qeou', i{na eijdw'men ta; 

uJpo; tou' qeou' carisqevnta hJmi'n: 
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iv. This consistent with the role of the Spirit in bringing glory to 
Christ.  The Messiah is the One who sends the Spirit (Jn. 15.26), 
which Spirit will in turn bear witness to the Messiah (Jn. 15.27) 
and glorify the Messiah (Jn. 16.14).  He will not bring something 
distinct from or different from what Christ brought, rather, “He 
will take what is mine and declare it to you” (Jn. 16.14). 

b. The nature of the Spirit’s revelation-knowing as receiving (the 
Reformation’s internal testimony of the Spirit). 

1. “knowing”-This passage refers to knowing a great deal, and, at 
one level, the world does know the gospel; it could not render the 
opinion that the gospel is “foolish” or “weak” if it had no 
knowledge of it.  Further, this knowledge is, in some sense, 
correct, because the cross is weak and is foolish by the world’s 
standards.  Paul does not argue, then, that the world is ignorant of 
the gospel, nor does he argue that the world misunderstands the 
gospel; but rather, that the world’s evaluation of the gospel is 
wrong. 
2. “receiving”-Note that Paul does not argue that the worldly man 
is unable to understand the gospel; but that he is unable to receive 
the gospel. 2:14-- 14 yuciko;" de; a[nqrwpo" ouj devcetai ta; tou' 

pneuvmato" tou' qeou', mwriva ga;r aujtw'/ ejstin, kai; ouj duvnatai gnw'nai, 

o{ti pneumatikw'" ajnakrivnetai.   
3. Conclusions about the nature of the Spirit’s revelation from 
Clement Read Vaughan, The Gifts of the Holy Spirit, pp. 236-37:  
(Vaughan mentions the analogy of the knowledge of a piece of 
music by a non-musician and a musician, and the analogy of the 
knowledge of a law by a merchant and by a statesman)  “In the line 
of these analogies why should any one doubt that there should be 
an intellectual knowledge of religious truth, and a different kind of 
spiritual knowledge of the very same truth, the one knowledge 
making him acquainted with the fact that there is such a truth, with 
its intellectual limitations and relations; the other, with its deep and 
true significance--its moral weight--its profound appeal to the 
whole affections of the soul.  It is absolutely certain as a matter of 
fact in a human experience…that there is such a difference in the 
apprehension of the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ in all the 
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distinct truths embraced in the system.  One man may know and 
honestly believe the fact that God so loved the world as to send his 
Son to redeem it,…yet he sees nothing in these ideas to move his 
feelings or to induce him to action.  His knowledge of the glad 
tidings of great joy brings no joy to him; he remains unmoved and 
uncheered by it.…But another man, who apprehends his personal 
need of an effectual relief, may so see into the real nature and 
significance of the gospel remedies that he catches the joy that is in 
them; he realizes that his sin may be forgiven him; his knowledge 
now acquaints him with the power that is in these glorious 
conceptions.” 
 
John Owen, op. cit., p. 134:  “But there is an internal subjective 
revelation, whereby no new things are revealed unto our minds, or 
are not outwardly revealed anew, but our minds are enabled to 
discern the things that are revealed already.” 
p. 156:  “The things revealed in the Scripture are expressed in 
propositions whose words and terms are intelligible unto the 
common reason of mankind.  Every rational man, especially if he 
be skilled in those common sciences and arts which all writings 
refer unto, may, without any especial aid of the Holy Ghost, know 
the meaning of the propositions that are laid down in, or drawn 
from the Scripture; yea, they can do so who believe not one word 
of it to be true, and they do so, as well as the best of them, who 
have no other help in the understanding of the Scripture but their 
own reason, let them profess to believe what they will.  And 
whatever men understand of the meaning of the words, 
expressions, and propositions in the Scripture, if they believe not 
the things which they declare, they do not in any sense know the 
mind and will of God in them; for to know a thing as the mind of 
God, and not to assent unto its truth, implieth a contradiction.” 

C. Conclusions:  The Holy Spirit plays a subjective, not objective, role in biblical 
interpretation.  In reconciling our sinful hearts to God, he promotes within us a similar 
desire to love and serve God as we have to love and serve our natural parents.  Further, he 
particularly gives us the desire to embrace and receive the things of God.  In doing this, 
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he makes us willing to work hard to understand scripture, and willing to embrace the 
conclusions of our study of scripture. 
 Our view is distinct from the view of Rome.  Rome argued that the difficulty of 
understanding scripture aright was due to scripture’s obscurity and perplexity; Protestants 
responded by saying the difficulty was due to our obscurity and perplexity.   
 So Luther:  “In a word, if the Scripture be obscure or ambiguous, what need was 
there for its being sent down from heaven?  Are we not obscure and ambiguous enough in 
ourselves, without an increase of it by obscurity, ambiguity, and darkness being sent 
down unto us from heaven?… 
 But I fear I must already be burdensome, even to the insensible, by dwelling so 
long and spending so much strength upon a point so fully clear; but it was necessary that 
that impudent and blasphemous saying, ‘the Scriptures are obscure,’ should thus be 
drowned.  And you, too my friend Erasmus, know very well what you are saying, when 
you deny that the Scripture is clear, for you at the same time drop into my ear this 
assertion: ‘it of necessity follows therefore, that all your saints whom you adduce, are 
much less clear.’  And truly it would be so.  For who shall certify us concerning their 
light, if you make the Scriptures obscure?  Therefore they who deny the all-clearness and 
all-plainness of the Scriptures, leave us nothing else but darkness.”  (Bondage of the Will, 
pp. 108,9). 
 On the other side of the Reformers, battling from another direction, were the 
anabaptists, who joined Rome in claiming scripture to be intellectually unclear and in 
need of further revelation and information.  Calvin, with Luther, understands the 
scriptures to be clear, taken in their plain sense: Against the Libertines, Farley, 222:  “In 
fact, they have so deformed it (scripture) that they give about as much honor to the Word 
as if they denied it altogether.  For they consistently maintain this principle: that 
Scripture, taken in its natural sense, is but a dead letter and only kills.  Thus they abandon 
it in order to come to the life-giving Spirit… Although this sect is certainly different from 
the papists’, inasmuch as it is a hundred times worse and more pernicious, nevertheless 
both of them together hold this principle in common:  to change Scripture into allegories 
and to long for a better and more perfect wisdom than we find in it.  And together both as 
a coverup appeal to Saint Paul’s statement that ‘the letter kills’ (2 Cor. 3.6).” 
 
  Thus, the Holy Spirit is most necessary in removing sin and love of sin that effectively 
prevent us from embracing and receiving the things of God. 
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II. Negatively considered:  What role the Spirit does not play in biblical interpretation.  The Holy 
Spirit does not give us insight into the correct interpretation of a given biblical passage.  (Caveat:  
in saying the Spirit does not do this, we are not saying He is incapable of doing this, nor are we 
denying that, in some extraordinary circumstance, He might do so, or even has done so.  What 
we are denying is the propriety of expecting Him to do so.  We are denying that it is a regular 
part of His role in the present church-order to reveal to individuals the meaning of a biblical 
passage.) 

A. Insights are a common phenomenon 
1. Common to redeemed and unredeemed 
2. Common to all fields of endeavor 

B. Insights are a natural phenomenon 
1. In saying “natural,” we do not mean insignificant.  Many natural phenomena 
are breath-taking; rainbows, sunsets, a child’s first steps or words, child-birth, 
Yitzak Perelman playing the violin, et. al.  In their beauty, in the delight they 
bring, these events all seem sublime; yet we know they are in fact “natural.”  
These events are the natural consequences of a magnificent Creator’s having 
made the world this way. 
2.  In saying “natural,” we mean that insights are nothing other than the mind 
doing what it most naturally does, thousands of times daily, yet doing it in a 
circumstance where we were temporarily befuddled.  “Association” is the most 
natural capacity of the human mind; in dreams, for instance, the mind continues 
its associative acts, even though it ceases from its critical acts.  When we are 
working on a problem of some sort, our minds make many associations, most of 
which do not assist in solving the problem.  When a particular association pops 
into our head, that appears to solve the problem, we call it an “insight,” and we 
say, “I’ve got it!” 

C. Insights are exhilarating.  Because the problem/confusion is so disturbing, when the 
insight arrives, we experience great delight and satisfaction.  Every pious person wants to 
attribute this to God, as the Author of every good and perfect gift.  And, of course, the 
God of Creation and Providence ought to be thanked and praised for every such true 
insight. 
D. Insights are sometimes wrong.  On occasion, the “insight” that appeared to be so 
exhilarating, and so manifestly a solution to a problem, turns out to be not a solution at 
all.  Upon further reflection, or testing of the thesis, we find it to be wrong.  
E. Insight into the meaning of the text at least could be accounted for on the basis of the 
fact that this is the way our great God has made the world. 
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F.  Despite this, many people believe that the Holy Spirit does give them insight into the 
correct interpretation of the biblical text, because the natural, common human 
phenomenon of insight is mis-labeled by their ministers and spiritual leaders as a 
supernatural phenomenon. 

 
III.  Evaluation of those misunderstandings of scripture which suggest that the Spirit does give 
supernatural insight into the interpretation of texts of scripture. 

A. John 14:25-26--Tau'ta lelavlhka uJmi'n par∆ uJmi'n mevnwn:  14.26 oJ de; paravklhto", to; 

pneu'ma to; a{gion o} pevmyei oJ path;r ejn tw'/ ojnovmativ mou, ejkei'no" uJma'" didavxei pavnta kai; 

uJpomnhvsei uJma'" pavnta a} ei\pon uJmi'n ªejgwvº. 

1. To whom is this addressed?  The disciples in the Upper Room.  The twice-
repeated uJma'" of v. 26 has the same referent as the uJmi'n at the end of 25 and the 
end of 26. 
2. What is promised to the disciples?  The Holy Spirit. 
3. What will the Holy Spirit do?  He will teach-remind (note the parallel didavxei 

pavnta kai; uJpomnhvsei uJma'" pavnta).  His “teaching,” even among the disciples, is 
not new information, but a remembrance of the many things which Jesus had 
already said. 
4. What will be the content of the Spirit’s teaching-reminding among the 
disciples?  What is the referent of the pavnta ?  This is answered by the relative 
clause, a} ei\pon uJmi'n ªejgwvº.  This clause is almost certainly further defined by the 
first clause of 25, Tau'ta lelavlhka uJmi'n par∆ uJmi'n mevnwn. 
5. Conclusions from John 14.25,26.  This text records a special promise of the 
Holy Spirit to the disciples guaranteeing that they will be helped to remember 
what Jesus taught them while he was with them.  A number of other texts affirm 
that this is precisely what happened. 

a. Jn. 2.20-22-- ei\pan ou\n oiJ ∆Ioudai'oi, Tesseravkonta kai; e}x e[tesin 

oijkodomhvqh oJ nao;" ou|to", kai; su; ejn trisi;n hJmevrai" ejgerei'" aujtovn…  2.21 

ejkei'no" de; e[legen peri; tou' naou' tou' swvmato" aujtou'.  2.22 o{te ou\n hjgevrqh ejk 

nekrw'n, ejmnhvsqhsan oiJ maqhtai; aujtou' o{ti tou'to e[legen, kai; ejpivsteusan th'/ 

grafh'/ kai; tw'/ lovgw/ o}n ei\pen oJ ∆Ihsou'". 
b. Jn. 12.16-- tau'ta oujk e[gnwsan aujtou' oiJ maqhtai; to; prw'ton, ajll∆ o{te 

ejdoxavsqh ∆Ihsou'" tovte ejmnhvsqhsan o{ti tau'ta h\n ejp∆ aujtw'/ gegrammevna kai; 

tau'ta ejpoivhsan aujtw'/. 
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B. John 15:26-27  --”Otan e[lqh/ oJ paravklhto" o}n ejgw; pevmyw uJmi'n para; tou' patrov", to; 

pneu'ma th'" ajlhqeiva" o} para; tou' patro;" ejkporeuvetai, ejkei'no" marturhvsei peri; ejmou':  15.27 

kai; uJmei'" de; marturei'te, o{ti ajp∆ ajrch'" met∆ ejmou' ejste. 
1. To whom is this promise addressed?  To the disciples again (same discourse 
context, and also, 27 defines the 2d person plural as those who ajp∆ ajrch'" met∆ ejmou' 

ejste). 
2. What is promised?  A special capacity to testify about the Christ.  Note the 
difference between the denying, weeping Peter, and the emboldened Peter 
subsequent to the resurrection appearances and outpouring of the Spirit. 

 
C. 1 John 2:19-27-- ejx hJmw'n ejxh'lqan ajll∆ oujk h\san ejx hJmw'n:  eij ga;r ejx hJmw'n h\san, 

memenhvkeisan a]n meq∆ hJmw'n:  ajll∆ i{na fanerwqw'sin o{ti oujk eijsi;n pavnte" ejx hJmw'n.  2.20 kai; 

uJmei'" cri'sma e[cete ajpo; tou' aJgivou kai; oi[date pavnte".  2.21 oujk e[graya uJmi'n o{ti oujk oi[date 

th;n ajlhvqeian ajll∆ o{ti oi[date aujthvn kai; o{ti pa'n yeu'do" ejk th'" ajlhqeiva" oujk e[stin.  2.22 

Tiv" ejstin oJ yeuvsth" eij mh; oJ ajrnouvmeno" o{ti ∆Ihsou'" oujk e[stin oJ Cristov"…  ou|tov" ejstin oJ 

ajntivcristo", oJ ajrnouvmeno" to;n patevra kai; to;n uiJovn.  2.23 pa'" oJ ajrnouvmeno" to;n uiJo;n oujde; 

to;n patevra e[cei, oJ oJmologw'n to;n uiJo;n kai; to;n patevra e[cei.  2.24 uJmei'" o} hjkouvsate ajp∆ 

ajrch'", ejn uJmi'n menevtw.  eja;n ejn uJmi'n meivnh/ o} ajp∆ ajrch'" hjkouvsate, kai; uJmei'" ejn tw'/ uiJw'/ kai; 

ejn tw'/ patri; menei'te.  2.25 kai; au{th ejsti;n hJ ejpaggeliva h}n aujto;" ejphggeivlato hJmi'n, th;n 

zwh;n th;n aijwvnion.   
 2.26 Tau'ta e[graya uJmi'n peri; tw'n planwvntwn uJma'".    2.27 kai; uJmei'" to; cri'sma o} 

ejlavbete ajp∆ aujtou', mevnei ejn uJmi'n kai; ouj creivan e[cete i{na ti" didavskh/ uJma'", ajll∆ wJ" to; 

aujtou' cri'sma didavskei uJma'" peri; pavntwn kai; ajlhqev" ejstin kai; oujk e[stin yeu'do", kai; kaqw;" 

ejdivdaxen uJma'", mevnete ejn aujtw'/. 

1. No teachers?   John knows that among the gifts given by the Spirit are those of 
teaching (Eph. 4.11; 1 Co. 12.28).  Indeed, in this very letter, John himself teaches 
the church.  Thus, these verses cannot be claiming that the believers do not need 
the very gifts that God has given, that are being exercised in the very process of 
the writing of the letter.  Rather, the “teaching” must be, contextually, confined to 
the issues at stake, respectively. 
2. What is the issue?   What is at issue is those who are wandering astray, denying 
Christ (peri; tw'n planwvntwn, ou|tov" ejstin oJ ajntivcristo", oJ ajrnouvmeno" to;n patevra 

kai; to;n uiJovn.).  Regarding this particular wandering, the believers need no teacher 
to tell them this is wrong.  The indwelling Spirit is adequate guide to prevent one 
from denying Christ. 
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3. “All things” (27).  The anointing does not teach Calculus, or world geography.  
Nor does this anointing dispense with the Spirit-gifted teachers in the Church.  
Rather, the Spirit’s activity is sufficient to prevent the Church from being led 
astray by those who deny the Father and the Son. 

D. Conclusions from these texts.  Although frequently cited in defense of the “inspired 
insight” theory, these texts in fact teach no such thing. 
 

IV. Conclusions of our analysis.  What may we, as Bible interpreters,  rightly expect from God 
the Holy Spirit?  That He will increasingly take away our innate rebellion and hostility to the 
ways of God, which is the primary obstacle to our “receiving” God’s truths.  In this way, He will 
“illumine” us, not by adding content to the objective revelation in scripture, but by subduing the 
rebellion that subjectively prohibits the truth from being received and embraced. 


