The Why and How of Word Studies
Introduction to Word/Phrase Studies
In this True^North class, we have consistently been talking about two foundational questions: (1) “Why” do we need to study the word and (2) “How” do we study the Word?  Our approach to Word Studies will be no different. The first half of this document will document the “why” of word studies. The second half will present a sound method of “how” to perform a word study. 

WHY Study Greek and Hebrew Words?

One of the most helpful tools in interpretation is a word or phrase study.  How can we strive to have faith if we do not know what it is?  What does Paul mean when he says that we are justified from the faith of Jesus Christ (Galatians 2:16)?  What is the righteousness of God that is revealed in the gospel (Romans 1:16)?  The answers to these questions come from word and phrase studies.

It is very important that we understand how words work before we start on such ventures.  There a number of fundamental misunderstandings of words that have often led down immensely inappropriate avenues in interpretation.  Pastors (and even scholars) are notorious for the way they misuse words from the pulpit (and in commentaries!) in these ways.  

False Approaches to Word/Phrase Study
1) Words do not have fixed or intrinsic meanings.  A word is a "sign" that "signifies" something to the mind as you look at it. In actuality, a word is only a squiggly on a page--it means nothing in and of itself.  Occasionally a sound might resemble what it signifies (onomatopoeia; e.g. "gargle" sounds a little like what it signifies).  But in the overwhelming majority of cases, the sounds and letters of a word are completely arbitrary (thus, a "Brief" in German is a letter; "brief" in English is short.  In neither case do the letters and sounds have anything to do with the meaning.).  It is when a mind finds significance in those squigglies and sounds that they come to have meaning.

2) A Word Means what the Author wants it to mean. (Context is Everything) 

This is essential to an appropriate understanding of words.  A dictionary does not tell us what a word means, as if the meaning of a word was somehow fixed.  A dictionary records the possible ways that a word is being used at any given point in time.  It lists these meanings from the most frequent use to the least frequent.  Since usage changes, dictionaries have to be updated continually.  New meanings are constantly being added to the list (could you have found the word email in a dictionary 25 years ago?) while older meanings are removed.

Here are a number of facts about words that follow from this observation, along with some of the more common fallacies that relate to them: 

a. Words can have a number of distinct and different meanings.

I have heard of a Bible translation boasting that it always translates a Greek or Hebrew word the same way every time.  It thought that this made it a better translation.  On the contrary, this indicated that the translation was almost worthless.  Words mean different things in different contexts. Simply, words mean what the author wants them to mean. And it is our job to seek that meaning. Yes, it is a historical adventure!
Warning 1: You cannot assume that words in one book of the Bible mean the same thing they mean in other parts of the Bible.  Much of popular Christian literature (not least of all the overwhelming majority of popular teaching on biblical prophecy--e.g. the "Left Behind" series) is based upon a mixing and matching of words and imagery from biblical texts that had entirely different situations in view.  You cannot assume that Paul uses the word righteousness in the way Matthew does or that the Book of Genesis employs the word soul the same way Paul does.  This is the "one meaning" fallacy.

Example: Matthew 10:28 and 10:39 both use the Greek word psyche, but translations rightly translate the word differently in each case.  They generally render 10:28 as "soul" (fear the one who can throw both soul and body into Gehenna) and 10:39 as "life" (whoever loses his life will find it).  This is a perfect example of the fact that words can mean different things in different contexts.

Warning 2: Words usually don't come loaded with an entire theology.  Kittel's Theological Dictionary (a favorite research tool of a previous generation of scholars) repeatedly committed the "overload" fallacy.  That is, it ransacked all the places in Greek literature, including the New Testament, where a word was used and then dumped all those meanings into every place where the word occurred.  It implied that an entire theological system was present every time a particular word was used rather than recognizing that words can have a number of distinct and unrelated meanings.  

Examples:  The word faith can mean "trust," but it can also mean "belief" and even "faithfulness."  All three meanings are valid yet they are distinct meanings.  You cannot assume that all three meanings are there in every occurrence of the word.  James 2 is primarily focusing on faith as belief; 1 Corinthians 13:2 focuses on trust; while Hebrews 10:39 emphasizes faithfulness (cf. Romans 3:3).

b. The history of a word may have nothing to do with the way a biblical author is using them.  In a sense we are saying the same thing over and over again.  The meaning of a word is in its use on a specific occasion.  You cannot necessarily dump the meaning that word has or had anywhere else into the particular instance at which you are looking.

One of the most frequently committed fallacy pastors use is the so called "etymological fallacy"--using the component parts of a word to explain what the word means.  To be honest, this can have great illustrative power and sometimes it seems to work.  But we must remember that this is not how people normally use words.  No one would try to figure out how "under-standing" is standing under something!!

Examples: The Greek word for church is ekklesia and pastors often point out that ek means "out of" while kaleo means to "call."  Thus, you often hear pastors speaking of the church as the "called out" ones.  There's no problem with this theology, but I assure you that Greek speakers were not thinking anything like this when they used the word.  In fact, Acts 19:41 uses the word in reference to a mob riot in Ephesus!  Trying to figure how such a chaotic group could be the "called out ones" has nothing to do with what Luke meant.

We know the meanings of words because of specific "language games" in particular times and places.  When you say "the fire has gone out," I need to know whether we are camping or in church to know what you mean.

Greek teachers are sometimes guilty of trying to relate the different meanings a word has in various forms to the other meanings it has in other forms of that word.  This may help a student remember, but it is sometimes fallacious.  The word archo in Greek means "I rule" in the active voice, but it means "I begin" in the middle voice.  It is the same word, but don't try to figure out how the same word can mean both to rule and to begin.  Even if there is a historical explanation, it has nothing to do with what any Greek speaker meant when s/he used the word.

The idea that a word has some essential, basic meaning that plays itself out in some way every time a word occurs is called the "lexical fallacy."  The idea that the meaning of a word always relates to some meaning of a root stem is the "root fallacy."
Example: The Greek stem baph- does have connotations of immersing, but this implies absolutely nothing about how any biblical author used the word baptizo, "to baptize."  The meaning of a word comes from the way it is used on a specific occasion and may have absolutely nothing to do with its root.  This is the root fallacy.

c. You cannot take meanings a word later came to have and read them back into earlier uses of the word.

This is what I might call the fallacy of anachronism.  Words change their meanings, and we must be careful to locate a word in its correct context.  When Acts 1:8 says that the disciples will be witnesses (martyres), it did not imply that they would all die--which is what the word martyr eventually came to mean.  When Isaiah 45:1 calls the Persian king Cyrus God's meshiach, "anointed one," it did not mean the same thing as what Peter meant in Mark 8:29 when he called Jesus the Messiah, the "anointed one" (Christos).  Indeed, even Peter did not mean the same thing by this word as what Jesus understood the word to mean (cf. Mark 8:33)!

OK. Now that we have walked through the we “why” of Word Studies, let’s describe the “how” of a sound Word Study. As another helpful tool, I have included in the material for this Module a PowerPoint with a shortened summary of word study fallacies that you can include as part of your Disciple-making training. It’s called “Word Study Fallacy.” Hope it will serve you well!
The following approach to word/phrase study avoids the preceding fallacies and embodies a more appropriate understanding of language:

Step 1: Write down one or two basic meanings the word can have.
Get a feel for the word (or for the words in the phrase) by looking it (them) up in an original language dictionary.

You should use a Greek or Hebrew dictionary to get a sense of the range of meaning the word can have.  English words do not have exactly the same range of meaning as words in other languages that sometimes overlap with them (words in one language rarely map onto words in other languages in a one-to-one kind of way).  Even then, the connotations of the word are often quite different in different cultures (e.g. the connotations of the word dog in America and Korea).

Remember, this is only a rough draft.  We will start with www.BlueLetterBible.org In a companion word study template and video, we will examine that resource. Write down one or two basic meanings the word can have to get started, but remember that only a specific context can tell you for sure what a word means in that particular instance!

Step 2: Brainstorm
I suggest that you start by creating a list of some possible meanings that jump out at you from your work up to this point on the passage in question.  Ideally, you have surveyed broader units and perhaps even done a detailed observation on the verse in question.  You hopefully have at least some sense of what the options are.  Brainstorm and jot down all the possibilities that come to mind.
Step 3: Create a list of possible meanings by looking at the various places the word occurs.
Warning: Avoid the one-meaning fallacy, the lexical fallacy, and the word-concept fallacy.  You are creating a list of distinct and separate meanings.  Do not assume that every place the word occurs it has the same meaning (one meaning fallacy).  Do not assume that all the occurrences of a word are spins on a single, essential meaning (lexical fallacy).  Do not load a system of theology into every individual occurrence of the word or load all the nuances a word can have into every occurrence of the word (word-concept fallacy).  Even if some of the meanings are closely related, discipline yourself to think of them as distinct from one another.

Examine the Circles of Context 

3a. Start with the book in question.

How does the book you are studying seem to use the word/phrase elsewhere?  Again, don't assume that the book always uses it in the same way.

3b. Look at other books by the same author.
Unfortunately, more often than not we do not have the luxury of a second book by the same author.  But we do in the case of Luke, Paul, and possibly John.  We should assume there may be less continuity of use in an author's other writings than there is within the book in question.

Critical considerations also come into play here.  The differences between the Gospel of John and Revelation, for example, are significant enough that we must be very careful not to assume they both use words in the same way.  Similarly, regardless of what one thinks about pseudonymity in the New Testament (writing under the name of a dead authority figure from the past), it is clear that a number of shifts do take place between the language/imagery of Paul's earlier writings and books like Ephesians or 1 Timothy.  We must be very careful not to assume that these writings use words in the same way as Paul's other writings. 

3c. Look at other books in the New Testament (or Old Testament if you are looking at a Hebrew word).
Here we must be very cautious about assuming that other authors use words in the same way (e.g. compare Mark's use of the word sign with John's!).  Nevertheless, we are expanding our list of possible meanings for a word.

Now systematize the list: 1, 2, 3.  Try to list them in the order above: 1) in the same book, 2) in books by the same author, 3) in the NT.  Within each domain, order them from most frequent to least.  Do your best--it's not for publication, and it's not your final answer.

4. Use the immediate context of the word to identify the most likely meaning for the word/phrase in that context, as well as what you think the "runners up" are.
Now bring the range of possible meanings to bear on the text in question.  Using what you have learned from your surveys and detailed observations, "fall off the log" and make some choices!  

I encourage you to explain your thoughts at each point in paragraph form.  Let us know what you are thinking at each step of the way.

5. What is your final Answer? 
Remember, you are trying to answer the question that arose from your Observation, “What is the meaning of the word _______ and what is the significance?” 
Now try your skills out!
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