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For many English Bible readers, especially those who use the time-honored King James Bible, Strong's
Exhaustive Concordance and Lexicon is one of the most commonly employed tools for Bible study. Sadly,
rarely has a Bible study tool been more commonly abused. Where did this tool come from? How does it
work? How can you get the most out of your Strong's Concordance? How can you avoid abusing it? 

Meet James Strong
James Strong was an erudite Methodist scholar of the later
19th century. He graduated as valedictorian from Wesleyan
University, was president of Troy University, and taught for
almost three decades at Drew Theological University. His
writing was extensive, as seen in the production and editing
of the 12-volume, "Cyclopædia of Biblical, Theological, and
Ecclesiastical Literature," printed from 1891–1894. He is
also well known for his work on the OT committee of both
the 1885 English Revised Version of the King James Bible,
and its 1901 American counterpart, the ASV. But by far the
work he is most known for is the creation of the beloved
Strong's Concordance. 

A History of Strong's
Concordance 
When the ERV was created, it provided a unique

opportunity. Because the Revisers had been asked to set out every place where the Greek text of the RV
would disagree with the Greek text behind the KJV NT, a full examination of the Greek text behind the
KJV was completed. Contrary to slander sometimes raised against them, they were passionate to fulfill
their obligations. There was no better man for the job than F.H.A. Scrivener, a brilliant textual critic, and a
longtime student of the history of the English Bible. His detailed examinations allowed him to reconstruct
the Greek text behind the KJV for the NT, and print it as its own text. In the footnotes to this text, he set
out every one of the variant readings adopted by the RV. This was the first time that the exact text behind
the KJV had ever been published, as we briefly explained here. It was a great milestone to have this
important text in print. For the first time, tools making exhaustive study of this text possible for the
layman could be created. 

Enter James Strong. He took this text and created a complete concordance indexing every single English
word of the KJV, and every single word of the RV (and ASV). He then gave each Hebrew and Greek word
behind each of those words a unique number. He drafted concise lexicons that would give a small gloss for
each word in the Hebrew and Greek biblical texts. By putting these three elements together, and indexing
it all with his numbering system, the English reader could not only easily find every occurrence of a
particular English word in the text, they could also have some access to the original language words behind
them. The plan was bold for the day. One author, perhaps with a bit of hyperbole, recounts the story of his
labours; 

"And in that procreant brain of James Strong another great idea was germinating. He would compile a
Biblical Concordance which should displace all other concordances, even Alexander Cruden's
masterpiece. It should contain every occurrence of every word in the English Scriptures, not excepting
adverbs, prepositions and articles, even down to "a," "an" and "the." Furthermore, it should enable the
student, however unskilled in the Biblical tongues, to identify the Hebrew or Greek original of each
English word, and to know its pronunciation and its definition. It should be absolutely exhaustive, as
its name Strong's Exhaustive Concordance implies, and such it must forever remain as long as the
Holy Book is read and studied.

This is James Strong's monument. It tells of his inventive faculty, his organizing mind, his boundless
energy, and his capacity for unremitting toil. 'At night in his library,' says Dr. Buckley, 'he worked like a
plow-horse, but in the lecture room he was as frisky as a colt. No one ever went to sleep in his classes
unless he was out of health or an imbecile.' Indeed he was so full of matter on every subject that wily
students were known to take advantage of his eagerness to impart information. Early in a recitation
period some one would innocently ask a question which would set the professor off on an excursion
which not only afforded immediate interest and information, but which consumed time that he might
otherwise have employed in asking awkward questions of students who were inadequately prepared
with answers."

It should be noted that anyone who uses a Strong's
Concordance has the Revisers to thank for this
enduring tool. Had it not been for their labor, and
integrity, this tool would not exist, nor would the
printed Greek text of the KJV that is its
backbone. The work was published in 1890 under the
title, 

"The Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible:
Showing Every Word of the Text of the Common
English Version of the Canonical Books, and
Every Occurrence of Each Word in Regular Order:
Together with A Comparative Concordance of
the Authorized and Revised Versions, Including
the American Variations; Also Brief Dictionaries
of the Hebrew and Greek Words of the Original,
with References to the English Words."

His preface opened with the explanation; "This work,
as the title page indicates, consists of several
portions somewhat distinct but mutually related, all having reference to one great object, a thorough
verbal index to the Holy Scriptures, as they exist in the three most important forms now known to British
and American readers and scholars, namely, the partly Hebrew and partly Greek original text, and the
'Authorized' and 'Revised' English versions." He goes on to note, "By observing the subjoined Directions, in
the associated use of the Comparative Concordance and the Hebrew and Greek Dictionaries, the reader
will have substantially a Concordance-Lexicon of both the Authorized and the Revised English Version, as
well as of the Hebrew Old Testament and the Greek New Testament."

While the Concordance initially was published in a format that indexed both the RV and the KJV (with
minor ASV differences later noted as well), the RV soon fell out of regular use, being superseded by newer
translations. The popularity of the KJV continued. An edition of Strong's was then published that covered
only the KJV, and has continued to be printed to this day. In fact, even in as prestigious and academic a
work as Gordon Fee's New Testament Exegesis, he suggests that a reader who knows only English might
find some help in using the standard modern Greek lexicon (BDAG) by first employing Strong's
Concordance (Fee, Gordon D., New Testament Exegesis, Third Edition: A Handbook for Students and
Pastors, 2002, Kindle Locations 1954-1959). That a modern, standard work on exegesis could still refer a
reader to a 19th century tool is a testament to its enduring usefulness. 
 

How to Use Your Strong's Concordance
There are two basic uses of Strong's. First, as a concordance to the English text of the KJV. And second, as
a way to also learn a little bit about the Greek and Hebrew words which stands behind the English words
of the KJV. It is primarily in its first use that it retains real value today. Perhaps you recall some of the
wording of a passage of Scripture, but have no idea where it occurs in the Bible. You can look up a word
you remember in Strong's, and be directed to every place in the KJV where that word occurs, and thus
locate the passage you are looking for. This may be the most enduring use of Strong's. 

The second basic use takes us into the "lexicon" function of Strong's. After the initial concordance section
of the volume, what follows are very concise Hebrew and then Greek lexicons which are keyed to the same
numbers used in the concordance. If you plan to use Strong's beyond just its function as a concordance of
the English text of the KJV, it is extremely important to know what these lexicons are, and are not, and
how they work. Strong explains in the front matter of his concordance, under "Plan of the book" how his
lexicon entries are laid out, and in some editions also explains further in the front of each respective
lexicon. I cannot highly enough recommend reading this section if you plan to use a Strong's Concordance
regularly. Slightly different editions sometimes have slightly different explanations (the most helpful
editions also make use of bold and italics), so pay attention to the explanation in your own edition. His
explanation explains 7 parts of each lexicon entry;

1. Greek and Hebrew words are;
1.1. Listed in the two lexicon sections alphabetically, by their lexical form. 
1.2. Each given a unique number. 

2. Following the Greek/Hebrew word comes a transliteration of the word in English letters (that is, the
Hebrew/Greek word spelled in English letters).
3. Following the transliteration is a pronunciation guide to teach you to pronounce the Greek/Hebrew
word.
4. What follows after the transliteration is;

4.1. A tracing of the etymology of the word, referencing other Strong's numbers.
4.2. A brief statement of the so called "root meaning" of the word. This is basically a gloss or brief
definition. In some editions this element is helpfully italicized. 
4.3. A brief note (sometimes) about its applied significance.

5. For proper names, a note about anglicizing the name is given.
6. "After the punctuation-mark :— ) are given all the different renderings of the word in the
Authorized English Version, arranged in the alphabetical order."
7. Some of the newer editions of Strong's also list alternate spellings of the word if it has more than
one lexical form.

Say you looked up the word "study" as found in 2 Tim. 2:15. Noting that the Strong's # next to the word is
G4704, you flip to the Greek lexicon (because it's a NT word - for an OT word you would turn to the
Hebrew lexicon). You find your number, and the entry looks like this;

4704.  σπουδάζω spŏudazō, spoo-dad´-zo; from 4710; 
to use speed, i.e. to make effort, be prompt or earnest
:—do (give) diligence, be diligent (forward), endeavour, 
labour, study.

To break that down, one piece at a time;

4704. [1.2 - Strong's # Some versions place a "G" before NT words and a "H" before OT words to avoid
confusion about which lexicon to turn to from the concordance.]
σπουδάζω [1.1 - This is the lexical form of the Greek word, which in the text of the TR
is σπούδασον.] 
spŏudazō, [2 - This is the transliteration of the Greek word.]  
spoo-dad´-zo; [3 - This is the pronunciation guide. This guide is further explained in the introductory
material.] 
from 4710; [4.1 - This is a note on etymology.] 
to use speed, [4.2 - This is a gloss, or brief definition of the word.]
i.e. to make effort, be prompt or earnest [4.3 - This is a further definition, or explanation of applied
significance.]
:—do (give) diligence, be diligent (forward), endeavour, labour, study. [6 - After the ":—" symbol is a
list of all the ways the word is translated in the KJV.]

 
Note three things;

1. All the forms of the word are listed under this single entry, with no parsing information. This word is
a verb that occurs 11 times in 8 different forms in the TR. But Strong's cannot tell you the part of
speech, or the specific form of the word in a particular passage.

2. The "definitions" that are given are only a brief gloss, such as a first year Greek student might learn
vocab from - not a full definition.

3. The words listed after the ":—" mark are not definitions of the Hebrew or Greek word. Note this well,
since it may be the most abused section of every Strong's entry. What follows this symbol is simply a
list of the ways the word has been translated in the KJV. Because the KJV translators employed a
rather carefree approach to their translation, as they explained here, there is often a needlessly long
list of synonyms here, or of similar but distinctly different words selected only in the interest of
creating variety. You cannot look at these words and assume one of them is "what the original Greek
and Hebrew really means." These are not definitions. Nor can you pick from this list whichever word
will most make your sermon, Bible study, or Instagram post shine. That's not how word study works, as
we will see below.

Besides this, you must reckon with the fact that these are sometimes archaic English words. As I've
noted elsewhere, when someone wants to defend the KJV and its renderings against a modern
translation (or all modern translations), they sometimes turn to Strong's. I've pointed out to folks who
demand that the KJV commands that we "study" the Bible in II Tim. 2:15 that they have misunderstood
both the Greek words of Paul, and the English words of the KJV. They have sometimes used Strong's
to "correct" me, suggesting that "Even Strong's says this word means 'study.'" This is to misuse Strong's,
and to misread archaic English, in which 'study' meant the same thing as "endeavor" or "be diligent," as
the translators have rendered Paul's words elsewhere. 

Thus, looking at this entry, we can discover that the Greek word σπουδάζω, which is translated in the KJV
as "study" in II Tim. 2:15 means, as Strong defines it, "To use speed," that is, "To make effort, be prompt or
earnest." The word [a verb] derives from [the noun] G4710, which means, "Speed." It is translated in the
KJV as do diligence, give diligence, be diligent, be forward, (notice how Strong's uses parenthesis to
condense those four translations into two clauses, just as the introductory material
explains), endeavour, labour, and study (in the archaic sense of the word, meaning, to strive).

Some Word Study Basics
When many people think of "Bible study," the first aspect they imagine is the study of words. Yet "word
studies" are arguably one of the least important steps of exegesis. Consider the most popular (and to my
mind, by far the best) introduction to biblical hermeneutics. Probably more than a million people have
been taught how to read the Bible well by its pages. Yet it, intentionally, says not one word about word
studies. 

Still, studying the meanings of biblical words is an important part of exegesis. So how do you do it well?
One helpful author at "Exegetical Tools" has summarized common lexical fallacies (mistakes made in word
studies) in a helpful series of blog posts here, and here, with some caveats here. We provide only a broad
overview here of data found more fully elsewhere. But first, some cautions;

Words Do Not Have One "Root Meaning"; They Have A Words Do Not Have One "Root Meaning"; They Have A RRange Ofange Of
MeaningsMeanings. . 
One of the greatest abuses in "word studies" is the assumption that every word has a basic "root meaning."
That is, that if you dig enough, you will find the real meaning of the word, from which all uses of the word
must derive. But this is simply not true. Words don't have one "true" meaning. They have a range of
possible meanings, sometimes called the "semantic range" or "field" of a word. And the Bible student must
first determine that range of meaning, and then discover which meaning within that range a particular
author meant, in a particular context, in a particular writing, at a particular time. 

For example, what is the "real meaning" of the word key? Something about singing? An elephant's tusk-
become-piano-part? The oddly-shaped piece of metal that opens a door? An island near Florida? A legend
or decoder of meaning on a map? A piece that explains a puzzle? Which is the "real" meaning? The answer
is, "Yes." Because words don't have one "root" meaning. They have a range of meaning. Words like trunk or
board could show the same diversity of range. (In fact, at least one of them might take us back to our
elephant!) Bible studies that are based on phrases like, "This Hebrew or Greek word that means X" can
easily be entirely disconnected from the biblical text. Biblical words have a range of meaning, and we study
the Bible to find which meaning a biblical author intends in which context. 

Further, this "range of meaning" for a word shifts and changes over time. For example, the verb "tweet"
long had a range of meaning that might include the high pitched sound of a small bird, or by extension
some other similar sound, (as in, "'Come here kids!' she tweeted"). But after 2006, that range of meaning
shifted, and now also includes "To post (a message, image, link, etc.) on the social networking service
Twitter" (OED). In fact, usage has shifted such that if this last meaning makes sense in a modern sentence,
it should probably be assumed as most likely, inasmuch as "the President tweeted angrily again" probably
doesn't refer to a high-pitched chirping by our Commander in Chief. 

Each word used in the Bible likewise has a range of meaning, and this range has shifted over time. Scholars
study the history of a word and compare its uses in sources prior to, and contemporary with, the biblical
texts to determine what the range of meaning would have been when the biblical text was written. 

The Meaning Of A Word Is Not The Sum Total Of Its Parts Or ItsThe Meaning Of A Word Is Not The Sum Total Of Its Parts Or Its

Past.Past.
A closely related abuse in
word studies is the
assumption many people
have that the "real" meaning
of a word lies in its
etymology. That is, that the
"roots" of the word, and
where it derives from,
determine its current
meaning. This is
simply untrue. Etymology is
never a definitive guide to a
word's meaning. You could figure this out even knowing only English. Is the "real meaning" of the word
"butterfly" something about flying sticks of butter? As Todd Scacewater notes, pineapple is not actually
what happens when an apple marries a pinecone. The word, "nice," though derived from a Latin word
meaning, "ignorant" will carry quite a kinder meaning in every usage today. Robert Plummer notes that
though our English word "lasagna" clearly comes from a Greek word meaning "chamber potty," it hopefully
isn't true that when you compliment your wife's recent dish, what you "really" mean is, “Going to dish us up
another one from the toilet?” (Plummer, 40 Questions, pg. 120). James Barr countered this idea in his
landmark study, and his words about the OT apply to the NT as well;

"One of the types of argument which I shall criticize in this study is that which places excessive
emphasis on the meaning of the ‘root’ of Hebrew words. It seems to be commonly believed that in
Hebrew there is a ‘root meaning’ which is effective throughout all the variations given to the root by
affixes and formative elements, and that therefore the ‘root meaning’ can confidently be taken to be
part of the actual semantic value of any word or form which can be assigned to an identifiable root;
and likewise that any word may be taken to give some kind of suggestion of other words formed from
the same root. This belief I shall for the sake of brevity call ‘the root fallacy’."
(James Barr, The Semantics of Biblical Language, 1983, pg. 100.)

 
Gordon Fee likewise warned as his first caution to the student studying biblical words, 

"First, avoid the danger of becoming “derivation happy.” To put it simply, to know the etymology, or
root, of a word, however interesting it may be, almost never tells us anything about its meaning in a
given context." 
(Fee, Gordon D,  New Testament Exegesis, Kindle Locations 1857-1858)

At this point, a special caution about Strong's must be raised. The very structure of the lexicon is designed
to urge you to commit this fallacy. In the age in which the lexicon was produced, there were some odd
ideas about the Greek language going around. Especially in examining rare words in the Bible's original
languages, lexicographers typically dug deep into the etymology of a word, thinking that this determined
its meaning. That's why, in the first part of the 4th section of every entry in Strong's lexicon, the roots and
derivatives of the word in question are listed. And sadly, this is the part of a typical Strong's entry that
most often makes it into the pulpit. But this is in most cases essentially irrelevant to the word's meaning.
The meaning of a word is discovered by its usage, not its parts or its past. The very design of Strong's
encourages this fallacy. Watch out for it. 
 
In fact, the entire landscape of lexical study was overturned shortly after Strong's was first published. In
Strong's day, the Greek of the NT was sometimes regarded as a special creation of the Holy Spirit. The
language of the NT seemed so unique when compared to the writers of Classical Greek. For example, the
KJV translators, often rightly lauded for their deep knowledge of the Greek language, actually knew
Classical and Byzantine Greek (perhaps we could say, Modern as well). But the NT was written in what we
now call Koine Greek, a form of the language that the KJV translators not only didn't know - they didn't
even know it existed. Much changed between the Classical period and the Koine of the Greek language.
The optative mood became more rare while prepositions became more common. Comparative and
superlative forms changed their meaning. Numerous words experienced a semantic shift. Two letters of the
alphabet even dropped out of the language completely! Since so many of the Bible's words and phrases
were so unique compared to what they knew of Greek, scholars regularly turned to etymology to define
words, especially words only used once in the Bible (known as hapax lexomena). The KJV translators, in the
section of their preface where they made a case for including marginal notes when they didn't know for
sure what the original text said or meant, explained, "There be many words in the Scriptures which be
never found there but once (having neither brother nor neighbour, as the Hebrews speak), so that we
cannot be helped by conference of places" (David Norton, Ed., The New Cambridge Paragraph Bible with
the Apocrypha: King James Version, Revised edition., 1:xxxiii). They were far from noting every such place,
but they had the humility to admit that they didn't know what to do with the text in many such places.
This all changed in 1895. Daniel Wallace explains;

"In 1863, J. B. Lightfoot anticipated the great discoveries of papyri parallels when he said, “If we could
only recover letters that ordinary people wrote to each other without any thought of being literary, we
should have the greatest possible help for the understanding of the language of the NT generally.”

Thirty-two years later, in 1895, Adolf Deissmann published his Bibelstudien - an innocently titled work
that was to revolutionize the study of the NT. In this work (later translated into English under the title
Bible Studies) Deissmann showed that the Greek of the NT was not a language invented by the Holy
Spirit (Hermann Cremer had called it “Holy Ghost Greek,” largely because 10 percent of its vocabulary
had no secular parallels).

Deissmann demonstrated that the vast bulk of NT vocabulary was to be found in the papyri. The
pragmatic effect of Deissmann’s work was to render obsolete virtually all lexica and lexical
commentaries written before the turn of the century. (Thayer’s lexicon, published in 1886, was
consequently outdated shortly after it came off the press—yet, ironically, it is still relied on today by
many NT students)."
(Daniel B. Wallace, Greek Grammar beyond the Basics, pg. 25.)

 
Eleven years after Strong's came off the press, its NT lexicon was entirely obsolete. Because of the great
value of the concordance section, and it's numbering system that gives an English reader a way to navigate
the original language texts, it continued (and continues) to be published. But understand that if you
choose to use its lexicons, you are employing an extremely outdated tool. It has its uses, but be wary of its
section in each entry on the etymology of a word. Be savvy enough to realize that however interesting you
find that material, it typically teaches you nothing about what the word means as actually used in the NT.

Examples of abuses here abound. You may have
heard a well-meaning preacher claim that because
the Greek word for apostle (apostolos, G652) comes
from the Greek verb meaning "I send"
(apostellō, G649), it thus means, "a sent one."
Strong's leans this way by noting the etymology. But,
while there is lot of discussion about specific
referents, the word likely never means "sent one" in
the NT. The word had lost the sense of "sending," and
meant much more specifically, a delegate,
messenger, envoy, or official ambassador. (See
BDAG, NIDNTTE.)

Or perhaps you've heard someone point out that the
Greek word translated "church" in the English NT
(ekklēsia, G1577), comes from a compound of the
Greek words for "out of" (the preposition ek, G1537)
and the verb meaning "to call" (kaleō, G2564). It thus
means, "called-out ones." Or, "a calling out." In fact
this is exactly the definition Strong's gives after

faithfully misleading us by pointing out its etymology. But the word ekklēsia never means that in the NT.
The element of "calling out" had completely disappeared from the word's meaning by the time of the NT
(if indeed the word ever carried that connotation, which is questionable). That meaning was no longer
within its possible range of meaning. In the NT, it simply refers to a duly constituted assembly
(church), community, or "congregation," (in a variety of applications) as William Tyndale insightfully (and
dangerously) translated it. Interestingly, the KJV translators rejected Tyndale's rendering, followed by other
Puritans, (see Bancroft's Rules) because they wanted to affirm the Episcopacy. But the word in the NT
never has anything to do with a "calling out." (See BDAG, NIDNTTE.)

Or note the example entry we listed above, spŏudazō, G4704, in 2 Tim. 2:15. On the basis of its etymology,
Strong's defines its basic meaning as, "to use speed," and even in its applied significance suggests, "be
prompt." It is possible that is has connotations of speed in a few passages in the NT (that is, 2 Tim. 4:9, 21;
Tit. 3:12). But in all of its other NT uses the verb means rather, "to be especially conscientious in
discharging an obligation, be zealous/eager, take pains, make every effort, be conscientious" (BDAG), with
no connotation of speed. Silva in NIDNTTE explains that even in those first three instances it is likely that
the verb itself has no indication of speed, (BDAG admits this possibility) which may only be seen there by
some because the literary context in each case is about haste. Defining the word by its parts or past (as
Strong's does) will make you miss the meaning of the word in most of its NT occurrences, and may actually
yield a meaning which never occurs in the NT. 

Hundreds of similar examples could be provided. Defining a words by its parts or its past is a serious
lexical error, and one that Strong's is prone to in practically every entry. 
 

You Can Only Study What A Word Means In A Particular Context. You Can Only Study What A Word Means In A Particular Context. 
But the most important, and related, lesson to learn is that you can only study what a particular word
means in a particular context. Gordon Fee explains;

"In exegesis it is especially important to
remember that words function in a context.
Therefore, although any given word may have a
broad or narrow range of meaning, the aim of
word study in exegesis is to try to understand as
precisely as possible what the author was trying
to convey by his use of this word in this context."
(Fee, Gordon, New Testament Exegesis, Kindle
Locations 1850-1852). 

The reason this is so is because a word by itself, in
isolation, doesn't communicate meaning. Words
must be linked with other words in syntactical
relationships to convey meaning. This is what biblical
authors have done. They have linked words together,
and we aren't interested in what that word might
have meant in the abstract or as used by someone
else - we are interested in what the biblical author
meant as he penned this Scriptural text under the
inspiration of the Holy Spirit. Haddon Robinson said
it as well as anyone I know (turning a phrase from
Louis Agassiz);

"Some conservative preachers have been led astray by their doctrine of inspiration and by a poor
understanding of how language works. Orthodox theologians insist that the Holy Spirit protects the
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understanding of how language works. Orthodox theologians insist that the Holy Spirit protects the
individual words of the original text. Words are the stuff from which ideas are made, they argue, and
unless the words are inspired, the ideas cannot be guarded from error.

While an orthodox doctrine of inspiration may be a necessary plank in the evangelical platform on
biblical authority, this sometimes gets in the way of expository preaching [and we might add, of good
Bible study in general]. Although we examine words in the text and sometimes deal with particular
words in the sermon, words and phrases should never become ends in themselves. Words are stupid
things until linked with other words to convey meaning.

In our approach to the Bible, therefore, we are primarily concerned not with what individual words
mean but with what the biblical writers mean through their use of words. Put another way, we do not
understand the concepts of a passage merely by analyzing its separate words. A word-by-word
grammatical analysis can be as pointless and boring as reading a dictionary. If we desire to understand
the Bible in order to communicate its message, we must grapple with it on the level of ideas."
(Haddon W. Robinson, Biblical Preaching: The Development and Delivery of Expository Messages, 3rd
ed., 2014, pg. 6.)

"Words are stupid things until linked with other words to convey
meaning."

- Haddon Robinson 
(Tweet This)

D. A. Carson's little book, Exegetical Fallacies is a classic that has rightly humbled many a Bible student
(this one included!). His chapter on lexical fallacies is worth the price of the book. After his long list of
common mistakes, he summarizes them as an ignorance of the language that focuses on individual
words without regard to their surrounding context;

"The Heart of the Matter: Coping with ContextThe Heart of the Matter: Coping with Context
Perhaps the principal reason why word studies constitute a particularly rich source for exegetical
fallacies is that many preachers and Bible teachers know Greek only well enough to use concordances,
or perhaps a little more. There is little feel for Greek as a language; and so there is the temptation to
display what has been learned in study, which as often as not is a great deal of lexical information
without the restraining influence of context. The solution, of course, is to learn more Greek, not less,
and to gain at least a rudimentary knowledge of linguistics...the heart of the issue is that semantics,
meaning, is more than the meaning of words. It involves phrases, sentences, discourse, genre, style; it
demands a feel for not only syntagmatic word studies (those that relate words to other words) but
also paradigmatic word studies (those that ponder why this word is used instead of that word)."
(D. A. Carson, Exegetical Fallacies, 2nd ed., pg. 64.)

"In our approach to the Bible...we are primarily concerned not with
what individual words mean but with what the biblical writers mean

through their use of words."
- Haddon Robinson

(Tweet This)

Steps For Doing Good Word Studies
Most works on exegesis have a decent section on how to responsibly conduct a word study. I list a few
simple steps from Gordon Fee here. They are geared to NT studies, but work for both Testaments. There
are three basic steps to doing word studies;

1. Isolate the significant words in your passage that need special study.1. Isolate the significant words in your passage that need special study.
1.1. Make a note of those words known beforehand or recognizable by context to be theologically
loaded.
1.2. Note any words that will clearly make a difference in the meaning of the passage but seem to
be ambiguous or unclear.
1.3. Note any words that are repeated or that emerge as motifs in a section or paragraph.
1.4. Be alert for words that may have more significance in the context than might at first appear.

2. Establish the range of meanings for a significant word in its present context.2. Establish the range of meanings for a significant word in its present context.
2.1. Determine the possible usefulness of establishing the history of the word.
2.2. Determine the range of meanings found in the Greco-Roman and Jewish world contemporary
with the NT.
2.3. Determine whether, and how, the word is used elsewhere in the NT.
2.4. Determine the author’s usage(s) elsewhere in his writings.

4.3. Analyze the context carefully to determine which of the range of meanings is the most4.3. Analyze the context carefully to determine which of the range of meanings is the most
likely in the passage you are exegeting.likely in the passage you are exegeting.

Some of the four parts of step two require tools beyond a Strong's Concordance (see below). But the last
two parts, with a few extra steps, can be accomplished with your Strong's. Strong's nowhere lists every
place a particular Greek or Hebrew word occurs in the Bible (his Concordance only lists English words). But
once you've used the Concordance to find a "Strong's #" that stands behind the English word, you can then
look up that number in the lexicon. At the end of each entry, after the ":—" symbol, he lists every way in
which that particular word is translated in the KJV.  You can then look up each of the English words in that
list in the Concordance, and note which of the uses of that English word have your "Strong's #" behind
them. If you take careful notes, you would then have a list of every single place that your Greek or Hebrew
word occurs in the original language texts behind the KJV. Examining the surrounding contexts of the
passages in this list would help you trace the range of meaning for the word, at least as used in the rest of
the NT/OT (step 2.3). 

It should be noted along the way that this work has been done for you already. For every Strong's entry.
You could spend hours flipping back and forth between Lexicon and Concordance in a hard-copy Strong's
to accomplish this work, hoping not to miss anything or make a mistake in your notes. But Strong's is free
in a number of online or digital formats. Many of them have already done this "cross-referencing," so that
one can see at a click (or mouse-over) a list of every use of the Greek or Hebrew word in the KJV. By far,
the best format I have seen for Strong's is the free website, BlueLetterBible. Look up a word or reference in
the search box,  and when the data comes up, the text will be displayed with a little "tools" button by each
word/phrase. Clicking this button brings up the text in a sort of word-by-word interlinear with a Strong's
number. Clicking that number brings up all the Strong's data for that word. (Entering the Strong's number
in the search box on the first page will jump you to the same data.) The Strong's data is supplemented
with other material from public domain sources. Understand, there is literally never a reason to purchase a
hard-copy of Strong's Concordance. This data is free online, in a dozen places, in a format exponentially
more useful. Many used bookstores will not even let you give them a copy of Strong's (I've tried), because a
hard-copy simply has no value today. This is the beauty of the digital age. 

Note also that more important than how the word is used broadly in the Bible as a whole is how your
particular author uses that word (step 2.4). We all develop a particular style, and tend to use words in
unique ways, and sometimes especially so to a certain audience or in a specific context. You might
mention the word "daddy" with various referents in a lecture on the history of English, and in a story you
tell friends at work. But in most cases, when you speak to your 5-year-old child, the word is an endearing
reference to yourself. The most helpful part of your word study will be to trace how the author of your
passage uses your chosen word in his other writings, and especially in the same book of which your
passage is a part. Sometimes that will considerably narrow the range of meaning that is likely in your
passage.

And finally, as you look closely at your passage in its context, you ask; of the possible range of meanings,
which single one makes the most sense here, in this context, in this passage? That's the bread and butter
of word study. The three basic steps then are;

1. Determine which word(s) needs a closer look.
2. Employ the best tools you can to determine the possible range of meaning for that word which the
author might have made use of in your passage.
3. Study the context surrounding your word to determine which one meaning out of that possible
range is the most likely in your passage.

Tools For Doing Good Word Studies 
Scholars, academics, seminary students, and faithful
pastors, simply do not turn to Strong's Concordance
as their primary tool to study the original languages.
Most will know the biblical languages themselves
(making a tool like Strong's superfluous). Even if they
don't, they will make use of standard linguistic tools,
rather than outdated and methodologically flawed
ones. That doesn't mean there is no value to Strong's.
We have explained above how to use it profitably.
But no teacher feeding God's flock should let it be
the final stop on their journey into the original
language texts in which God gave his words. 

For OT lexical work, the standard tools scholars use for Hebrew are the 8-volume DCH, the 5-Volume
HALOT, and the older (but still somewhat useful) 1-volume BDB. In addition to simple lexicons, theological
dictionaries like the 15-Volume TDOT, the 5-volume NIDOTTE, TWOT, and other tools are employed.

For NT lexical work, the gold standard is BDAG (LSJ and BrillDAG aid in comparative work). Theological
dictionaries like the 10-volume TDNT, NIDNTTE, Louw-Nida, and other tools are also employed.
Thousands of dollars can easily be spent on such linguistic tools. (And this is just for word studies - one
small part of biblical study!)  The entire entry in Strong's for logos is 77 words long (the etymology and
definition section only 37 words). But the same entry in TDNT is 70 pages long. Scholars and modern
translators might dig through a monograph several hundred pages in length to study a single word of the
biblical text. 

I share this not to discourage the student who has no access to such tools, but to help us maintain a
humble perspective. There is something astoundingly arrogant about a pastor who doesn't know Greek or
Hebrew sharply correcting modern scholars or translators from the pulpit on the basis of Strong's
Concordance. Yet I have seen it happen too many times, sometimes with deeply unkind language. Every
man should be warned not to think of his linguistic ability more highly than he ought to think. If you are
using Strong's Concordance, that's great. Glean from it. Watch out for the errors above. But if you are using
Strong's at all, then a strong dose of humility is in order. 

I would strongly recommend supplementing Strong's with other tools. If you learn just the alphabets of the
original languages (which are actually taught in the front of most editions of Strong's), then you can use
Strong's to identify the lexical form of a biblical word, which is then the form you will look up in a standard
lexicon. Strong's can thus be an entry point to much better lexical tools. For the OT, the site linked above
(BlueLetterBible) provides the gloss from Gesenius' lexicon which is a helpful addition to Strong's. BDB is
also freely available here. For NT study, Bill Mounce has a free online dictionary. His print dictionary is
helpful. And Vines Expository Dictionary, while older, still adds a great deal to Strong's, and has great value
(because of its attention to usage and context). 

Perhaps the best thing a student on a budget could do is purchase the abridged version of BDAG for the
NT. The concise 1-volume abridgment of HALOT, or Mounce's Expository Dictionary (which is more
usefully keyed to English words) will cover the OT. Starting with Strong's to find the lexical form, they could
then make great use of these standard tools and their riches. Keep in mind that an electronic edition that
has hyperlinks will be far more valuable to the student who doesn't know the language.

Above all, dig deep, study well, be humble, and let your studies compel a worship of the Risen Christ, lest
they be made of no value.

Happy word study!
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Using <i>Strong's</i> for lookup is no longer needed, with the wide variety
of online, desktop, and device apps available for biblical studies. Many of
these are free and most offer some more immediate access to the original
languages and even to lexicons that are much more reliable than the
glosses in the concordance. For example, many offer free access fo BDB
(Hebrew and Aramaic) and Thayer (Greek).
Like · Reply · 3y

Philip Brown
Excellent article! Thank you for the work this represents.
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