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A WORD OR EXPRESSION MAY MEAN ONE THING IN A CERTAIN PASSAGE  

BUT SOMETHING DIFFERENT IN ANOTHER 
 
Another common mistake that is often made is the assumption that once we come across a word in the Bible, 
it always has the same meaning in every context. In other words, once the meaning of the word is determined 
the first time it is used, we should always assume that it has the same meaning in every other context. However, 
nothing could be further from the truth. 
 
We can make the following observations: 
 
WORDS IN THE BIBLE CAN HAVE MORE THAN ONE MEANING 
 
Like English, most Hebrew and Greek words have more than one meaning, it all depends upon the context. 
 
We can illustrate this with an example from English. If I say the word, “trunk” what am I talking about? Well, 
unless I’m pointing at an elephant, the back part of a car, or a large tree, you really have no idea what I’m talking 
about. Words need to be understood along with other words in a sentence. Examples of this can be multiplied 
with words like “duck” “bank” and “run.” 
 
Almost every Greek word used in the New Testament has a number of possible meanings. Again, it all depends 
upon the context.  
 
However, sometimes even a sentence needs a larger context. For example, if I say, “he sold a lot of stock,” 
what am I talking about? Is it wall street, a farmer, or a man in charge of a hardware store? It could be any of 
the three. Again, what we need a context to understand precisely what is being said. 
 
WORDS CAN CHANGE THEIR MEANING THROUGH TIME 
 
There is something else that we must appreciate, namely, words can have their meaning changed through time. 
We have many examples of this in English, when we compare the language of the King James Version of 1611 
to modern English. Indeed, there are hundreds of words that are found in the King James Version, which are 
still in use today in modern English, but now mean something entirely different than they did in 1611! We will 
list a few examples: 
 
A TARGET OF BRASS 
 
Goliath had a “target of brass” between his shoulders: 
 

And he had greaves of brass upon his legs, and a target of brass between his shoulders (1 Samuel 17:6 KJV) 
 
The word translated “target” mean “javelin” and “brass” means “bronze.” Brass was not known in those days.  
 
THE MEAN MEN, THE MEAN MAN 
 
The Authorized Version speaks of the “mean” men and the “mean” man: 
 

Seest thou a man diligent in his business? he shall stand before kings; he shall not stand before mean men 
(Proverbs 22:29 KJV). 
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And the mean man boweth down, and the great man humbleth himself: therefore forgive them not (Isaiah 
2:9 KJV). 

 
This word does not refer to cruel or evil men but rather to “common men.”   
 
CHERISHED 
 
We have this description of a woman who “cherished” King David in his old age: 
 

Wherefore his servants said unto him, Let there be sought for my lord the king a young virgin: and let her 
stand before the king, and let her cherish him, and let her lie in thy bosom, that my lord the king may get 
heat. And the damsel was very fair, and cherished the king, and ministered to him: but the king knew her 
not (First Kings 1:2,4 KJV). 

 
Cherish in 1611 meant “to keep warm.” 
 
GREAT AND TERRIBLE 
 
We read the following description of God in Nehemiah: 
 

… the great and terrible God (Nehemiah 1:5 KJV). 
 
In 1611, the word “terrible” meant something that was “full of awe.” In other words, “full of astonishment” 
or “wonderment.” Today, of course, the word has the idea of something that is bad, or something full of terror. 
Consequently, it means just the opposite today. 
 
For many more examples of this, see our book Bible Translations. 
 
ALWAYS CHECK OUT REPUTABLE TRANSLATIONS 
 
This is why it is crucial that we compare what someone may claim about the meaning of a certain word or 
phrase with the way it is translated in reputable translations. We always urge people to read the biblical text in 
a number of translations. The various ones we use in this book are good examples of translations that should 
be consulted. 
 
EXAMPLE OF THE SAME WORD MEANING SOMETHING DIFFERENT IN TWO CONTEXTS  
(THE LITTLE HORN) 
 
This term “little horn” is an excellent illustration of the same word with two different meanings in back to back 
chapters. 
 
A LITTLE HORN IN DANIEL 7 
 
In the Book of Daniel, chapter 7, we encounter this description of “a little horn.”  
 

While I was considering the horns, suddenly another horn, a little one, came up among them, and three of 
the first horns were uprooted before it. And suddenly in this horn there were eyes like the eyes of a human 
and a mouth that was speaking arrogantly (Daniel 7:8 CSB). 

 
The identity of this little horn is not some Roman or Greek king from the past, but rather he is the final world 
ruler who comes on the scene a few years before the return of Christ.  
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The Bible calls this individual by a number of names. He is “the prince who is to come” (Daniel 9:26), the king 
who “will do as he pleases” (Daniel 11:36), “the man of lawlessness,” “the son of destruction,” (2 Thessalonians 
2:3), “the beast,” (Revelation.13:1-10).  
 
He is most widely known with the title “Antichrist” (1 John 2:18). We call him the Final Antichrist because he 
is the last of many. 
 
THE LITTLE HORN IN DANIEL 8 

 
In the next chapter of Daniel we again read of a person known as the “little horn.” 

 
Four conspicuous horns came up in its place, pointing toward the four winds of heaven. From one of them 
a little horn emerged and grew extensively toward the south and the east and toward the beautiful land 
(Daniel 8:9 CSB). 

 
In Daniel 7:8, this little horn will emerge out of one of the four kingdoms of the divided the Greek Empire 
after the death of Alexander the Great. He was Antiochus IV Epiphanes who ruled over the Seleucid dynasty 
from 175–163 B.C.  
 
Therefore, in this instance the term “little horn” is not describing the Final Antichrist but rather an historical 
figure. 
 
This should teach us a valuable lesson! Like we have just observed, the same words can describe two different 
individuals.  
 
Again, it is crucial that we always consider the context before making a determination of what a particular 
description means. This is especially true when we realize that each of these passages are prophetic. 
 
AN EXAMPLE OF A WORD CHANGING ITS MEANING THROUGHOUT HISTORY:  
THE HEBREW WORD FOR GENERATION (DOR) 
 
The meaning of the Hebrew word dor translated “generation” seemed to have changed from the time of 
Abraham until the time of the Exodus when it was then used for approximately forty years. Old Testament 
scholar Victor Hamilton writes: 
 

Gen 15:16 suggests that in an earlier time a generation was roughly equivalent to a century. Only when the 
iniquity of the Amorites had reached its full measure (i.e., four generations from Abraham) would 
Abraham’s descendants possess the land promised to him. Such a postponement highlights Joshua’s 
invasion of Canaan four “generations” later as an act of justice rather than of aggression. 
2. Subsequently רֹוּד  (dor) was interpreted as a period of approximately forty years. Thus the whole book of 
Numbers is structured around the deeds and eventual death of the first generation that came out of Egypt 
(Num 1:1–25:18) and the prospects for the survival of the second generation (Num 26:1ff.) (Victor P. 
Hamilton, NIDOTTE). 

 
As we have noted, at the time of Jesus, a generation was approximately forty years (see Mistakes 16,17 and 18). 
Since our concern is what the word meant at the time of Jesus, a past meaning of the term would not be 
relevant. 

  
In sum, the three things that are always necessary to understand any passage in the Bible are context, context, 
context! 


