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How to read your Bible on your own (part 1) 

1. Recap and introduction  

In the previous two weeks, we have seen that the Bible shows and tells us to read itself (week 1), 

and that misinterpretation of the Bible is satanic in origin (week 2). 

Here is our big idea this week: the Bible calls us to read itself in an utterly unique way. Lectio 

divina ('divine reading') is the ancient term for this way of reading. Let us draw some contrasts and 

then consider some Bible texts, before thinking specifically about lectio divina. We will continue 

this topic next week. 

 Think about the different types of things that people read: books, magazines, newspapers, 

blogs, social media messages, advertisements, train timetables, etc. How do people read 

different materials differently? Do you read a timetable in the same way that you read a 

blog? Do you read a newspaper in the same way that you read a novel? Our purpose for 

reading, and our attentiveness, vary greatly depending on what we are reading. 

 Many would agree that the Bible should be read carefully and respectfully, with great 

attention to historical detail – in the same way that we should read any old or ancient text 

(like Shakespeare or Plato). But this is not the primary reason for reading the Bible in a 

different way. 

 Many would acknowledge that we read what is most precious to us most carefully; a mother 

reading a letter from her son, a scholar reading a crucial piece of research; a child reading 

their favourite novel. But our primary reason for reading the Bible is not simply that it is 

precious to us. If we are honest, we go through many periods where reading the Bible can 

seem difficult, frustrating, dry, baffling, etc. It is often easier to pick up a novel or a blog, 

since the Bible at that point in time doesn’t feel very precious.  

So what is the primary reason to read the Bible in a different way? The fact that God, in the 

Scriptures, tells us to read it differently! Note that Shakespeare, Plato, a novelist, a train timetable, a 

newspaper article, or anyone else does not claim the things that the Bible claims or demand the 

things the Bible does. None of these writers explicitly demand a different type of reading from us. 

But when we read the Bible on its own terms we come across passages like these: 

 ‘And he humbled you and let you hunger and fed you with manna, which you did not know, 

nor did your fathers know, that he might make you know that man does not live by bread 
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alone, but man lives by every word that comes from the mouth of the Lord.’ (Deuteronomy 

8.3)1 

 '[Blessed is the man whose] delight is in the law of the Lord, 

    and on his law he meditates day and night.' (Psalm 1.2) 

 ‘In sacrifice and offering you have not delighted, 

    but you have given me an open ear [literally, “ears you have dug for me”]’ (Psalm 40.6) 

 ‘“Behold, the days are coming,” declares the Lord God, 

    “when I will send a famine on the land— 

not a famine of bread, nor a thirst for water, 

    but of hearing the words of the Lord. 
 They shall wander from sea to sea, 

    and from north to east; 

they shall run to and fro, to seek the word of the Lord, 

    but they shall not find it.’ (Amos 8.11-12) 

 ‘And we also thank God constantly for this, that when you received the word of God, which 

you heard from us, you accepted it not as the word of men but as what it really is, the word 

of God, which is at work in you believers’ (1 Thessalonians 2.13) 

 ‘So I went to the angel and told him to give me the little scroll. And he said to me, “Take 

and eat it; it will make your stomach bitter, but in your mouth it will be sweet as honey.”’ 

(Revelation 10.9)2 

 

From these verses we see that: 

 What we need more than anything else, more than we need food and water, is God’s Word; a 

lack of God’s Word is likened to a famine. 

 God has given us ears to hear His Word! 

 The Scriptures really are God’s Word; they do not merely ‘contain God’s Word’ or receive a 

human award of ‘what we’ve decided is probably God’s Word’.  

                                                           

1 See also Matthew 4.4 
2 And also Ezekiel 3.1-3, ‘And he said to me, “Son of man, eat whatever you find here. Eat this scroll, and go, 
speak to the house of Israel.” So I opened my mouth, and he gave me this scroll to eat. And he said to me, “Son 
of man, feed your belly with this scroll that I give you and fill your stomach with it.”Then I ate it, and it was in 
my mouth as sweet as honey.’ 
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 We are given some pictures in the Bible of prophets ‘eating’ a scroll of God’s Word  to 

highlight that we must not only listen intently to God’s Word, but internalise it to such a 

degree that it is our source of life and nourishment.  

 

Lectio divina 

This ancient phrase, simply meaning ‘divine reading’, grew out of this understanding; God’s Word 

calls us to read it in a God-ly way. A tradition of four related aspects came to be realised, outlined 

below. In reality, all four are inseparable, and don't necessarily happen in a discrete order, although 

we'll consider them as separate aspects here. The overall goal and effect of lectio divina is to 

internalise the Word of God deeply, so that we can and do 'meditate on it day and night'. Like water 

that filters through coffee grounds to become coffee, in lectio divina our very being drips and filters 

through the Word of God, so that we are changed. 

As a worked example, let's imagine that you are reading Titus 1.1-4: 

Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith of God's elect and their 

knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness, 2 in hope of eternal life, which God, who never 

lies, promised before the ages began 3 and at the proper time manifested in his word through the 

preaching with which I have been entrusted by the command of God our Saviour...(ESV) 

a. Lectio - read it. Use a good translation of the Bible (such as the ESV, NIV, KJV, or HCSB), and 

then simply read the passage several times. If you can, read it aloud. Remember that most of 

the Bible was originally spoken, or written in order to be read aloud to listening people. 

Recall these words from the book of Hebrews, 'Long ago, at many times and in many ways, 

God spoke to our fathers by the prophets, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his 

Son...Therefore we must pay much closer attention to what we have heard...' (Hebrews 1.1-

3, 2.1, ESV). Reading aloud is a small but significant step in participating in the Scriptures; in 

actively attending to them. Also, when we read aloud there is a limit to how fast we can 

read! 

b. Meditatio - meditate on it. The original, Christian sense of 'meditate' is simply to turn over 

carefully in our minds (the very opposite of modern ideas of 'emptying', etc). This can be 

done in various ways: 

 Most simply, try to memorise the verse(s). The goal of this is not necessarily to 

remember this verse for decades to come, but to internalise it through memorising 

it for today. Repeat it phrase by phrase until you can say it all from memory. Once 

you have memorised it, it will be much easier to return to this verse mentally during 
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the rest of your day, while you're in the car or washing dishes, etc. Memory – even 

short term memory – is the simplest way to enable meditation. 

 Go word by word and phrase by phrase. What is the significance of each one? Take 

words and phrases out - what impact is lost when it's not there? In Titus 1.1, which 

reads,  

Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith of 

God's elect and their knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness,  

What difference would it make if it read, Paul, a servant of God and an apostle 

of Jesus Christ, for God's elect and their knowledge of the truth? 

What difference would it make if it read, Paul, a servant of God and an apostle 

of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith which accords with godliness? 

c. Oratio - pray it. This is where we 'turn God's thoughts back to Him'. Prayer is sometimes 

called 'answering speech'; God's speaks first, and we simply answer. You will find that 

meditation usually naturally gives way to prayer – thanking and praising God, being in silent 

awe of Him, pleading a promise He has made, resting in a great truth, confessing sin, etc. 

God's Word, read rightly, leads to some kind of response. We are continuing in the 

participatory reading of God's Word. A journal may well be helpful here – not so much for 

the sake of recording things for the future (although that may be very profitable), but 

simply to help you keep your mind focused. It is much harder for our minds and hearts to 

wander when we are writing our prayers, even in note form. 

Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith of God's 

elect and their knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness. You may find 

yourself praying and (for instance) thanking God for His sovereignty in salvation – 

that I did not first choose Him, but He chose me; thanking Him for giving His Word 

so that we His people could know the truth; thanking Him that His truth leads me 

into godliness; praying for eyes to see and a heart to receive His truth; praying for 

someone whose faith I know is struggling at this time; praying for someone who is 

wandering from godliness and dearly needs to be freshly convicted of the truth...etc 

d. Contemplatio - live it. This aspect simply means that the Scripture infuses your day; that you 

think upon it in daily life, and continue to return to it. You can see that, if lectio, meditatio, 

and oratio have all happened, that contemplatio will follow on naturally. It's wise to have a 

few simple triggers in the day where you think back to what you read that morning; for 

example, when I sit back down at my desk after lunch I usually try to recall what it was that 

I read that morning, and to give thanks for how, even in a small way, it has taken root in my 

day so far. Same again when getting ready for bed. 
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Questions and exercises 

 Are you more prone to read the Bible like a blog or piece of social media (scanning, etc), or 

like a piece of academic research (analysing, trying to find flaws, etc), or like something 

else? 

 Is the way you read your Bible ‘different’ to how you read other things? 

 Pick a chunk of the little book of Titus. For instance, the very first four verses. Walk through 

the different steps of lectio divina above.  

 Read Psalm 119.  Can you relate to the language of 'delighting' in God's Word? 

 


