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How to study your Bible (part 1) 

Recap  

Welcome to week 7! So far in this course, we have seen that: 

Week 1) The Bible shows and tells us how to read the Bible. One of the things it tells us explicitly is 

that the person and work of Jesus is the centre of it all. 

Week 2) Misinterpretation is satanic in origin. We must be aware and on our guard against wrong 

ways to approach and read the Bible. 

Week 3) The Bible calls us to read itself in an utterly unique way.  

Week 4) The Bible calls us not only to understand its meaning correctly, but to respond to it 

correctly. 

Week 5) The Bible explicitly charges one generation to teach it to the next. 

Week 6) Reading the Bible in ‘one to one’ groups of 2 or 3 are a crucial, though less visible, form of 

both evangelism and discipleship. 

Introduction 

This week and next week we are going to consider how we study the Bible. This week we will 

overview a detailed process for studying a passage of the Bible in depth. Next week, we will 

overview how to gather up what you have studied in order to study or teach it with others (e.g., in a 

one to one, a Bible study, or giving a talk/sermon). We'll also conclude this whole topic of 'How to 

Read Your Bible' next week. 

Bible study can seem intimidating, technical, and even specialist. Our goal this week is to see that 

studying the Bible is simply a case of asking questions in an orderly sequence. You don’t need to have 

access to an extensive library of commentaries. In fact, even if you do have a great commentary on 

the passage you're going to study, you will do best to avoid reading what it has to say until you have 

worked through this process below. Don't let a commentary short-circuit the deeply rewarding 
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process of digging deeper into God's word; and don't let a commentary de-skill your ability as a 

disciple (a learner!) by the assumption that you need to turn to 'experts'1.  

We’ll use the analogy of walking carefully and attentively along a path as we consider how to do 

detailed Bible study this week. A good commentary is like a guidebook to a country path, telling you 

what flora and fauna can be found there, the history of the path, etc. But if we only read the 

guidebook, we still don’t know the path. Conversely, if we’ve actually walked on the path carefully 

already ourselves, all these details will be helpful to us. 

 Pick a passage of the Bible that you would like to study in greater detail. It could be 

something you’re reading at the moment anyway; a passage that’s very dear to you; or, 

simply, a passage we have covered recently (or will soon cover) at church.  

Now work through this sequence, and keep notes as you go. 

Words and grammar 

 Have you ever walked a journey that you’d previously only taken by car or bus? What’s the 

difference between a drive through the countryside, and a walk through the countryside? 

When we slow down, we see things we didn’t and couldn’t see before. This is the bottom line of 

careful Bible study, and it begins with slowing down and noticing the very words and phrases in the 

passage. When we walk along a path slowly, we see bird’s nests, interesting plants and trees, 

surprising yet subtle features, and other things which give us both delight and curiosity. In the same 

way, when we read a Bible passage slowly and repeatedly, we see things which give us both delight 

and curiosity. Remember Jesus’ words that ‘not a yod [the smallest Hebrew letter of the alphabet] 

or tittle [tiny, serif-like inflections on some Hebrew letters] will depart from the law’ – precision 

really matters! And the only way to precision is to begin, slowly, with the actual words and phrases. 

 Pray. Ask God to show you wonderful things in His Word, and to give you a humble, 

attentive, and teachable heart. 

 Read the passage repeatedly. If you can, read it out loud; the Scriptures were written in 

order to be listened to. 

 Read it in a selection of different translations (for instance, the ESV, NIV, KJV or HCSB). You 

can use Biblegateway.com for this. This will give you a deeper sense of what the passage is 

saying, and to some degree protect us from reading too much into a given word or two 

                                                             

1 But, with all that said, commentaries are enormously useful – after working on the passage ourselves first. 
Some key sites to recommend are www.bestcommentaries.com, the commentary function at 
www.BibleGateway.com, and the Good Book Company’s list here https://www.thegoodbook.co.uk/bible-
study/the-commentary-list/ . Matthew Henry’s commentary on the whole Bible, and John Calvin’s 
commentaries on most books of the Bible, are also available freely at numerous places online.   

http://www.bestcommentaries.com/
http://www.biblegateway.com/
https://www.thegoodbook.co.uk/bible-study/the-commentary-list/
https://www.thegoodbook.co.uk/bible-study/the-commentary-list/
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(which might easily be translated differently in another translation). Also, reading in a less 

familiar translation will help you to slow down. 

 Start to keep a simple list of notes (either jotted on paper, or electronically on something 

like evernote) from this point onwards. This list is simply an aide-memoire as you study the 

passage, on which you can jot down anything that strikes you.  

 Make a note of any grammar that seems unusual, ambiguous, or striking in some way. Using 

several translations will give you more of a feel for ambiguity and difficulty in grammar; for 

instance, if two good translations differ significantly in their translation it likely reflects an 

ambiguity in the grammar. 

 Make a list of key terms from the passage. Which words and phrases seem to be important? 

Which words do you feel you need to look up, or pursue a clear definition of? Reduce this 

down to around one to three words, phrases or concepts that seem to be 'key', and then 

look them up.  

The online platform at https://lumina.bible.org has some great features for study, although be sure 

to choose a good translation rather than their default of the New English Translation. 

Form and structure 

Having walked the path and noticed key features, we now ask, ‘what kind of path are we on? What 

kind of footwear will I need?’ Walking through marshland is different to walking through a desert; 

walking along the coast is different to walking in the Lake District. 

 Identify the form and ‘genre’ of the passage. What kind of passage is this, for instance: 

o Is it a letter? [E.g., Titus] 

o A narrative? [E.g., 1 Samuel] 

o A speech? [E.g., Acts 13.16-47] 

o A song/hymn? [E.g., Exodus 15.1-18] 

o A wisdom saying? [E.g., Proverbs 9.1-18] 

o An oracle of woe? [E.g., Habakkuk 2.6-20] 

o An apocalyptic vision? [E.g., Revelation 6] 

 Look for structural patterns within the passage. How does it begin? How does it end? Is 

there a clear logical structure within it? Are there features such as repetition of 

words/phrases? Central or pivot words? Remember that structural features can often be 

subtle in Bible passages, but are often very significant in highlighting the intended 

https://lumina.bible.org/
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meaning/big idea. (Mark 8.22-38 is one famous example of a subtle structural feature – the 

account of Jesus healing the blind man, in ‘stages’ – serving to emphasise the significance of 

what is going on; the disciples coming to see in ‘stages’ who Jesus really is). 

Background and context 

Now we look back behind us and ask, ‘where has this path come from?’ Has it been miles and miles 

of straight desert path? Have we suddenly emerged out of a swamp and into a field? If there has 

been a sudden roundabout turn; why? Etc.’ We consider context – both immediate and general. 

 What is the immediate context of the passage? What passage immediately precedes it? What 

has already happened or been said in the book up to this point? 

 What is the Bible storyline context? What has happened so far in the unfolding story of 

redemption? 

 Is there any historical background I can find out about? E.g., a good study Bible such as the 

ESV study Bible, will be very helpful here. 

 As far as I can tell, what was life like for the original hearers/recipients (think about society, 

culture, geography, politics, etc)? We often feel like we don’t know much at all about this – 

but simply asking this question will often bring a few key things to mind, even if only in 

broad and general terms. 

Theological context 

Now we ask, what main roads does this path lead to? We begin to join the dots between this passage 

and the broader doctrines and themes of the Bible.  

 Is this passage quoted or alluded to elsewhere in the Bible? Or, does this passage quote or 

allude to another part of the Bible? A Bible with cross-references will easily show this (or, 

look up the passage on Biblegateway.com in the ESV translation and select 'show cross-

references' in the page options menu). If so, how is it interpreted/how does it interpret? 

What does that teach us about the proper interpretation of the passage? 

 To what broader theological doctrines does the passage add light? Does it raise questions 

about a doctrine that need addressing or explaining? 

 How do those broader themes and doctrines (the ‘main roads’ that the path connects to) 

lead us to the person and work of Jesus Christ? 
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Application 

This is where we actually follow the road – which, rightly done, leads us to faith, obedience, and joy 

in Jesus Christ. 

Sometimes the reason why ‘Bible study’ gets a reputation for being dry, boring, and merely 

academic is because it is often done without much real concern for application. If we ignore 

application, we shouldn’t be surprised if Bible study seems technical, obscure, and boring. The 

Bible, as we have already seen in this course, is meant to be responded to, lived out, and absorbed 

by our whole being! If we aren’t thinking about ‘application’, then we aren’t studying the Bible – in 

fact, we are worshiping a false god of our own intellectual creation. Application is basically the ‘so 

what?’ stage; how does this passage apply in the real world, today? It’s where we join the dots to 

our lives, our church, and our world. 

Some of these questions we previously considered in week 4: 

 As far as I know, why was this first written to the first hearers/readers – for what purpose? 

 What's the tone? Is it written to warn, instruct, give a promise to hold to, encourage etc? 

 What kind of response is it calling for? 

o A great act or fact to remember, celebrate, praise God and be joyful for? 

o A warning or correction to heed? 

o A rebuke to draw us to repentance? 

o A command to obey? 

o A promise to trust? 

o An example to emulate? 

 Think systematically: how does this passage call us to respond in: 

o Our heads – where the right response is to correct our thinking and guard from 

error? 

o Our hearts - the right response is repentance, faith and a return to right worship? 

o Our hands - we are explicitly called to do something? 

 And another set of three; how does this passage call for a response: 

o To me (as an individual)?  

o To us (as a local church community)?  
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o To the world? 

 And crucially, what stops me/us responding in that way? (What stops me from walking 

along this path/road?)  

 How does God, through what He has done in Jesus (his incarnation, life, death, resurrection, 

ascension to reign, giving of the Spirit, and coming return) solve our problem? 

o What does Jesus perfectly do or fulfil in this text that we could not do for ourselves? 

o How does this passage point to Jesus; how does He resolve the redemptive theme or 

the story of this text? 

o How will Jesus’ return complete the story of the text? 

o Why did Jesus have to be crucified and resurrected for this text to bring me joy? 

o How do I live out the obedience of faith called for in this passage, as someone who is 

in Christ? 

o How does this passage help us to worship and enjoy our Lord and Saviour? 

Ahead of next time 

When you study the Bible, you will very often find things that you want to share with others, since 

you want them to ‘see what you see’ and share in your delight. I pray that you know the joy of being 

thrilled by God’s Word! 

In the final week (next week), we will conclude this whole topic, and also consider briefly how we 

move from Bible study to leading a study or giving a talk on a passage.   

 Once you’ve worked through these questions/this process above, think about this: if I was 

going to have a chance to show others what I have seen/learned in this passage, how would 

I do that?  


