
The Discipline of Study 
 

1. There are few words more likely to kill interest in the comments that 
follow them more than the word “study.” For many of us, it brings 
back memories of assignments and homework that we grudgingly 
slogged our way through even though we couldn’t have cared less 
about the subject.  

 
2. Some teachers can make a subject come alive (history teacher in HS 

and university) while others can kill a subject dead right in front of 
you.  
 

3. But study is something God has called us to do. Paul even says it is 
noble. Acts 17:11 Searching the scriptures in those days was much, 
much harder: no chapter or verse divisions, no collection of all books 
in a handy format, no computer searches.  
 

4. Paul told Timothy to “study” to show himself approved (2 Tim. 2:15 in 
KJV). Please note that the word “study” here is usually translated 
“work” in newer versions. The word “study” has an interesting and 
long history. In Appalachia, you will still hear it in conversation to 
mean “think about” or “work through this.” “I studied on it some” or “I 
was so upset I just had to study and study about it” can be heard in 
Appalachia and some areas of the south.  
 

5. Hold on to that thought for a moment while we look at another 
situation we face. The Pew Research Center recently did a large 
study of reading in America. I was blown away, in a positive way, by 
the results. They revealed that 19% of American adults had not read 
a book in the preceding 12 months. I had imagined that number to be 
much, much higher and it was – but only in selected populations. 
 

6. The amount of time spent reading each day IS falling. In the last few 
years it has dropped from 25 to 19 minutes. But that is an average 
and it seems clear that the average American is still reading…but are 
they studying? 
 

7. Men read more non-fiction than women and older adults read more 
non-fiction than younger adults…but are they studying? To “study”, 
remember, meant to think about what you are reading and then add 



in other facts, situations, and information to the new. That takes time, 
intentionality, and space. And who here has extra time, intentionality 
and space?  
 

8. And then we have to factor in the material: the Bible has been 
presented to us in segments all through our lives. It was a set of 
stories, laws, and organizational principles pulled out and shoved 
together to make a point in a lesson. It often became a chore – we 
checked our watches (remember them?) – and ticked the box, but we 
were not too excited about studying because…why? 
 

9. Some people don’t study because they leave that up to the minister. 
He or she will mind the vast hunk of material in scripture and give 
them the highlights, like a Cliff Notes or book report.  
 

10. Some don’t study because the Bible has been presented to 
them as a book that nags, chides, and condemns. Anyone need more 
of that in their life? 
 

11. So…deep breath. What does it mean to study the Bible, or to 
study as a Christian discipline? First, look at our book as our story. 
This is the early record of interaction between the God of the universe 
and His most beloved creation: us. We read and see where we got it 
wrong, where we got it right. We see the patience of God that both 
saves and frustrates us. We see that walking with God is not a 
guarantee of a happy life or a safe life…but it IS a guarantee of an 
eternal life.  
 

12. We also learn patterns of behavior that bring us closer to God 
and see the patterns that will drive a wedge between us and God (but 
not remove us from His love, see Romans 8:35ff).  
 

13. I am presently going through my father’s papers. Most of them 
are facts and figures. Some of them are personal. Many are sermons 
I will never preach, but they remind me of the man who wrote them. 
You can easily tell what he thought about this or that subject. When 
we look at the sermons and speeches in scripture, we can see what 
they cared about. Those long lists of generations, land allocation, 
etc? They were very important to the people of the day. Why? 
 



14. Paul told Timothy to rightly divide the word of truth. 2 Tim. 2:15. 
I read this hundreds of times and heard it preached scores of times 
as I grew up and none of us ever slammed on the brakes and looked 
at what that passage actually says.  
 

a. We were told it had something to do with old and new 
covenants, but those concepts would have been meaningless 
to Paul and Timothy.  

b. We acted as if it said something completely different, maybe 
“Read and believe and obey the Bible” (whether the old one, 
new one, or both as they come together?). It doesn’t say that; it 
indicates that Timothy has some work to do.  

c. It isn’t always easy to see what God wants us to see in 
scripture. We need the community for that and we need to 
understand what the Bible is. [refer back to the “Our God and 
Our Book” series I did here in 2014] 

d. And we need context.  
 
 

15. Please note: “a text without a context is a pretext.” I grew up 
with concordance sermons (define). There are some instances when 
a concordance sermon is just fine. However, most often, they are 
hack jobs as we grab verses out of their contexts, ignore who wrote 
them, when they wrote them, and why they wrote them. Then we 
define the words we find in those verses according to our modern, 
western usages and…voila!  

 
16. Allow me to suggest a couple of books to help with context and 

brief historical and cultural background for each book in the Bible. 
[SLIDE ONE] The Oxford Commentary on the Bible and the Oxford 
Companion to the Bible are books I always keep close to hand. They 
cost around $30 but used examples are often available. They try to 
avoid making controversial statements about scripture but, rather, 
give you the collective wisdom of the historical, linguistic, and 
Christian community for every part of the Bible.  
 

17. Much more can be said. But since time is limited, allow me to 
suggest a reading plan that I also had published in the eBlast this last 
week.  
 



a. Read the Gospel of Mark. Then Matthew. Then John. Then 
Luke and Acts.  

b. Now…go back and read John again.  
c. Read Hebrews. Then Romans.  
d. Then go back and read Matthew again.  
e. Then read the Psalms. Take your time. Dip in and out and see 

which ones speak to you now. Think about which ones would 
have meant more to you at earlier times in your life.  

f. Then read Genesis and Exodus. 
g. Spend a little time in Psalms again. Then Job.  
h. Now read Leviticus and Deuteronomy. Stick with it.  
i. Now read Romans again and then Ephesians, Philippians, and 

Colossians.  
j. Then…read a chronological version of scripture. If you can find 

one without verse and chapter divisions, all the better. If the 
reading plan is to get through the Bible in a year, I find that 
commendable but it is NOT studying; studying requires more 
time with each passage.  

k. And if you ever get disturbed by a passage or a story…go back 
and read one of the Gospels. Remember that the Bible was 
written to bring us to Jesus and then to show us how the 
followers of Jesus tried to live, applying the words and example 
of Jesus to a wide variety of situations.  

l. If you cannot imagine Jesus saying something you find in the 
Bible, then consider that you might not know the culture, the 
context, or the meaning of what is going on there…and that it 
could be that the people of that time, walking without Jesus’ 
example and the presence of the Holy Spirit, might not have 
said what Jesus would have said.  

m. In other words, handle the scripture accurately, rightly divide it. 
Be thoughtful. Keep Jesus in mind.  


