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Getting Started

The Bible is unique among the books of the world. 
Its “release date” is centuries old, yet it still 

dominates the best-seller lists, confronting moderns 
with messages as fresh as today’s news headlines. At 
times the Bible is so crystal clear that a child can un-
derstand it, yet its difficulties can humble the most 
learned of scholars. Diverse in theme and literary 
genres, it conveys a unified story, a message that cli-
maxes in the person and work of  Jesus Christ. It was 
delivered through human writers, yet it truly is God’s 
Word. The Bible can seem as familiar as a walk next 
door, or as foreign as a distant country.

This article aims to help you hear from God 
through daily interaction with the Bible. Hearing God 
in the pages of the Bible takes time and effort; spiritual 
listening is a skill that we continue to develop all of 
our lives. Hearing someone well can be challenging 
when we move across cultural lines, and, in fact, read-
ing the Bible is very much a cross-cultural conversa-
tion, since God gave His Word in places, times, and 
circumstances very much removed from our own.
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Why Spend Time in the Bible?

Perhaps your past has been marked by starts and 
stops in reading the Bible, and you are wondering 
whether you have the discipline to engage the Bi-
ble consistently. Well, join the club. Most of us have 
struggled with the discipline of Bible reading and 
study. So is it worth giving consistent Bible reading 
and study another try, or a first try? Most believers 
know intuitively that it is.

This is God’s Word. The God who spoke the world 
into being has spoken his truth about life through 
the Bible, so that we might know what he intends for 
this world and how we might live for his fame. He 
calls us to be “Word people,” people who are counter-
cultural in the ways we approach life. Thus the Bible 
serves as the foundation for understanding who we 
are and what we should be doing in this world.

In the next few pages I offer a number of sugges-
tions that you can start applying daily in less time 
than it takes you to watch a sitcom on TV.

Begin with the Heart

In the parable of the sower (Mk 4:3-20),   Jesus used a 
word picture to describe the different levels of recep-
tivity people have toward God’s Word. He tells of a 
farmer broadcasting seed along the edge of a field. 
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Some seeds fall on the hard-packed path beside the 
field; some fall on rocky ground that has little top-
soil; some fall in the weeds; and some fall in fertile 
soil that offers a good environment for growth. The 
various places they fall provide images of the human 
heart as it is confronted with God’s Word.

Some people have hearts that are hard-packed, 
like a frequented footpath. God’s Word does not get 
through to these hearts. Others have shallow hearts 

Man sowing seeds. Steel Engraving 1884.
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that seem open to God’s Word. The Word comes and 
they respond, but the moment things get tough, 
the pressures of life override the principles of God’s 
Word, and the spiritual life withers. A third type of 
person engages God’s Word at a deeper level, but 
worries and desire for worldly things squeeze out the 
Word, choking it from the person’s life. Finally, there 
are those who receive the Word with a heart like a 
well-tilled field. This is the picture of a person fully 
receptive to God’s Word, and God’s Word brings ex-
ponential growth to their spiritual life.

Which pattern of response describes the con-
dition of your heart today? Perhaps you have never 
committed to following Christ as Lord of your life. 
I encourage you to talk to a Christian or a minister 
whom you trust and ask them about following Christ 
as Lord. First Corinthians 2:14 tells us that a person 
who is not a Christ-follower cannot engage spiritual 
truth in a way that is life-changing, so this would be 
the beginning place for you. Turn to Christ, asking 
him to bring his good news to life in you.

Or, perhaps you have committed your life to 
follow Christ, but your heart is not very receptive 
to God’s Word at this time. You may be plagued by 
a heart that is consumed with worry or material 
things. Sin and self-absorption can eat the heart out 
of your Bible study. Begin your path back to healthy 
relationship with God by crying out to him right now, 
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asking him to forgive you for your hard-heartedness, 
expressing your desire to hear and live his Word.

Motivations

Once our hearts are receptive to the Word, we can 
hear the motivations offered us in Scripture. Among 
other motives, we read the Bible . . .

•	 to experience consistent joy (Ps 119:111)
•	 to sort out our thoughts and motivations (Heb 

4:12)
•	 to guard ourselves from sin and error (Eph 6:11-

17; 1Pt 2:1-2)
•	 to know God in a personal relationship (1Co 

1:21; Gl 4:8-9; 1Tm 4:16)
•	 to know truth and think clearly about what God 

says is valuable (2Pt 1:21)
•	 to be built up as a community with other believ-

ers (Ac 20:32; Eph 4:14-16)
•	 to reject conformity to the world as we renew 

our minds (Rm 12:1-2; 1Pt 2:1-2)
•	 to experience God’s freedom, grace, peace, and 

hope (Jn 8:32; Rm 15:4; 2Pt 1:2)
•	 to live well for God, expressing our love for him 

(Jn 14:23-24; Rm 12:2; 1Th 4:1-8)
•	 to minister to Christ-followers and to those who 

have yet to respond to the gospel, experiencing 
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God’s approval for work well done (Jos 1:8; 2Tm 
2:15; 3:16-17)

12 Practical Suggestions for Reading Well

We want to approach our reading of the Bible in a 
way that will lead to a fulfilling, faithful, and fruit-
ful pattern of life. Below are a dozen suggestions to 
make your Bible reading more effective and fulfilling.

Read the Bible prayerfully: Engaging the Bible 
regularly is a spiritual exercise, and you need spiritual 
power and discernment to do it well. As you begin your 
Bible reading, ask God for a receptive and disciplined 
heart, ask him to speak to you through the Word, 
and use the passages you read as providing you with 
thoughts and words you can use as you pray to God.

Read expectantly and joyfully: As you pray over 
your Bible reading, also read it expecting to hear 
from God, being joyful and thankful for what you 
find in the Scriptures. Allow the “music” of the Word 
to give you joy in your walk with God.

Meditate on what you are reading: To meditate 
means to mentally “chew” on what we are reading, to 
think about what the passage means as well as its im-
plications for belief and practice. Just as food chewed 
and swallowed too quickly gives indigestion, so we 
will not be able to digest our Bible readings unless we 
slow down and consider the “meat” we find there.
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THE	BIBLE	IN	3	ACTS

ACT 1: GOD’S PLAN FOR ALL PEOPLE 
(Genesis 1—11)

Creation: The God of All of Life
Fall: Rejecting God’s Vision for Life
Flood: God Judges and Makes a Covenant to Preserve Life

ACT 2: GOD’S COVENANT PEOPLE 
(Genesis 12—Malachi 4:6) (2081–420? BC) 

The People: God Calls a Covenant People (2081 BC)
Deliverance: God Rescues His People (1446 BC) 
The Sinai Covenant & Law: God Embraces and Instructs His 

People (1446 BC)
The Land: God’s Place for His People (1406 BC)
Kings and Prophets: God Shapes a Kingdom People (1050 BC)
Kings and Prophets: God Divides the Kingdom People (931 BC) 
Kings and Prophets: The Southern Kingdom as God’s People 

(931–586 BC)
Exile: God Disciplines His People (586–538 BC) 
Return: God Delivers His People Again (538 BC)

ACT 3: GOD’S NEW COVENANT PEOPLE 
(Matthew—Revelation) (5 BC – ?)

Christ’s Coming: God’s True King Arrives (5 BC–AD 33)
Christ’s Ministry: God’s True King Manifests His Kingdom 

(AD 29–33)
Christ’s Deliverance of His People: God’s Work Through Death, 

Resurrection, and Enthronement of His King (AD 33)
Christ’s Church: God’s People Advance the Kingdom (AD 33–?)
Christ’s Second Coming and Reign: God’s Future for the 

Kingdom
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Read for transformation: The Bible is not meant 
merely to inform—it is meant to transform us in ac-
cordance with God’s truth (Rm 12:1-2). Therefore, 
read with expectation that you will hear from the 
Lord. Be thinking about ways to apply God’s truth to 
your life as you read.

Read with perseverance: Commit yourself to be-
ing consistent for the next 10 to 12 weeks, which is 
about how long it takes to form a long-term habit. As 
you are faithful with your Bible reading and begin to 
see it make a difference in your life, you will begin to 
hunger for your time in the Word.

Be realistic about the goals you set, and have a 
good plan: If you take just 20 to 30 minutes per day, 
you can read through the whole Bible in a year. In 
just 10 to 15 minutes per day, you can read through 
the whole Bible in two years. The key is not volume 
but consistency and a clear plan.

Set aside a consistent time and place to read and 
study the Bible: Make it a time and place that guards 
you from distractions and allows you to be consistent, 
missing no more than a handful of times per month. 
When you do miss a day, just pick back up the next day.

Read with a few good tools at hand: Along with 
a Bible, have a good Bible dictionary on hand. These 
typically provide outlines and message summaries of 
each book of the Bible, plus quick entries on theo-
logical, historical, and cultural elements.
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Read with a pen in hand: Underline key passag-
es and make notes in the margins as you read. As 
the saying goes, the lightest ink is stronger than the 
strongest memory. If you prefer a keyboard to an ink 
pen, store your notes on your computer.

Read in light of the immediate context: Not only 
do we need the “big picture” of the Bible’s overarch-
ing story, we also need the “little picture” of the im-
mediate context. So read with an awareness of where 
you are in the development of a particular book.

Do your Bible reading and study as part of a 
community: It helps if you have family or friends 
who also are reading the Bible, for they can encour-
age you and discuss the Bible with you. Become part 
of a community of Christians, a church, so you can 
have a place to celebrate what you are learning, to 
pose questions that come up in your study, and to use 
your spiritual gifts in ministering to others.

Read in light of the overarching story of the Bi-
ble: Reading the Bible is much more meaningful if you 
read it in light of its overarching story. As you read, 
notice great interwoven themes such as how creation 
in Genesis 1–2 relates to creation themes in Psalm 8, 
Isaiah 65:17-25, John 1, Romans 8:19-22, and Revela-
tion 21. Read book introductions in a study Bible, or a 
Bible handbook or Dictionary, noting where each book 
fits in the overall development of God’s story. That sto-
ry can be outlined in three great Acts (see p. 11).
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Going Deeper: The Basics 

of Sound Bible Study

Think for a moment about a trip you have taken. 
You left home, traveled to your destination, and had 
various memorable experiences. Perhaps you experi-
enced a culture different from your own and found 
that the greater the cultural differences between 
home and destination, the greater the effort needed 
to communicate and to learn in your new environ-
ment. Yet you persevered, experienced new people 
and places, and were enriched by it all.

The Bible is God’s Word to us; we are not simply 
“reading someone else’s mail.” Yet, Bible study can 
be like taking a trip to another culture. The language 
at times seems foreign. You might have difficulty 
finding your way around the history or the litera-
ture. You see new things that are beautiful or even 
strange. You then gather up what you have gained 
from your study time and hopefully you grow by the 
experience.

Since reading the Bible is a crosscultural expe-
rience, we need a vehicle that can take us to where 
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we can hear what God is saying to us through those 
experiences, and I suggest that the right vehicle is a 
sound process of listening to the text of Scripture. 
Through a sound process of Bible reading, we see 
“the sights” God wants us to see. We learn to navi-
gate the unfamiliar territories of biblical history and 
literature, read the “road signs” that mark the main 
points to which we must pay attention, and under-
stand the language of the Bible.

FIVE	STAGES	OF	THOROUGH	BIBLE	STUDY
1 2 3 4 5

PACK	YOUR	
BAGS

READ	THE	
MAPS

READ	THE	
ROAD	
SIGNS

LEARN	
TO	SPEAK	
LIKE	A	
LOCAL

HEAD	
HOME

Choose a 
passage

Study the 
broad 
historical 
context of 
the book

Read the 
passage 
in several 
transla-
tions

Choose key 
words to 
study

Identify the 
main points 
and princi-
ples of the 
passage

Gather your 
tools

Study the 
literary 
genre

Look for 
key dynam-
ics in the 
passage

Consult 
word study 
tools

Identify 
how these 
address 
original and 
modern 
contexts

Pray Study the 
immediate 
literary 
context of 
the passage

Make a 
provisional 
outline of 
the passage

Consult a 
concor-
dance

Make 
specific 
application 
for your 
own life
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After we have lived in the world of the biblical 
text for a while and become familiar with what is 
going on there, persevering through challenges and 
hearing what God wants us to hear, we then “trav-
el back home” to our life contexts, bringing with us 
changed hearts and minds. The vehicle that can bring 
us home is discerning the principles and significance 
of what we have encountered in the Bible and then 
finding specific ways to apply God’s truth to our lives.

Using this word picture, let’s look at five main 
stages for doing a more thorough study of a Bible 
passage. 

Stage 1: Pack Your Bags

One of the most important aspects of a trip is what 
happens before the trip. Preparation and packing can 
make all the difference.

Choose a Passage: Just as when traveling you 
need to start out with a destination in mind, when 
studying the Bible you must first decide what specific 
passage you will address. Be sure to choose a passage 
that you can cover well in your designated period of 
time. For instance, if you are doing a detailed study 
of a passage from one of Paul’s letters, four to sev-
en verses (e.g., 2Co 2:14-17) are plenty to tackle in 
one session. If you have a longer passage you want 
to study (e.g., all of Romans 8), break it down into 
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smaller segments and study the whole of the chap-
ter over an extended period of time. Trying to study 
too large a section all at once will lead to frustration. 
However, if you are studying a section of biblical nar-
rative, your passage can be longer since narratives do 
not depend on detailed argumentation.

As you attempt to do Bible study over the com-
ing weeks, you will get a sense of how much ground 
you can cover in a week’s time. Over time you will 
become more familiar with your tools and process-
es, allowing you to study more efficiently. But re-
member, just as you would not want to hurry past 
important historical sites just to get to the end of a 
trip, the key in Bible study is not speed but rather an 
approach that takes you deeper into God’s Word and 
transforms you in the process.

Gather Your Tools: In addition to a study Bi-
ble, which includes a variety of features to take 
you deeper into the Word, it helps to have several 
types of translation on hand. Some translations are 
more “formal,” following the patterns of the original 
words as closely as possible, even if the results are 
not always readily understandable to modern read-
ers. Others are more “functional,” trying to com-
municate the author’s meaning even if that means 
departing from the exact pattern of words in the 
passage. Still other translations attempt to strike a 
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balance between these two approaches, which is the 
tactic taken in the CSB.

A strong Bible dictionary has much to offer, in-
cluding an outline and introduction to each book 
of the Bible, plus entries on people, places, culture, 
theological issues, and key events mentioned in the 
Bible. It is also helpful to have dictionaries specifi-
cally covering the original languages of the Old and 
New Testaments. These show you the range of possi-
ble meanings a given word can have. There are many 
Bible study software programs available. Some may 
be had for free on the internet. While the internet 
can be an amazing resource for Bible study, not all 
web sites are created equal. Therefore, do your best 
to assess the quality of the site. You might ask a min-
ister or mature Christian to help you discern a site’s 
trustworthiness. Also, while free internet sites can be 
helpful, they often use outdated tools that are public 
domain. These tools still have value but need to be 
used in conjunction with tools based on recent study 
by evangelical scholars.

The best Bible commentaries provide a trea-
sure trove of information, including an introduction 
to the book, an outline of the book, theological re-
flection, deep word studies, thoughtful interpretive 
insights, and application. Ask a trusted Christian 
or minister to help you evaluate the usefulness, 
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trustworthiness, and accessibility of the commentar-
ies that are available.

Pray: Once you have chosen your passage and 
gathered your tools, begin your time of study with 
prayer. You might begin by praying something like 
this:

Lord, thank you for your Word. I pray that 
you will give me the discipline to study 
this passage carefully. Please also give me 
the discernment to understand the details. 
Lord, please guide me by your Spirit and 
lead me into your truth. I am committed to 
applying what I find here, and I pray that 
you will change me by your Word, bringing 
my life in line with your will and ways of 
thinking. Thank you for this time.

Stage 2: Read the Maps

Maps are vital to navigation—you must know where 
you are to understand how to get to where you want 
to go. In Bible study, knowledge of the historical and 
literary contexts provides orientation. Like maps, 
they give us the layout of the biblical “neighbor-
hood.” The historical context can give us a clearer 
backdrop in terms of historical events or cultural 
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dynamics of the time, and the literary context can 
help us understand how these words function, given 
where the author placed them in the book.

The Broad Historical Context of the Book: In 
studying the historical context of a book, you want to 
understand the following facts:

•	 Who authored the book?
•	 Who were the original recipients?
•	 Where were the author and the recipients 

located?
•	 When was the book written?
•	 What is the purpose of the book?

You can find this kind of information in the book 
introductions in a study Bible. You can also find it 
in Bible dictionaries, commentaries, and Bible hand-
books. The Holman Illustrated Bible Handbook, for 
instance, gives general background information on 
the city of Philippi and the church there, including 
the following:

Philippi was an important city in the prov-
ince of Macedonia. . . . The city had a privi-
leged status as a colony of Rome, so its cit-
izens were considered citizens of Rome. . . . 
According to Acts there were not enough 
Jews in the city to support a synagogue,  
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so the city and the church were primarily 
Gentile.

The Literary Genre: Another aspect of the context of 
a passage has to do with “genre,” or the kind of litera-
ture with which we are dealing. The kind of literature 
of a given passage will determine how we approach 
the text and what kind of questions we might ask of 
it. If I pick up a novel, I understand that its purpose 
is not primarily to communicate historical facts. If, 
however, I read a book detailing the history of Ameri-
ca, the purpose is to communicate and interpret his-
torical facts.

Different parts of the Bible reflect different liter-
ary genres and, therefore, are intended to accomplish 
different purposes and must be interpreted by differ-
ent rules. Our goal with each is to understand what 
God intends to communicate through the human 
author, but to do so we must understand how the 
author intended his writing to communicate with his 
original audience.

This brings us to vital questions we must ask 
of the text. For narrative literature, for instance, we 
want to ask, “What is the significance of this part of 
the story? How does it fit into the grand story of God 
in the Scriptures?” The biblical authors had much 
material from which to choose, and they chose to in-
clude the stories they did for a reason.
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Psalms and other poetic literature, on the oth-
er hand, often communicate emotions expressed in 
worship. These might include celebration, thanks-
giving, sadness, reflection, or anger. Therefore, an 
important interpretive key when studying a psalm is 
to ask, “What is the emotion expressed?” and “How is 
the emotion being expressed?” The Psalms often use 
figurative language, for instance.

Finally, proverbs are meant to communicate 
general guidelines for living. Consider the following 
passage from Proverbs 4:10-12:

Listen, my son. Accept my words, and you 
will live many years. I am teaching you the 
way of wisdom; I am guiding you on straight 
paths. When you walk, your steps will not 
be hindered; when you run, you will not 
stumble.

Some mistakenly take this passage as a promise that 
an obedient child will be guaranteed a long life free of 
impediments. There are many wonderful promises in 
Scripture that are intended to give comfort and hope 
to God’s people, but neither the human author nor 
the Divine Author intended for proverbs to be prom-
ises. This proverb is saying, in effect, that the best 
way for a child to live is by seeking out wisdom; this 



24 How to Read and Understand the Bible

is the path of success in life, and, generally speaking, 
will lead to a long and effective life.

The Immediate Context of the Passage: By the 
immediate literary context we mean how the passage 
under consideration fits into the overall development 
of the book. Words need a context to have a specif-
ic meaning. Think about the English word “hand.” 
It has more than a dozen possible meanings. It can 
be used for your physical hand, “give him a hand” 
(meaning either “applause” or “help”), the hand of 
a clock, etc. Yet, you normally have no trouble fol-
lowing the meaning of the word in specific contexts. 
Someone might say, “I cut my hand with a knife,” 
and you know they are not talking about the “hand” 
on a wall clock.

In the same way, the words of the Bible often 
could be understood to mean different things, but 
the authors used their words to communicate in spe-
cific contexts. So reading a Bible passage in its cor-
rect context is foundational for understanding what a 
given word means. One way to identify the context is 
to track the themes in a section of Scripture. Write in 
the margins the main topics covered, and constantly 
reflect on these as you progress through the passage.

When we consider the immediate context in a 
narrative passage, we are looking for any aspect of 
a historical situation indicated by the passage it-
self. What do we mean by the immediate historical 
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situation? In studying the story of Elijah and the 
prophets of Baal in 1 Kings 18:1-46, for example, the 
immediate historical situation has to do with Ahab as 
king of Israel, a time of punishing drought, Elijah the 
prophet, and the location of Mount Carmel. The his-
torical situation of the book as a whole, on the other 
hand, would have to do with when and why 1 Kings 
was written and the fact that the book spans from 
the reign of Solomon down through the death of the 
wicked king Ahab.

Stage 3: Read the Road Signs Carefully

When you travel, it is critical that you read the road 
signs well. As we study the Bible, there are many clues 
to the author’s intentions built right into any given 
passage. So, one important aspect of Bible study is 
slowing down and reading the passage carefully.

When you are driving down a road at 65 miles 
per hour, how many roadside details do you catch? 
Not many. You might be able to see interesting ob-
jects on roadside, but they blur and then fade quickly 
as you speed by.

Many of us are “drive by” readers of Scripture, 
never slowing down to explore and enjoy the details 
of God’s Word; consequently there is much that we 
miss in the process. Choose to slow down and read 
with care. Read a passage repeatedly if you sense 
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you’ve yet to catch all the elements. One way to en-
sure that you are reading slowly enough to catch the 
details is to underline key phrases or words, or write 
notes in the margin.

Read the Passage in Several Translations: Doing 
a comparison of modern English Bible translations 
can be a helpful way to highlight key interpretive 
issues in a passage. Why? Because translation, by 
its nature, requires interpretation. With almost 
any verse of Scripture, translators have to choose, 
given the context and grammatical constructions, 
between various possible word meanings. There-
fore, the differences reflected in the various trans-
lations represent various interpretations of the 
passage.

Look for Key Dynamics in the Passage: Now 
read through your chosen passage again in your 
main translation. Look for the features listed below 
and circle, underline, or highlight them, perhaps us-
ing different color pens. This exercise will give you a 
much clearer picture of the passage. Common fea-
tures to look for include:

•	 Subject—who or what is the passage focusing 
on?

•	 Verb—is it a statement, an exhortation, a 
question or answer, an action, explanation, or 
illustration?
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•	 Conjunctions—and, but, or, so, for, both . . . and, 
neither . . . nor, either . . . or, not only . . . but also

•	 Time—after, before, when, while, since, until
•	 Cause—because, since, in order that, so that
•	 Condition—if, in case, even if, unless
•	 Concession—although, even though, whereas
•	 Means—how is the action accomplished?
•	 Agent—who does the action?
•	 Result—what is accomplished?
•	 Purpose—why was the action done?

When reading narrative material, identify the 
following:

•	 Introduction and Conclusion—the author often 
tips off the intended impact of a narrative in his 
introduction and conclusion

•	 Setting—details on place, time (historical era 
and duration of the event), and social situation 
(who is involved?)

•	 Character Information—identify the protago-
nist and antagonist, note prevailing emotions 
and actions, and pay close attention to dialogue 
and character descriptions

•	 Narrative Dynamics—identify the conflict, its 
escalation, and eventual resolution

•	 Teaching Forms and Figures of Speech—look 
for the presence of allusions to or quotations of 
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the Old Testament, plus figures of speech such 
as hyperbole, simile, metaphor, riddle, pun, par-
able, object lesson, illustration, parabolic act, 
paradox, irony, amen formula, and prophecy

Don’t get overwhelmed with searching for these 
dynamics. Take a few at a time, reading the passage 
with those dynamics in mind. Then read again, look-
ing for a few more of the dynamics listed above. “Fil-
tering” the passage in this way will give you great 
insight into the passage. If when reading the passage 
you see just two or three features that you had not 
seen before, you are making progress!

Make a Provisional Outline of the Passage: The 
outline is provisional since you still have a good bit 
of study to do on the passage. However, it is helpful 
to make a tentative outline at this point to begin to 
assess the general structure of the passage.

Stage 4: Learn to Speak Like a Local

One of the most interesting aspects of traveling has 
to do with learning how people in different places use 
words. For instance, the German phrase “Guten Tag” 
literally means “good day,” yet it is normally used as a 
greeting only in the afternoon, and thus is equivalent 
to an English speaker saying, “good afternoon.”
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To understand the biblical text, we need to have 
an accurate understanding of how words are used. 
Word meanings are determined by the contexts in 
which they are used. When studying a word in the 
biblical text we want to (a) know the possible mean-
ings for that word in the ancient world, (b) deter-
mine, based on the context, which meaning the 
author most likely intended, and (c) see whether in-
sight on an author’s use can be gained by noting how 
the same word is used elsewhere in the Bible.

Choose Key Words to Study: Identify key words 
in the passage. These may be terms that are repeat-
ed, terms that are unclear or puzzling, or terms that 
seem to be theologically important.

Consult Word Study Tools: Get at the Hebrew 
or Greek words behind our English translations by 
using an exhaustive concordance, Bible software 
programs, or various types of expository dictionaries. 
Once you have accessed the range of possible mean-
ings for the Hebrew or Greek word, consider those 
possible meanings in the context of the passage you 
are studying. This gives you a look at the various nu-
ances of the Greek or Hebrew word behind the trans-
lation you are using, deepening your understanding 
of what the biblical author might have been trying 
to say.

This is also an excellent point in your Bible study 
to consult good commentaries. They will discuss the 
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key words of the passage against the backdrop of lit-
erary context, background issues, the author’s theo-
logy, and other factors.

Consult a Concordance: You can use a concor-
dance to look for other uses of the same Hebrew or 
Greek term you are studying. Identify places where 
the word is used similarly to the way it is used in 
the passage you are studying. Such cross references 
can provide you with greater understanding of the 
passage on which you are doing your word studies.

Word studies can be very helpful, but they can 
also be abused, and there are word study fallacies we 
want to avoid. A few of the most common fallacies 
include:

•	 Cross reference fallacy—Insisting that a word 
as used in one passage must be used the same 
way in another passage, simply because the same 
word is being used.

•	 Root fallacy—Insisting that a word’s true mean-
ing is tied to its root meanings, or the parts of 
the word. But this is not always how language 
works.

•	 Multiple meanings fallacy—Insisting that all 
the possible meanings of a word occur in a given 
use in a particular passage. Most of the time, an 
author had a particular meaning in mind.
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Stage 5: Head Home

As with any trip, there comes a time to travel home. 
Bible study is analogous in that applying the Bible to 
our lives is “bringing it home.” We were never meant 
to read and study the Bible simply to learn a list of 
facts. Rather, we were meant to experience transfor-
mation by the Word (Rm 12:1-2), and transformation 
takes place as we embrace the Word, applying it to 
our everyday lives. Commenting on the command to 
love one’s neighbor, James says:

What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if 
someone claims to have faith but does not 
have works? Can such faith save him? If a 
brother or sister is without clothes and lacks 
daily food and one of you says to them, “Go 
in peace, stay warm, and be well fed,” but 
you don’t give them what the body needs, 
what good is it? In the same way faith, if it 
doesn’t have works, is dead by itself (Jms 
2:14-17).

Faith without deeds, without application, is dead. 
James was addressing those who had disconnected 
belief in the Christian life from active obedience.

At times the application may be a right belief, 
the adjusting of one’s understanding to fit what God 
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says is true. At other times, application might be to 
worship God. Often application will involve active 
obedience that puts into practice what has been 
learned. But the movement from understanding the 
Word to its application in obedience is nonnegotiable 
from the Bible’s standpoint.

How then can we apply the things we learn in 
the Bible to our lives in responsible ways?

Identify the main points and principles of the 
passage: What truth claims is the Scripture passage 
making? Identify them. Search for the principles as 
well. A principle is a “universal truth” that applies in 
all places at all times.

Identify how these address original and mod-
ern contexts: Notice how the principle is applied to 
the situation dealt with in your passage and think 
through parallel situations in your life.

Make specific applications to your life: Work at 
moving beyond vague generalities like, “I need to 
love people more!” Write down who you need to love 
and how you need to express love to them. As noted 
above, applications might be an action to do (e.g., 
“wash the dishes”). Yet, they could also involve the 
change of a belief, or even to respond to God’s Word 
by worshiping him.
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Transformation

T he Apostle Paul encouraged the Roman believers, 
“Do not be conformed to this age, but be trans-

formed by the renewing of your mind” (Rm 12:2). 
Most of us could probably think of a few ways to avoid 
being “conformed to this age,” but what about trans-
formation? How are we transformed by the renewing 
of our minds? How do we appropriate the truth of 
Scripture into our thinking and affections?

Centuries ago, brave men and women sought to 
reclaim the centrality of the Bible in the worship and 
life of the community of faith—a period called the 
Protestant Reformation. These Reformers champi-
oned sola Scriptura: the belief that the Bible alone 
bears authority in all things pertaining to life and 
godliness. 

As the Reformation spread across Europe 
during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, a 
new generation of Bible-loving, Christ-exalting, and 
joy-pursuing Christians carried the Reformation 
torch throughout the English-speaking world. These 
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“Puritans,” as they became known, inherited the 
Reformation theology of their predecessors—Mar-
tin Luther, John Calvin, and Ulrich Zwingli (among 
others)—and clothed it with practical application. 
They set out to purify the church from its unbiblical 
vestiges of man-centered theology and worship. But 
their zeal for sola Scriptura soon engendered perse-
cution, and many of them faced torture, imprison-
ment, and even death.

That we today enjoy the preaching of God’s Word 
in English, an emphasis on daily devotions, and the 
privilege of families reading the Bible together can be 
directly traced to the labors and sacrifices of the Pu-
ritans. In short, the Puritans sought spiritual trans-
formation through the Word of God by the power of 
his Spirit. In the spirit of the Reformation and of the 
Puritans, below are six ways to appropriate the truth 
of Scripture for spiritual transformation.

The Spirit of God in Transformation

God uses his Word both to save and to sanctify his 
people. “Faith comes from what is heard, and what is 
heard comes through the message about Christ” (Rm 
10:17). That message—the good news of   Jesus—is 
the “power of God for salvation to everyone who be-
lieves” (Rm 1:16). We plant and water; God gives the 
growth (1Co 3:7).
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Thomas Watson (ca 1620–1686), the later En-
glish Puritan, wrote, “We may read many truths in 
the Bible, but we cannot know them savingly, till God 
by his Spirit shines upon our soul.” Similarly, the 
Puritan John Flavel (ca 1630–1691) explained, “We 
preach and pray, and you hear; but there is no mo-
tion Christ-ward until the Spirit of God blows upon 
them.” We must remember that any transformation 
that takes place in our lives comes by the sheer sov-
ereign grace of God. Scripture is a means by which 
God alone saves and sanctifies his people. Therefore, 
he alone receives all the glory and praise!

Reading the Bible for Transformation

Increasingly, Christians in the West have become bib-
lically illiterate. Most do not know the books of the 
Bible, the Ten Commandments, or even the events of 
 Jesus’s life. We cannot articulate the great “drama” of 
redemption—from both Old and New Testaments—
or what basic biblical words mean, like justification, 
adoption, or sanctification. Much of this biblical illit-
eracy stems from a simple lack of reading Scripture. 
(For some good instruction on how to read and study 
the Bible, please see the previous articles by George 
H. Guthrie, pp. 5-32.) 

When you read the Bible, read with the expecta-
tion that God is at work. The same Holy Spirit who 
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inspired the Scriptures long ago is the same Holy 
Spirit who illumines and applies the Scriptures as 
you read. So read expectantly, asking God to show you 
wonderful things from his Word (Ps 119:18). Thomas 
Watson gave this helpful exhortation: “Leave not off 
reading the Bible till you find your hearts warmed. 
. . . Let it not only inform you, but inflame you.” 

Make Bible reading a priority. If you need to, 
gather friends for accountability and follow a Bi-
ble-reading plan, like the one developed by Robert 
Murray M’Cheyne (1813–1843). Remove any obsta-
cles that might hinder your time in the Scriptures. 
If you don’t, the cares of the world will choke out 
the cures of the Word (Mk 4:18-19). Oftentimes, Bi-
ble reading ignites a greater love for reading. So tolle 
lege (Lat.)—take up and read!

Memorizing Scripture for Transformation

Memorizing anything takes considerable effort. 
Memory works in ways analogous to a muscle—the 
more we exercise it, the more we are able to retain. 
Usually. For some reason, children stop memorizing 
Bible verses around middle school age, never to pick 
it up again. Adults today, by and large, do not make 
the effort to memorize Scripture, which can often-
times be seen in the devastating effects of a shallow 
and joyless faith.
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The Puritan John Bunyan (1628–1688), in his 
classic work, The Pilgrim’s Progress, describes the 
main character, Christian, battling the evil dragon, 
Apollyon. The description is worth noting:

While Apollyon lifted himself up to deliver 
his last blow and to make a full end of this 
good man, Christian nimbly stretched out 
his hand for his sword and grabbed it, say-
ing, “Rejoice not against me, O my enemy: 
when I fall, I shall rise back up.” With that, 
Christian gave Apollyon a deadly thrust, 
which made the fiend fall back as one who 
had received a mortal wound.

Notice that Christian grabs his “sword” and then 
speaks God’s Word, using it as both a defensive and 
an offensive weapon.

The Apostle Paul teaches that Christians should 
“put on the full armor of God” (Eph 6:11)—belt, 
 armor, sandals, shield, and a helmet. However, he 
gives one final and essential piece of armor: “the 
sword of the Spirit—which is the word of God” 
(v.  17). The word for “word” here, in Greek, is the 
more unusual rhema, which is the spoken word. In 
order for Christian to pick up his sword and speak 
God’s Word in battle, he had to first know the Word 
in his heart.
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The Psalmist writes, “I have treasured your word 
in my heart so that I may not sin against you” (Ps 
119:11). Assaulted by Satan in the wilderness,  Jesus 
rebuked his adversary by quoting the Scriptures that 
he knew by heart. Oh how we need to write God’s 
Word on the tablet of our hearts today!

Here are a few suggestions if your brain “mus-
cle” needs some stretching. First, don’t bite off more 
than you can chew. Before you set out to memorize 
the entire New Testament, start with a few verses or, 
if you are more seasoned, a whole chapter. Second, 
ask others in your church or family to join you and 
to keep you accountable. This will help provide reg-
ular reminders, especially if you have a busy sched-
ule. Third, incorporate as many ways to memorize 
as possible—through music, writing it out on paper, 
repetition, or other creative ideas. Through it all, 
may God’s Word revive your soul and transform your 
mind and heart.

Meditating on Scripture for Transformation

Meditating on God’s Word ushers us into the green 
pastures of God’s transformative grace. The Puritan 
Edmund Calamy (1600–1666) defined biblical med-
itation as “dwelling upon the mercies we receive 
and chewing upon the promises.” Thomas Hooker 
(1586–1647) described meditation as a “serious in-
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tention of the mind whereby we come to search out 
the truth, and settle it effectually upon the heart.” 
When we ponder, think about, wrestle with, and 
chew on the text (so to speak), we are transformed by 
the renewing of our minds.

When we talk about “meditation,” we are not 
talking about the Eastern religious practice of cross-
ing your legs, saying “Om,” and emptying your mind. 
Far from it. Biblical meditation seeks to fill the mind 
with the truth, meaning, and application of the bibli-
cal text. In so doing, the Spirit of God aligns our 
minds with the mind of Christ so that we might be 
transformed into his likeness.

Hooker and Company Journeying through the Wilderness from Plymouth 
to Hartford, in 1636 by Frederic Edwin Church
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Psalm 1 speaks of a man whose “delight is in the 
Lord’s instruction, and he meditates on it day and 
night” (v. 2). How often should we meditate on God’s 
Word? At all times. It should fill our minds in both 
morning and evening. Moreover, we are admonished 
to teach the Scriptures to our children “when you 
sit in your house and when you walk along the road, 
when you lie down and when you get up” (Dt 6:7). 
Teaching and articulating the truth of the Word 
takes a certain measure of knowing the Word. And 
knowing the Word takes a certain measure of medi-
tating on the Word.

But Psalm 1 also shows us the effects of medi-
tation: the fruit of transformation. “He is like a tree 
planted beside flowing streams that bears its fruit 
in its season and whose leaf does not wither” (v. 3). 
Meditating on God’s Word bears the fruit of a healthy 
and fruit-filled faith, which brings delight and god-
ly perspective to your life and to the lives of those 
around you.

Praying Scripture for Transformation

In our day, we have witnessed an increasing assault 
on prayer. America has largely abandoned the idea of 
prayer, and we have seen it removed from the public 
square. People today do not cry out to God unless 
they experience trials or difficulties—treating God 
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more like a divine bellhop than the sovereign Sup-
plier of good. But the real battle is not against flesh 
and blood (Eph 6:12); Satan will employ his devices 
to turn the privilege of prayer into an empty ritual.

John Bunyan counseled, “Prayer is a shield to 
the soul, a sacrifice to God, and a scourge for Satan.” 
Matthew Henry (1662–1714), the great Bible com-
mentator, confined his prayers—almost entirely—to 
the language of Scripture. He advised, “The sacred 
dialect [should] be most used.” Praying the Word 
of God to God not only provides God-honoring lan-
guage, but also transforms our souls in the process. 
By praying Scripture, we appropriate its truth in our 
thoughts and affections, which renews our minds, 
and draws us heavenward. 

Those who experience the severity of suffer-
ing—who don’t seem to have the words to offer in 
prayer—can turn to Holy Writ and let God’s Word be-
come theirs. Or, if you are seeking words to lift your 
affections, you can take a familiar text, say Psalm 23, 
and begin: “Lord, if you are my Shepherd, how can I 
be in want? If you are my Shepherd, you will feed me, 
lead me, and take care of me. Thank you, God, that I 
can call you my Shepherd.” Filling our prayers with 
God’s Word transforms our hearts by reflecting back 
to him the holiness and beauty of his revealed truth.
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The Community of Faith in Transformation

Have you ever noticed all of the “one another” pas-
sages, especially throughout the New Testament? 
We are called to “love one another” (Jn 13:34), bear 
with one another and forgive one another (Col 3:13), 
“instruct one another” (Rm 15:14), and so on. While 
Christianity is certainly personal, it’s not private. 
The faith wrought in you by the Holy Spirit is meant 
to be a faith expressed within the living and active 
community of faith—the local church.

In this grace-filled community, believers are 
transformed through the faithful preaching of the 
Word, Bible study, small groups, counseling, and 
the many other contexts of Scripture-saturated ed-
ification. As we shouldn’t neglect meeting together 
in worship (Heb 10:25), so also we shouldn’t isolate 
ourselves from the communion of saints. As the Pu-
ritan Joseph Hall (1574–1656) once noted, “There is 
no place for any loose stone in God’s edifice.”

You need your brothers and sisters and their 
gifts, which God gives for the building up of the body 
of Christ (Eph 4:12). “Iron sharpens iron, and one 
person sharpens another” (Pr 27:17). From account-
ability to encouragement, God has seen fit to equip 
you with the tools for gospel transformation within 
the community of faith.
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Whether you are a new believer or a seasoned 
saint, the Scriptures provide deep wells of transfor-
mative truth.  Jesus prayed for his disciples, “Sanctify 
them by the truth; your word is truth” (Jn 17:17). We 
today enjoy a rich heritage of biblical fidelity, stem-
ming from the Protestant Reformation and the Pu-
ritans. Indeed, that great cloud of witnesses—those 
who have gone before—now beckon us onward in 
our race of faith. As you read, memorize, meditate, 
and pray the Scriptures within the community of 
faith, may God plant you by streams of grace so that 
you may bear fruit in season, for his glory and your 
joy.
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