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As we enter into our series on the practice of Scripture, we realize that a practical, real-life 
application is more important than mere words from the stage. For this reason, we want to offer take-
home guides that help all of us in both reading and understanding Scripture. 

The process of reading and understanding the Bible is a lot like a journey. Reading God’s Word 
thoroughly and carefully lies at the beginning of the journey. Applying it in a practical manner to our 
modern setting is the conclusion of the journey. By this, we do not mean creating our own meaning 
out of the Scriptures, but rather, finding the meaning that is already there. This journey is built upon 
the foundation that the Bible is a record of God’s communication with his people, both past and 
present. After carefully reading God’s Word, there are four steps in the journey. 

Step 1: Grasping the Text in Their Town 

Ask yourself, “What did this mean to the biblical audience?” This is an 
important question, and one we often ignore. We’d much rather jump 
to what these words mean for us. Let’s be honest, this is a selfish way to 
read the Bible, as if it were meant only for us, even though these words 
were written thousands of years ago. A good study Bible with notes 
can be helpful in answering this question. These notes can explain 
things like the historical and literary context. After carefully considering 
this question, write out specifically what the passage meant to the 
biblical audience. For example, “Paul challenged the Ephesians to…” 
or “Jesus encouraged his disciples by…” 

Step 2: Measuring the Width of the River to Cross 

Ask yourself, “What are the differences between the biblical audience 
and us?” Without a doubt, there are differences, and sometimes these 
differences form a barrier, a river that separates us from understanding 
the text. The Christian today is separated from the biblical audience by 
differences in culture, language, situation, and time, just to name a few 
examples. It’s important to acknowledge these differences. Sometimes 
the river is wide, sometimes it is narrow. For example, while we can 
agree some laws of the Old Testament, like the Ten Commandments, 
are relevant in our present circumstances, there seems to be a rather 
wide river between our context and the dietary laws of Leviticus. 

Reading And Understanding The Bible: An Introduction 
(adapted from Grasping God’s Word by Duvall and Hays)
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Step 3: Building a Bridge to Our Town 

Ask yourself, “What is the timeless truth in this passage?” This isn’t always an easy question. 
Remember that this timeless principle should somehow be related to the original meaning in Step 1 

(or else it isn’t timeless). We aren’t trying to create the meaning, 
but to discover the meaning as God and the author intended. 
One way to do this is to remember the differences between you 
and the biblical audience, but now focus on the similarities. For 
instance, in Joshua 1:1-9, while we are not leaders of Israel, we are 
leaders in the church. And though we are not entering into the 
promised land, we are seeking to obey God’s will. Any timeless 
truth from the Bible will be reflected in the passage, not bound to 
a specific situation or culture, and line up with the teachings of the 
rest of Scripture. 

Step 4: Grasping the Text in Our Town 

Ask yourself, “How should this apply today, in our lives?” So we’ve gotten to the question you 
wanted answered, and in taking some time to get there we’ve 
not neglected the original meaning of God’s Word to the first 
audience. When we first consider what his Word meant to the 
biblical audience, we find that the distance (the bridge) was 
not that long after all. Returning again to Joshua 1, just as Israel 
took strength and encouragement in the presence of God as 
they entered the Promised Land, we can do the same, 
regardless of what he may be calling us to do, be it teaching in 
Journey Kidz or sharing his love where we work. 

So join us in the journey, the Practice of Scripture.
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The five books that begin the Bible lay an 
important foundation for what is to follow. The 
Bible is solely interested in the relationship 
between God and humankind, and that begins in 
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and 
Deuteronomy. Considered as a whole, these 
books are called the Torah, which simply means 
teaching or instruction. 

We see God’s interest in humankind from the start 
of Genesis, when they are the one thing actually 
created in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27). 
Through the first eleven chapters of Genesis, as 
humankind seems to repeatedly make choices that will only distance them from God, God continues 
to make a way for restoration. Then, in Genesis 12, God begins what we might call his long-term 
plan for restoration and redemption. 

Read Genesis 12:1-3. 

It will be helpful to understand these verses as the theme for the rest of the Torah. In these verses 
God makes a promise to Abram (later called Abraham). The promise is three-fold: countless 
descendants, a relationship with the LORD, and a home. The rest of the Torah focuses on the 
fulfillment of this promise, even though Abraham and those who come after him can’t seem to keep 
themselves out of God’s way! 

Consider using the material below to explore a book of the Torah each day of the week. 

Genesis 12-50: Countless Descendants 

If you were to read the rest of Genesis, you would find it is repeatedly focused on Abraham and his 
descendants having kids! In fact, the women in Genesis are often described as barren (unable to 
have kids), so they often try to find, shall we say, other means to provide children to the family name. 
Never mind that God said he would take care of all that. SPOILER ALERT: Whenever a woman in 
the Bible is described as barren, guess what? She’s about to get pregnant.  

In light of God’s promise of countless descendants, read Genesis 12:10-20. Now, think about it. 
This is the first thing Abraham does after God makes his promise. He completely forgets about the 
promise and tries to come up with a human solution! The same thing happens in Genesis 16, 
Genesis 26, and Genesis 30. Read those stories if you have a moment and you’ll see what I mean. 
Nevertheless, God always remains true to his promise. 

Reading Torah This Week
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Exodus and Leviticus: Relationship with the LORD 

The book of Exodus begins with the promise in jeopardy. The descendants of Abraham are slaves in 
Egypt. One element of the promise has been fulfilled - there’s a whole mess of ‘em. So many that 
Egypt fears they may revolt (Exodus 1:8-10). It’s time to focus on the next part of the promise. 

In light of God’s promise of a relationship with him, read Exodus 6:1-8. Did you catch how many 
times God uses “I” and “you”? He says I will free you, I will redeem you, I will take you, I will bring you, 
and I will give it to you. He calls them my people. This is a God who wants to be in relationship with 
his children. Most importantly, he reveals his name to be Yahweh. God wants his people to know him 
by name! His name means something like “I am,” but most Bibles translate it as LORD, out of respect 
for the Divine Name. 

While the rest of Exodus places an emphasis on God establishing a relationship with his people, it is 
in Leviticus where we find out how his people will maintain that relationship. It is a guide for how his 
people live life and worship while homeless. It is a reminder that there is something different about 
the people of God. Read Leviticus 11:45 and Leviticus 26:3-13, and ask yourself what is expected 
of the people of God? How are his people different from all other people? 

Numbers and Deuteronomy: A Home 

The book of Numbers begins with the idea of movement toward a home. In the first chapter, a 
census was taken. In the ancient world, a census was used to find out how many potential soldiers 
there were. You see, the people understood that they were about to set out for their new home, and 
that when they arrived there might be some opposition. All of the book concerns this movement 
and, like Genesis, the recipients of the promise are filled with questions and doubts. Read Numbers 
14:1-25, and consider how the promise nearly falters here, when the people and God are both 
willing to give up, but Moses seems to convince God to be who he says he is. 

The name Deuteronomy means “second law.” In 
many ways it is simply a retelling of material from 
Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers, but from a 
different perspective. It includes new material as 
well. For example, read Deuteronomy 5:1-21. 
Sound familiar? It’s the Ten Commandments, 
which were first introduced in Exodus 20. Now 
read Deuteronomy 34:1-12. This is the end of 
the Torah. The descendants of Abraham are 
many, they have a relationship with the Lord 
unlike any other people, and they are about to 
enter into their new home.
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The Historical and the Prophetic Books make up the bulk of the Old Testament. The Historical Books 
include Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1-2 Samuel, 1-2 Kings, 1-2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, and 
Esther. The Prophetic Books include Isaiah, Jeremiah, 
Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, 
Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, 
and Malachi. We often read the Old Testament as if it’s in 
chronological order, but that’s not the case. Much of the material in 
the Prophetic Books takes place during the same time as the 
Historical Books. Sometimes (but not often) the same passages can 
be found in both. For example, read the story of Hezekiah, King of 
Judah, and his encounter with the King of Assyria in 2 Kings 18-20. 
Then turn to Isaiah 36-39 and you will find the same story. The 
kings and prophets of ancient Israel were so entwined it was 
impossible to tell one’s story without the other. The material in these 
books covers hundreds of years, from before the Israelites actually 
entered into the Promised Land to a time when their kingdom was 
no more. The following information might be helpful for 
understanding the context of these books. 

Historical Books 

Joshua, Judges: Moving and settling into the promised land (Joshua, Samson) 
1-2 Samuel: united monarchy (Samuel the prophet, King Saul and King David) 
1-2 Kings: United then divided monarchy (King Solomon, civil war, exile) 
1-2 Chronicles: The story retold (from King David to the exile) 
Ezra, Nehemiah: Return from exile to home 
Esther: Life amongst the Persians 

Prophetic Books 

Before exile: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea, Amos, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah 
During exile: Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel, Obadiah 
After exile: Joel, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi 

A seal of Hezekiah, King of Judah, 
reading “Belonging to Hezekiah, son 

of Ahaz, King of Judah.”

Reading The Historical And Prophetic Books  This Week
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Of Kings And Prophets: King Josiah and Jeremiah the Prophet 

Read Jeremiah 1:1-9. Look how the book begins by dating Jeremiah’s ministry. He was a prophet 
when Josiah reigned as king of Judah. So let’s go to the Historical Books and read about Josiah.  

Read 2 Kings 22, which describes the start of Josiah’s reign and the rediscovery of the Torah (the 
Book of the Law) which God’s people had long since forgotten. These are exciting times for the 
people of God. King Josiah is returning them to the people they were called to be. You can also 
read this story from a different author in 2 Chronicles 34. 

But Jeremiah has a word from the LORD, and it’s not 
good news. Read Jeremiah 15:1-3. Although 
Josiah has tried to return the people to God, the 
sins of a previous king overshadowed his efforts. 
Manasseh is understood as the most wicked of all 
the kings of Judah and reigned shortly before 
Josiah. In fact, he was Josiah’s grandfather! Read 2 
Kings 21 to learn about the wickedness of King 
Manasseh. Not a good guy! Manasseh’s story is also 
told in 2 Chronicles 33. The influence of Manasseh 
was great over the people of Judah, and Jeremiah 
speaks to their evil a few times. Read Jeremiah 
19:1-9 and Jeremiah 32:26-35 to see the 
condition to which the people of God had fallen. 

Jeremiah would continue his work as a prophet through the reign of Zedekiah, the final king of 
Judah. While Zedekiah was king, Babylon conquered the kingdom of Judah and the people were 
sent into exile.  Read Lamentations 1-2, which describes the conditions in Jerusalem following the 
conquest by Babylon. These were truly dark times. 

But God promised that the people would one day be restored and returned home. Read Jeremiah 
23:1-8 for God’s promise of hope. 

This promise would come true when the Persians conquered Babylon and became the dominant 
power in the region. The Persians often took a different approach than the Babylonians, allowing 
those they ruled over to live in their homeland, as long as they paid their taxes and lived in quiet 
submission. This takes place in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. Read Ezra 1, which describes the 
decree of Cyrus, king of Persia, allowing the people to return to their homeland. The book of Ezra 
even describes the decree of Cyrus as fulfilling the word of the LORD spoken by the mouth of 
Jeremiah! 
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The Wisdom Books are the final group of books we’ll 
look at from the Old Testament. They include Job, 
Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs 
(often called Song of Solomon). The Wisdom Books 
take a very different approach from the books of the 
Old Testament we’ve read so far. Many of the themes 
that seem to recur throughout the Old Testament are 
found much less frequently  in the Wisdom Books, like 
the covenants made with the ancestors (Abraham, 
Isaac, Jacob), the exodus, Moses, Mount Sinai, and the 
promise of an enduring kingdom through the line of 
David. The rest of the Old Testament consistently 

reminds Israel who they are and where they’ve come from. The Wisdom Books focus on day to day 
matters and give instructions about how to have a good life. Instead of considering God’s role in 
significant moments in the history of Israel, they give attention to the acts of God in daily life. 
Although these books are often grouped together, if you spend a little time reading each one, you’ll 
find them to be unique from one another. The following summaries may be helpful. 

Job raises the question of why bad things happen to good people, a question we’ve all asked at one 
time or another. Job is a good man who loses all of the good things in his life: his possessions, his 
children, and his health (Job 1-2). The book never offers an easy answer, probably because there 
isn’t one. Instead, Job’s faithfulness is portrayed as the right response to adversity and hardship. 

Psalms is the one book in this group that mention things like the ancestors, the exodus, and the 
enduring kingdom of David, probably because this book is actually a collection of songs of the 
people of Israel. It retells their past victories (Psalm 136) and pours out their present pain (Psalm 
13). It includes songs of gratitude (Psalm 138) and complaint (Psalm 88). It even includes wisdom 
psalms (Psalm 1), which read like the passages found in our next book. 

Proverbs has no story line; it is simply a collection of proverbial sayings for daily life. You know, like 
“a penny saved is a penny earned” (that one’s not in there, that was Ben Franklin). Many of them are 
tied to King Solomon (Proverbs 1-22), who once asked God for wisdom. 

Ecclesiastes reads like a wise elder offering advice to a younger generation. Actually, more like a 
grumpy, bitter old man telling a punk kid how hard life really is. Some folks find it kind of dark and 
gloomy. The book concludes that as hard as life may be, the best way forward is to fear God and 
keep His commandments (Ecclesiastes 12:13). 

Song of Songs is the Hebrew way of saying “the best of all songs,” which is what it’s called in Song 
of Songs 1:1. And what is the best of all songs about? The song that is better than all the songs 
found in Psalms? It’s love poetry. Sometimes very graphic love poetry (Song of Songs 7). Why is this 
book in the Bible? I’m not sure, but I’m glad it is. 

Now let’s read a little from each of these books. 

Reading The Wisdom Books  This Week
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A Week Of Wisdom 

This week we’ll read from a different Wisdom Book for Monday-Friday. Find a time that fits your 
schedule - first thing in the morning, lunch break, in the evening on your back porch - whatever 
works for you. 

MONDAY: Read Job 1-2. 

We’ve all felt like the world was crashing in on us, but this is too much. How would you respond? 
Lucky for us, the Bible includes Job’s response. Read Job 3. For a long time the story of Job has 
been characterized as a lesson in patience. Does he seem patient here? No, he seems human. 
There’s much in Job to read, including the ongoing conversation with his friends about his dilemma 
and Job’s ongoing conversation with God. If you have the time I encourage you to read more of Job. 
For now, read Job 42, the final chapter. 

TUESDAY: Read Psalm 29. 

The Psalmists leave no room for doubt as to how powerful 
the LORD is. In fact, much of this chapter is about the power 
of just His voice! But also read Psalm 69. Have you ever felt 
like this, buried up to your neck? The Psalmists often did. 
They often sang the blues. There are more complaints and 
laments in Psalms than praises and thanksgiving. So you’re 
in good company. 

WEDNESDAY: Read Proverbs 31:10-31 

This is a collection of proverbs lifting up a wife a noble character. Sometimes the Bible gets an 
undeserved reputation for not being “forward thinking.” What do you notice in this passage? Yes, she 
takes care of her home and family, but what else? She makes wise real estate investments and 
reinvests her earnings (verse 16), trades profitably (verse 18), gives to the poor and needy (verse 
20), sells goods (verse 24), and is spoken of highly in the community (verse 31). And more 
important than a charming personality or temporary beauty, she fears the LORD (verse 30). 

THURSDAY: Read Ecclesiastes 1:12-2:24.  

As you read, notice the three things the Teacher seeks out but discovers are meaningless and like 
chasing after the wind. At first glance, his conclusion in Ecclesiastes 2:24 might seem just as dark 
and gloomy as the rest of the book, but perhaps he’s simply saying we need to consider our daily life 
as a gift from God. As we’ve all heard, “It’s not about the destination, it’s about the journey.” 

FRIDAY: Read Songs of Songs 4-7 

Some have described Song of Songs as a metaphor for God’s love for Israel or Christ’s love for His 
Church, but it’s difficult to read this book only in that way. Read these chapters and I think you’ll 
agree. God saw fit to include in his Scriptures a book that celebrates love in this life, and thought it 
was worth emphasizing both the emotional and physical sides of love.
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Reading The Gospels  This Week

The word gospel comes from the Greek word euangellion, which means simply “good news.” In the 
Roman world, the word was used for news of victory brought back from the battlefield or even news 
of the enthronement of a Roman ruler. An inscription from 9 BC describes the birthday of Emperor 
Augustus as “euangellion (good news) for the world.” It is in this context that Mark begins his gospel, 
“The beginning of the gospel (euangellion, good news) of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.” This was 
more important than victory in battle or a new emperor. For Mark, and the other Gospel writers, truly 
good news is the story of Jesus. Each of the gospels tells the story of the good news of Jesus Christ 
in their own unique way, focusing on the things important to them and to their specific audience. 

Matthew is written specifically for a Jewish audience. This becomes clear when you read how often 
Matthew points to Old Testament passages to show that Jesus was only doing what was promised 
he would do. He does this in Matthew 1:22-23; 2:15; 2:17-18, 4:14-16; 8:17; 12:17-21; 13:35; 
and 27:9-10, for example. Of course, this argument would only be relevant to a Jewish audience. 
One important story found only in Matthew is the story of the sheep and the goats found in 
Matthew 25:31-46. 

Mark is the shortest of the four gospels and is often understood to be the earliest written. Mark likes 
to point out how central figures and major characters don’t get it (like the disciples in Mark 4:13 
and 7:17-18), but minor characters do (Mark 5:21-43 and 7:24-30). Mark 13:1-31 is a passage 
not found in any of the other gospels. 

Luke emphasizes the role of the Holy Spirit, which he also does in his second book, the book of 
Acts. He points to the Holy Spirit at least nine times in the first four chapters alone (Luke 1:35, 41, 
67; 2:25-27; 3:16, 22; 4:1, 14, 18). Luke also has many female characters, including thirteen 
women not mentioned by the others (Luke 7:12, 37; 
23:27, for example). Luke 8:1-3 is a key passage not 
found in the other gospels that shows how important 
women were in the ministry of Jesus. 

John includes seven miracles showing the power of 
Jesus, but calls them “signs” (John 2:1-11; 4:46-54; 
5:2-9; 6:1-14; 6:16-21; 9:1-12; 11:1-44). In John, 
Jesus describes himself using “I am” statements (like, “I 
am the bread of life”) which are always followed up with 
a desired response from the one hearing (John 
6:35-48, 51; 8:12, 23; 10:7, 11:25; 14:6; 15:1). It is 
only John who includes the story of the woman at the 
well (John 4:1-26). 

Now let’s read a little from each of these books. 

The opening page of the Gospel of John, from a 12th 
century Greek manuscript. The hand of God blesses 
John, while the hand of John blesses the young man 

who takes down the words John dictates to him.
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Reading The Gospels Together 

So, yes, the gospels have some things in common, but they also have their own unique traits. Let’s 
keep this in mind this week, as we read the beginning and end of each of the gospels. 

MONDAY: THE GENEALOGY OF JESUS 

Read Mark 1:1, Matthew 1:1-17, Luke 3:23-37, and John 1:1-5. How far back do the gospel 
writers take the lineage of Jesus, and what does this say about what they’re trying to accomplish? 
Mark doesn’t care, and jumps right to Jesus as an adult. Matthew, writing for a Jewish audience, 
traces Jesus back to Father Abraham. Luke, who shows great concern for Gentiles in his gospel and 
in Acts (his second book), traces Jesus back to Adam, the father of humankind. John tops them all, 
and takes Jesus back to the beginning of time. Does the beginning of John’s gospel remind you of 
the beginning of another book of the Bible? 

TUESDAY: THE BIRTH OF JESUS 

Read Matthew 1:18-2:23 and Luke 1:1-2:40. That’s right, only two of the gospels include what we 
like to call the Christmas story. Did you see any differences? Which gospel focuses more on Joseph? 
Which one on Mary? Where do we find the wise men? And the shepherds? 

WEDNESDAY: THE CRUCIFIXION AND DEATH OF JESUS 

Read Matthew 27:32-56; Mark 15:21-41; Luke 23:26-49; 
and John 19:16-37. This is a difficult group of passages to 
read. Having read from the gospels for three days now, do 
you find yourself connecting with one of the gospels more 
than the others? What about Jesus’ words on the cross? Do 
you connect more with “Father, forgive them” or “My God, my 
God, why have you forsaken me”? Or maybe “It is finished”? I 
think perhaps this is why God saw fit to give us four gospels 
by different authors. He knew that we all would connect 
differently. 

THURSDAY: THE BURIAL OF JESUS 

Read Matthew 27:57-61; Mark 15:42-47; Luke 23:50-56; and John 19:38-42. Joseph of 
Arimathea is never mentioned outside of the story of the burial of Jesus, but what a gift he gave to 
the Messiah, a proper burial. It was significant enough to be mentioned in all four gospels. 

FRIDAY: THE RESURRECTION OF JESUS 

Read Matthew 28:1-15; Mark 16:1-14; Luke 24:1-49; and John 20:1-31. Of course, the good 
news is not complete without the empty tomb. But even with the resurrection, each of the writers 
seem to focus on their favorite parts of the story. In Luke 24:13-35, Luke uses 22 verses to tell a 
story that Mark tells in Mark 16:12-13 in only two verses! And John is the only one who tells us 
about the doubts of Thomas that Jesus was alive (John 20:24-29).
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Reading Acts This Week

The book of Acts begins with a prologue which connects it to another book in the New Testament, 
the book of Luke. Acts 1:1 reads, “In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus began 
to do and teach…” Luke 1:3 mentions Theophilus as well. Little is known about this figure (his name 
simply means “lover of God”). Perhaps he was a friend of Luke’s, perhaps a patron who financed the 
writing of the two volumes, or perhaps it has a more general meaning, suggesting that Luke wrote 
his books for anyone who is a lover of a God. Regardless, it’s clear from the prologues that the two 
books are connected, and serve to record the work of Jesus and his Church in the first century A.D. 

Because they are written by the same person, it shouldn’t surprise 
us to see similarities between Luke and Acts. No other book in the 
New Testament mentions the Holy Spirit as much as Acts, except 
for maybe Luke. For example, the Holy Spirit is very active at the 
start of Jesus’ ministry in Luke (Luke 3:22; 4:1; 4:14), and is also 
mentioned numerous times at the start of the Church’s ministry in 
Acts (Acts 1:2; 1:5; 1:8; 2:4; 2:17-18; 2:38). 

Also, you may recall that Luke has many female characters in his 
gospel, including thirteen women not mentioned by the others 
(Luke 7:12, 37; 23:27, for example). This is characteristic of Acts, 
too. A good example is Acts 16:1-18:22, which is often 
understood to describe Paul’s second missionary journey. In these 
chapters we find mention of Timothy’s mother (Acts 16:1), Lydia 
and other women in Philippi (Acts 16:11-15), a possessed slave 
girl (Acts 16:16-18), several unnamed but prominent women 
(Acts 17:4, 12), Damaris (Acts 17:34), and Priscilla (Acts 18:2, 
18-19). 

Perhaps the most important theme in Acts is the focus on the 
mission to the Gentiles. Acts 1:8 foresees the message of the 

Kingdom of God moving from Jerusalem to the rest of the world when Jesus says, “You will be my 
witnesses in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth.” This progression 
plays out beginning in Acts 8 when Philip shares the good news with an Ethiopian eunuch, 
continues in Acts 10-11 when Peter realizes that God “accepts men from every nation” (Acts 10:35), 
and reaches fulfillment in Acts 13-14 and Acts 16-21 in the journeys of Paul throughout the known 
world, as well as his arrest and final journey to Rome in Acts 21-28. When we as readers realize the 
prominence of this theme in Acts, we begin to understand the significance of Paul’s words near the 
end of the book in Acts 28:28, “This salvation of God has been sent to the Gentiles. They will listen!” 

Now let’s read some of the speeches in Acts. 

El Greco’s Saints Peter And Paul. Peter is 
holding the keys to the Kingdom of 

Heaven (Matthew 16:19), while Paul, who 
wrote nearly 1/3 of the New Testament, is 

depicted with books and an ink blot in 
front of him.
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Speakers and Audiences in Acts 

Sermons and speeches are important in Acts, taking up nearly 25% of the book. The author felt these 
speeches were an important part of the Church’s history and were worth remembering. 

Peter’s Opening Speech To Other Jesus Followers 

Read Acts 1:15-22. You may recall how the gospel writers understood the life and ministry of Jesus 
as the fulfi llment of Hebrew scriptures. Peter takes this a step further with his speech here to a group 
of 120 followers of Christ. The entire Christian movement after Jesus is a fulfi llment of scripture as 
well. In this instance, Peter points to Psalm 69 and Psalm 109. For Peter (and Luke), Christianity was 
not in opposition to Judaism, but rather in direct continuity with it. It’s also interesting that it is so 
important that Judas be replaced and the Twelve be made whole again. Why? After all, Matthias is 
never mentioned in the book again. In fact, most of the Twelve are not mentioned again. So why is 
this event so important? For Peter (and Luke), not only is there a continuity between Judaism and 
Christianity, there is a continuity between Jesus and His Church. Christianity is not something new 
that begins after the death of Jesus, but something intimately connected with His life. The apostles 
were a significant part of the ministry of Jesus and, though rarely mentioned individually, are a 
significant part in the founding and growth of the Church in Acts. 

Peter’s Speech On The Day Of Pentecost To Potential Jesus Followers 

Read Acts 2:14-41. This longer speech also includes 
references to the Hebrew scriptures, just as Peter’s last speech. 
The message moves to a much more dramatic conclusion, 
however, with Peter telling his audience, “God has made this 
Jesus, whom you crucified, both Lord and Christ” (Acts 2:36). 
Not only does Peter stress that Jesus was much more than a 
man, he places the guilt of the crucifixion upon the crowd. 
Jesus was innocent of any wrongdoing. The news of the 
innocence of Jesus and the guilt of the people drives them to 
the only question they might ask, “What do we do?” Peter 

replies, “Repent and be baptized, every one of you, in the name of Jesus Christ so that your sins may 
be forgiven. And you will receive the gift of the Holy Spirit” (Acts 2:37-38). 

Paul’s Final Defense To Jews In Rome 

Read Acts 28:17-20. In the final chapter of Acts, Paul speaks to a group of Jewish leaders in Rome. 
Having been arrested in Jerusalem and handed over to the Romans, he has made his way to Rome to 
appeal to Caesar as a Roman citizen and to stand trial there. Paul defends himself to Jews in Rome by 
arguing that 1) he’s done nothing against Jewish people or their customs, 2) Roman authorities 
found him innocent, and 3) his current state is entirely the fault of difficult and uncooperative Jewish 
leaders. Paul’s defense in this brief speech is similar to Luke’s argument throughout the book of Acts: 
1) the Church is not in opposition to Judaism but rather continues from it, 2) the Gentiles are not the 
problem, and 3) because of Jewish opposition to the message, it will be sent to the Gentiles. They 
will listen (Acts 28:28).
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Reading Paul This Week

Paul was first introduced to us in Acts. Originally a Jewish leader who 
persecuted the earliest Christians (Acts 7:58-60; Acts 9:1-2), Paul 
became a Jesus follower (Acts 9:1-19) and wrote 13 of the 27 books of 
the New Testament. 

In addition to his Jewish and Christian heritage, Paul was also a Roman 
citizen. He was well acquainted with Greco-Roman culture, as his letters 
demonstrate. Greco-Roman letters included four parts: 1) an opening 
which included the name of the sender, the name of the recipient, and a 
greeting, 2) a mention of prayers for the recipient, 3) the body of the 
letter, and 4) a closing which included prayers and salutations to family 
or mutual friends. Paul’s letters usually follow this pattern. 

A good example can be found in Paul’s first letter to the Corinthians. 
The opening can be found in 1 Corinthians 1:1-3. Paul then shares 
his continual prayers of thanksgiving for the Corinthian church in 1 
Corinthians 1:4-9. The body of the letter begins with 1 Corinthians 
1:10 and continues through 1 Corinthians 16:18. The closing section is found in 1 Corinthians 
16:19-24. 

Understanding how each of these sections function can help our reading of Paul’s letters. When we 
read the opening section closely we discover that sometimes Paul wasn’t the only sender (2 
Corinthians 1:1). In Galatians, Paul entirely skips any mention of prayers for his recipients because 
he wants to jump right to his point. The closing section of Romans (Romans 16) is much longer than 
those found in the rest of Paul’s letters, and with good reason. Paul has never been to Rome and is 
trying to establish credibility with the recipients of the letter by listing the many mutual friends he 
and the Romans share. 

It may be helpful to offer brief summaries for each of Paul’s letters. We’ll call this “Paul’s Letters in 
One Line.” this is only meant as a guide, so be sure to read them on your own. 

Romans: The salvation story 
1 Corinthians: Division from the inside 
2 Corinthians: Division from the outside 
Galatians: Freedom in Christ 
Ephesians: How then should we live? 
Philippians: Joy in commonalities 
Colossians: Response to heresy 
1 and 2 Thessalonians: The end times and encouragement in persecution 
1 Timothy: Pastoral advice 
2 Timothy: Last words 
Titus: Pastoral advice 
Philemon: A personal letter with a personal request 

Now let’s read Philemon, the shortest of Paul’s letters. 

A page from P46, a 3rd century AD 
papyrus manuscript that includes 

most of the letters of Paul. This single 
page includes Galatians 6:10-18.
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Reading Philemon 

Read Philemon 1-3. Remember, these are verse numbers, not chapters. Philemon only has one 
chapter. Who is the sender of this letter? Who is the recipient? Did you notice where Philemon’s 
church meets? This is a close knit group. 

Read Philemon 4-7. Notice how encouraging the words of Paul are toward his friend Philemon. 
Could we as Jesus followers today learn something from this prayer model? Perhaps we should pray 
this same prayer for others. Pay special attention to the last sentence in this section, when Paul says 
that Philemon has “refreshed the hearts of the saints” (Philemon 7). “Heart” is an important word in 
Philemon and will make an appearance a few more times in this brief letter. 

Read Philemon 8-22. Now that Paul has built up Philemon, he jumps to the purpose of his writing in 
the body of the letter, beginning by making an appeal to Philemon in love, though he “could be bold 
and order” Philemon to fulfi ll his request (Philemon 8). Paul has become friends with Onesimus, a 
former acquaintance of Philemon. We are not yet told how Onesimus and Philemon know one 
another, only that Onesimus was formerly useless to Philemon (Philemon 11). This is a play on words 
by Paul, who knows that the name Onesimus means useful or beneficial. Paul, however, has found 
Onesimus very useful, and refers to him as his son (Philemon 10-11). 

Paul continues by sharing that he is returning Onesimus, Paul’s 
very heart, back to Philemon (Philemon 12). Remember, 
earlier Paul was grateful to Philemon, because he “refreshed 
the hearts of the saints” (Philemon 7). Paul would have liked to 
keep Onesimus near, but wanted Philemon to make that 
decision on his own. It’s only now where we learn of the 
relationship between Onesimus and Philemon. Onesimus was 
a runaway slave of Philemon, and Paul wants Philemon to 
welcome Onesimus back as a brother rather than a slave 
(Philemon 16). 

Paul wants Philemon to welcome Onesimus back in the same way he would welcome Paul, promising 
to pay anything that Philemon might be owed, though not so subtly mentioning that Philemon owes 
Paul this kindness, reminding him “not to mention, you owe me your very self” (Philemon 17-19). 

Paul asks for “some benefit” from Philemon (again, a play on what the name Onesimus means), that 
Philemon would refresh Paul’s heart (Philemon 20). You see, Paul is sending his own heart 
(Onesimus) to Philemon, trusting that he will refresh this one just as he refreshed the hearts of the 
saints (Philemon 7). Then, with a final request that will certainly be heard by all the recipients of the 
letter, all of whom surely attend the church which meets in the home of Philemon, Paul tells Philemon 
to prepare a room because he is coming to visit (Philemon 22). Will Philemon have resolved this 
conflict with Onesimus before Paul arrives? I imagine this was a question on the mind of all who first 
read this letter. 

Read Philemon 8:23-25. Any of these names sound familiar? Mark, who wrote the second gospel, is 
mentioned in Acts 15:37-38. Luke, who wrote the third gospel and Acts, often accompanied Paul 
(Acts 16:10, Acts 28:1).
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Reading Revelation This Week

John begins his book, “The revelation of Jesus Christ” (Revelation 1:1). The Greek word for 
revelation is apocalypse. In our culture and context, the word apocalypse has come to mean end 
times or last days, but in John’s culture and context the word simply meant unveiling or disclosure. 
Revelation is a written account of Jesus revealing (disclosing, unveiling) to John the things that are 
to come. John and the early Church had encountered persecution in a manner we’ve never 
experienced and probably can’t even imagine. Jesus was revealing that in the end, as difficult as 
their present circumstance might be, there would be victory. 

Revelation is not the only apocalypse ever written. In fact, 
it’s not the only apocalypse in the Bible. In the Old 
Testament, the book of Daniel is also an apocalypse, and 
Isaiah 24-27, Ezekiel 38-39, and Zechariah 9-14 are also 
apocalyptic. 

This type of writing is highly symbolic. Numbers in 
Revelation are symbolic, as are many of the creatures and 
events in described in Revelation. One reason for the use 
of symbolism was simply to conceal the meaning from 
outsiders. You see, the persecution they were 

experiencing came from the powerful Roman Empire. If you are going to speak of the coming 
victory and, subsequently, the expected fall of your persecutor, it’s best to do it in “code.” The Empire 
would not have been happy with such talk. 

Numbers are a helpful example of John’s use of symbolism. Seven is everywhere in Revelation (7 
spirits before the throne, 7 stars in Christ’s right hand, 7 horns and 7 eyes of the Lamb, 7 churches, 7 
seals, 7 trumpets, 7 angels with 7 plagues and 7 bowls, just to name a few). There are seven days in a 
week, then another week begins. So seven came to mean completion or perfection in the ancient 
world. One thousand simply meant “a lot.” It’s a little like saying “I waited in line all day,” or “It felt like 
it took a million years.” Knowing what seven meant helps us understand the significance of 666. Six is 
imperfect or incomplete. 666 is imperfection, three times over, the ultimate in imperfection you 
might say. 

Throughout our Practice Of Scripture series, we’ve seen the Bible is made up of many different kinds 
of books. Some, like the Psalms, appeal to our emotions. Books like Deuteronomy speak to our will, 
asking us to respond to the commands of God. Others, like Paul’s letter to the Romans, appeal to 
our intellect, demanding that we think carefully about his theological reasoning. Revelation appeals 
to our imagination. The book is one incredible word picture after another. These word pictures 
should be considered as part of the whole. When we isolate these word pictures and try to interpret 
them literally, we get bogged down in the details. Remember the words of Jesus in Matthew 24:36, 
“No one knows about that day or hour, not even the angels in heaven, nor the Son, but only the 
Father.” 

Now let’s read an important part of Revelation, the opening of the seals. 
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Reading Revelation 

In Revelation 6, a scroll with seven seals is opened by the Lamb of God, Jesus Christ. The breaking 
of each seal is described for the reader. This section reminds us of the ongoing struggle of the 
Church in the midst of conflict and persecution, but also points out that God is in control and there 
will be judgement upon the enemies of the Church. 

Read Revelation 6:1-2. With the breaking of the first seal, a white horse appears. Its rider holds a 
bow, wears a crown, and rides off “as a conqueror bent on conquest.” The Parthians were an enemy 
of the Roman Empire, known for using bows as their primary weapon and to whom white was a 
sacred color. This serves as a reminder that the Roman Empire (or any empire) will not endure.  

Read Revelation 6:3-4. When the second seal is broken, a rider on a red horse appears, 
brandishing a large sword. The rider is empowered to “take peace from the earth” and to “make 
men slay each other.” This is simply symbolic of the history of this fallen, imperfect world; a world of 
ongoing war and bloodshed. 

Read Revelation 6:5-6. When the Lamb breaks open the 
third seal, a black horse appears with a rider holding a 
pair of scales and a voice offers a declaration. A denarius 
is a day’s wages, and a quart of wheat would only feed 
one person. In other’s words, the feeding of one person 
required a day’s work. Three quarts of barley could also 
be purchased for a day’s wages, which would feed a small 
family, but was less nutritious. In this fallen and broken 
world, there will be times of economic upheaval, inflation, 
and even famine. 

Read Revelation 6:7-8. Death appears on a pale horse upon the breaking of the fourth seal, and 
Hades (the realm of death) follows after him. Death brings death, be it by sword, famine, plague, or 
wild animals. 

Read Revelation 6:9-11. With the opening of the fi fth seal, the souls of those who have died for 
their faith cry out for vengeance. They are told they must wait a little longer, until persecution has 
run its course. In the meantime, they are given their heavenly garments and can already enjoy their 
rightful place in heaven. 

Read Revelation 6:12-17. Cosmic convulsions follow the opening of the sixth seal. All classes of 
society try with futility to hide from the face of God and their punishment for the persecution of his 
children. 

Read Revelation 8:1. With the outpouring of death and violence that has accompanied the 
opening of the first six seals, we expect the worst here. But nothing happens. Instead, “there was 
silence in heaven for about half an hour.” A dramatic pause, maybe a calm before the storm. With 
the opening of the seventh seal, the first vision in Revelation has ended and John moves to his 



It is our hope that this guide to reading the books of the Bible 
serves as a helpful starting point for you, both in practice and 
interpretation. Certainly, there is much more to talk about, so we 
also hope this guide serves to kickstart those conversations.




