
SESSION 13:

The Practice 

of Bible Study, Pt 1



THE PRACTICE OF BIBLE STUDY

ORIENTATION OBSERVATION INTERPRETATION APPLICATION

• Where do I start, and where do I go from there?

• A four-stage process of study that will take you from the text to life:

I. ORIENTATION – surveying the text’s surroundings.

II. OBSERVATION – examining the text’s contents.

III. INTERPRETATION – understanding the text’s meaning. 

IV. APPLICATION – obeying the text’s message.

O
ve

rv
ie

w



The Need for Orientation—Context

• “Context” – the world into which a text is 
woven; all biblical texts are woven into: (a) an 
historical context, and (b) a literary context.

• To read language naturally means to read it 
according to the norms of the author and his 
audience, made evident through context. 
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• The more you interpret apart from this two-dimensional context, 
the more you interpret according your convenience.

• Context and language are the true guardrails for accurate 
interpretation.



• Context 
determines 
whether you 
read the middle 
character as a 
“B” or as “13.”
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“Disregarding the context is one of the greatest problems 
in Bible interpretation.” 

—Roy Zuck 

“Every basic cult is built on ignoring the context.” 

—Howard HendricksTh
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“They have the capacity to recall a relevant biblical text in support of a particular 
doctrinal point, or in opposition to a hot spot in the cultural wars, or in hope of 
emotional support when times get tough. They approach the Bible as a sort of 
reference book, a collection of useful God-quotes that can be looked up as one 
would locate a word in a dictionary or an entry in an encyclopedia. What they 

are not trained to do is to read a biblical book from beginning to end, to trace its 
narrative arc, to discern its main themes . . . . Indeed, oftentimes these students 

find themselves dismayed when they read a beloved Bible quote in its actual 
literary context and discover that it does not seem to bear the meaning they 

thought it did when they quoted the verse in isolation.”

—David Nienhuis, A Concise Guide to Reading the New Testament, 4

• Problem: Many Christians “have been trained to be Bible quoters, 
not Bible readers.”
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TEXT
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Step 1: Historical Context

Step 2: Revelatory Context

Step 3: Book Context

Step 4: Structural 
Context

Step 5: 
Immediate 

Context

• Its purpose is to 
prepare us well 
to observe what 
is contained in 
the text itself.

• The orientation 
process moves 
from the most 
general aspects 
of context to the 
most specific.



STEP 1: Survey the text’s historical context.

• PRINCIPLE: Good orientation begins by acquainting oneself with the 
historical world of the writer and his original audience. 

• From its beginning, Scripture was situational in nature—each of its books 
was written in response to an historical need.

• This “world” involves five areas of consideration:

a) Authorship – Who wrote the book?
b) Date – When did he write?
c) Location – From where did he write?
d) Recipient(s) – To whom did he write?
e) Circumstance – What motivated him to write?



“Cultural matters are not niceties 
we may search out if we have the 

time but which we may ignore 
under the pressure of time and 

circumstances. They are 
indispensable for an accurate 

understanding of Holy Scripture.”

—Roy Zuck, Basic Bible Interpretation, 80



• Begin by reading through the biblical book in which your text is found, 
paying special attention to the historical details it provides.



• Consult the 
“Introduction” 
section in a 
Study Bible.



• Beginner: Read 
the related 
section in a 
Bible Survey.

• Advanced: Read 
the related 
section in a Bible 
Introduction.



• Read the 
“Introduction” 
section in a good 
commentary.



• PRINCIPLE: Good orientation seeks to identify when 
the text was written in the timeline of God’s special 
revelation. 

• Key question: Where does my text, and the book it is 
in, fall on the timeline of Scripture’s composition? 

• This step shows an appreciation for the progressive, 
accumulating nature of revelation.

• It is crucial for identifying the potential influence of 
antecedent revelation on the text to be studied.

STEP 2: Determine the text’s revelatory context.

Daniel



First John
(AD 90)

• For example, the date of the writing of 1 John is estimated to be 
around AD 90.

Gospel of 
John (AD 80)

• Thus, the contents of 1 John should be read in the light of the language 
and themes of the Gospel of John, written around AD 80. 

• In other words, to interpret 1 John well, you need to appreciate the 
contents and emphases of the Gospel of John. 

• Once again, Study Bible Introductions, Bible Surveys, and Commentary 
Introductions will be helpful to gather this information.



• PRINCIPLE: Good orientation seeks a sound understanding of the central 
argument that the writer makes in the book in which the text is found.

• Key question: Why did the writer write this book?

• The central argument of a book can be likened to a scarlet thread—the 
main idea that connects a piece of literature from beginning to end.

• Read the book through several times, in one sitting, looking for that 
connecting thread. Then consult good introductions to the book.

• The goal is to state in one simple sentence, “The purpose of this book 
is to . . .”

STEP 3: Establish the text’s book context. 



“Many of the books of the Bible have a single 
thread running through the whole; a pivotal idea 
around which all the subsidiary ones revolve, and 

to catch this thread, to seize upon this idea, is 
absolutely necessary to unravel or break up the 

whole in its essential parts.”

—James Gray, How to Master the English Bible, 34



• PRINCIPLE: Good orientation requires 
an eye for the literary structure of the 
book in which the text is found. 

• Key question: What are the main parts 
of this writer’s work?

• The task of the student here is to construct a basic outline. 

• This outline will later serve as a helpful guardrail in the interpretation 
of the text.

STEP 4: Discern the text’s structural context. 



• Read through the book and look for major transitions in topics, 
characters, locations, or emphases.

• Again, consult the “Introduction” section in a Study Bible or commentary 
for the outline of the book. 



• Chartbooks that display 
outlines of the books of the 
Bible are very helpful. 



Outline of Romans

1:1 

1:17

1:18

3:20

3:21

5:21

6:1 

8:39

9:1

11:36

12:1 

15:13

15:14

16:27

Intro & 
Theme

CONDEMNATION:
The Need 
for God’s 

Righteousness

JUSTIFICATION:
The Provision 

of God’s 
Righteousness

SANCTIFICATION:
The Demonstration 

of God’s 
Righteousness

RESTORATION:
Israel’s Future 

in God’s 
Righteousness

APPLICATION:
The Practice

 of God’s 
Righteousness

Conclusion

Text (3:10–18) 

• Like a city map, a literary outline locates your text on the “map,” 
identifying its own “neighborhood” as well as the neighborhood next door.

• When interpreting the text, your awareness of this structural context will 
help you form solid conclusions about the meaning of the text you are 
studying. 



• PRINCIPLE: Good orientation requires an attentiveness to the paragraphs 
before and after the text that is to be studied.

• “Paragraph” – “a subdivision of a written composition that consists of 
one or more sentences, deals with one point or gives the words of one 
speaker, and begins on a new usually indented line” (Merriam-Webster).

• As a complete unit of thought, the paragraph—not isolated phrases or 
sentences—should be the focus of interpretation.

• Key question: What is the paragraph that precedes the text, and what is 
the paragraph that follows?

STEP 5: Identify the text’s immediate context. 



“The material before the passage is the radar which guides the approach, 
and the following material is the radar of the leaving. And if we can track 
the material approaching and leaving the particular passage, we have the 

framework in which the passage is to be understood.”

—Bernard Ramm, Protestant Biblical Interpretation, 139

• Paragraph

Preceding 
Context

• Paragraph

Text to be 
Studied

• Paragraph

Subsequent 
Context



• To identify a paragraph, look for . . .

a) a unifying theme that ties a group of 
sentences together (a repeated word, 
an emphasized concept, etc.);

b) a change of topic, setting, timing, or 
character;

c) a transitional word or phrase 
(“Therefore,” “For this reason,” “Now 
concerning,” “It came about,” etc.);

d) A case of direct address (“Beloved,” 
“Brothers,” etc.).



TEXT

Su
m

m
ar

y
Step 1: Historical Context

Step 2: Revelatory Context

Step 3: Book Context

Step 4: Structural 
Context

Step 5: 
Immediate 

Context



“Here then, is the real problem of our 
negligence. We fail in our duty to study 
God’s Word not so much because it is 
difficult to understand, not so much 

because it is dull and boring, but because 
it is work. Our problem is not a lack of 
intelligence or a lack of passion.  Our 

problem is that we are lazy.”

—R. C. Sproul, Knowing Scripture



RECOMMENDED RESOURCE FOR BEGINNERS

Howard Hendricks and William Hendricks

Living by the Book: The Art and Science of 
Reading the Bible.



RECOMMENDED RESOURCE FOR BEGINNERS

Michael Vlach

Dispensational Hermeneutics: 
Interpretation Principles that Guide 
Dispensationalism’s Understanding of 
the Bible’s Storyline.



2024–2025 

A Study of 
the Doctrine 
of Scripture
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