
How to Study the Bible 
 

Starting Out 
 

THE BIBLE IS BOTH A HUMAN AND DIVINE BOOK. (John 1:1-3, 14; 2 Peter 
1:21)  This is important to understand for two reasons related to bible study. First, since the 
bible is the revelation of God to his creatures, we are obliged to listen and trust him. Second, 
in order to understand the bible we must interpret it according to the usual conventions of 
writing.  
 
THERE ARE CHALLENGES TO UNDESTANDING THE BIBLE. (Rom. 12:1-2)  
 
Challenge #1:  Renewing our minds. 
 
Challenge #2:  Submitting our wills. 
 
Challenge #3:  Cultural, historical, and linguistic distance between original author and 
contemporary reader. 
 
Summary of communication and interpretation: 

 
Author - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - > Receiver  
(This is too simple.) 
 
 
 

(Spirit inspired)  Author �                                                    � Receiver (illumination by  
   Spirit) 

                                                              
  
 

 
 

 

The Work of Interpretation 
 
Techniques of interpretation are only as good as the goal.  

• Knowing Christ and his saving work by faith- John 6:29; 20:31; I Cor. 2:2 

• Becoming like Christ by faith - Rom. 8:29; 2 Tim. 3:16-17 
 
General Rules 

1. Understanding the author’s intended meaning to the original audience is the first goal. 
We must first ask “What did this passage say to the original audience?” Only when we 
are confident of the answer can we ask, “What does this passage mean to me?”  

2. Interpreting a passage “in context” is necessary to discover the author’s intended 
meaning.  

3. While narrative passages are no less scripture, they often require the clear teaching of 
didactic passages (letters, speeches, sermons, commands, etc).  
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4. Later passages reflect a greater understanding than earlier passages.  
5. Interpret difficult passages in light of clear passages. (WCF I.9) 
6. While there may be many possible interpretations of a passage, there is only one true 

interpretation. (WCF I.9) 
7. Distinguish between first and second principles of the text so that the primary points 

of the text are clearly understood.  
 

The Process of Interpretation 
 
Prayer: Out of humility and dependence upon God, ask for the help of the Holy Spirit.  
 
Observation:  What does the text say? 
Your interpretation of the text will be as good as your observations of the text. 
 
Illustration: Sherlock Holmes  
“I could not help laughing at the ease with which he explained his process of deduction. 
‘When I hear you give your reasons,’ I remarked, ‘the thing always appears to me to be so 
ridiculously simple that I could easily do it myself, though at each successive instance of your 
reasoning I am baffled, until you explain your process. And yet I believe that my eyes are as 
good as yours.’ ‘Quite so,’ he answered, . . . ‘You see, but you do not observe.’”1 

 
A. Study the introductory facts about the book:  author, date, purpose, recipients, themes, 

key verses, characters, historical setting. You can find this information in a Bible 
Dictionary, Commentary, or Bible Handbook. 

 
B. Read and reread the text to get familiarity with it. Take note of the facts and details. 

Try not to let your previous familiarity with the passage or presuppositions influence 
what you observe. 

 
C. Determine the genre or type of literature.  

 
D. Gain an initial understanding of the boundaries of the text (what is known as a textual 

unit) by looking for clues of a textual unit. A textual unit is a passage that holds 
together as a complete unit of thought or action. You can discover the textual unit by 
noting 1) scene changes 2) grammatical expressions of discontinuity (“Finally” – 
Ephesians 6:10) 3) change in theme.  

 
E. Observation of narrative/story passages: 

 
1. Characters- Who are the characters in the story? What are their situations? How 

does the author portray the characters (traits, actions, speech)? What is the role 
each character plays in the story? What do they contribute to the story? What is 
God’s role in the story? How do the characters interact with one another and with 
God? 

2. Events- Give characters the opportunity to display their traits. What are the 
important events? What events have the author high-lighted? How do the events 

                                                 
1
 The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes: A Scandal in Bohemia, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.  



show conflict? How do the events flow causally from what happened before? Are 
there specific details given? 

3. Scenes- What is the overall flow or sequence of events? Where is the peak of 
conflict or tension? What is the resolution? Is there one? Are any words repeated? 
Is there speech that evaluates the action (by narrator or a character)? What literary 
devices are used by the author (word plays, analogies, contrasts, etc.)? What 
historical markers are given? What happened before and after this passage? When 
does this scene occur in redemptive history?  

 
F. Discourse/teaching passages (epistle, sermon, speech, prayer, etc): 

1. What propositions or assertions are made?  
2. What commands are given?  
3. What are the repeated words or themes?  
4. Are there key words used? What is the ‘sense’ of words in context?  
5. What symbolism is used (images, metaphors, similes, and personifications, 

hyperbole)? How does the author make use of the symbolism to create an 
effect on the reader? 

6. What are the main verbs? What are the supporting clauses?  
7. How does the author make logical connections between phrases that build his 

argument? How do the phrases work together to form an argument? Does the 
speaker use cause and effect, contrast of ideas, or comparisons?  

8. What is the main thought of each paragraph?  
9. What is the relationship between paragraphs?  
10. What is the structure/outline of the whole passage?  
11. Is there a progression of thought? 
12. Where does this passage occur in the general flow of thought of the book? 

How does its context inform our understanding of the author’s intended 
meaning? 

13. Are there allusions to other parts of scripture? 
 
G. Poetry:  Heightened speech/elevated diction 

1. Does it reflect on a historical event? What does it teach about the event? How 
does knowledge of the event enlighten your understanding of the poetic 
passage? 

2. What symbolism or imagery is used? What figures of speech are used 
(metaphors, similes, personifications, hyperbole)? Is there a structure to the 
poem? 

3. Are promises made in the poetry? 
4. What reasons does the poet give for his continued faith in God? 

 

���� BRIDGE TO INTERPRETATION:  write out questions to answer.   
Here is the bridge from observation to interpretation.  Compile a list of questions to be 
answered or problems to solve. Don’t be concerned about which questions are important. 
General areas of problems include: 
 
A. Theological- James 2:24 
B. Linguistic- Rom. 3:25 
C. Cultural- 1 Corinthians 11:5 
D. Historical- Gen. 2:5-7 



 
Interpretation:  What does the text mean? The point is to discover the answers to your 
questions.  
 

A. Historical Context  
 

1. Author & Recipients  
a. What is the relationship between author and recipient? 
b. What is the mindset of the author? 
c. What impact would the book make upon the original readers?  

2. Historical setting 
a. Any people, places, customs, times, events, or circumstances that come to 

bear on the meaning of this text? 
3. What beliefs or ideas are referenced and how does and understanding of them 

impact the meaning of the text? 
 

B. Literary Context  
 

1. Is there a purpose statement in the book?  
2. Does the author give thematic statements in the book?  
3. How does the argument/story unfold throughout the book?  
4. How does the material around the passage impact the meaning of the passage? 
5. What does this sentence contribute to the overall passage?  
6. How does the context reveal the author’s intended meaning of a particular 

statement? 
7. How do repeated words/phrases or key terms contribute to the author’s intended 

meaning?  
8. What meaning is communicated by any literary devices?  

 

C. Redemptive Meaning – The bible is a book about God redeeming a people for 
himself. Our efforts to understand the bible will be misguided if we do not seek to 
discover how Christ and his saving work are revealed in the passage.  

 
      ���� BRIDGE TO APPLICATION:  Reflect on theological truths from the text. 
 

Ask questions such as: 

 

1. What does it say about God? Christ? 

2. What does it say about mankind?  

3. What does it say about salvation?  

4. What does it say about how we are to respond to God? 
 
Application:  How should I respond to the text? (next time) 
 
 
 
 

 



Appendix A:  Guides for Various Types of Literature  
 
NARRATIVE2 - Usually scenes begin by setting the stage (time, location, characters). They 
progress by introducing a conflict. As the crisis comes to climax, there is a point of resolution. 
Often, the point at which the crisis is resolves reveals the main point of the story. (E.g. David 
and Goliath – the battle really does belong to the Lord) Also, sometimes there is a speech or 
thematic statement within the narrative that gives an evaluation of the story. (E.g. Samuel’s 
speech in 1 Samuel 15) Finally, the conflict in the story often has one of three focal points for 
the characters:  

•••• Test – events of the story test the mental, physical, moral, or spiritual character of the 
story’s hero. 

•••• Quest – one of the main characters pursues a goal.  

•••• Choice – character(s) must decide between two courses of action.  
 
DISCOURSE – The concern in analyzing discourses is to recognize the themes, understand 
the arguments, and take note of the logical connections. It may be helpful to outline the 
paragraph structure or at least see the logical connections between statements. Some 
important questions are:  

• What is the structure of the passage?  

• What are the main verbs? What are the supporting clauses? How do the connecting 
words give meaning to the sentences?  

• What is the main point of each paragraph?  

• How does the author’s case hold together?  
 

POETRY – Not all scripture is in propositional form. Unlike prose, poetry is heightened 
speech or elevated diction in order to communicate with greater force and eloquence a 
message that will have an impact on the reader. In the bible, poetry is not a recitation of the 
facts, but the use of literary forms – symbolism, parallelism, and rhythm – to communicate the 
force of the author’s interaction with God and his world. Therefore, in analyzing poetry two 
things are important.   

1. Know the features of poetry.  

• Parallelism – In analyzing parallelism the issue is how the lines of poetry function 
together. Often the 2nd line is used to complete, clarify, restate, intensify, expand or 
contrast the 1st line. Such as: “A, what’s more B.” Examples: Proverbs 15:1; Job 
41:24; Is 1:3 (ox knows master even though dumb, donkey knows his trough even 
though stubborn and dumb, Israel does not know God in comparison to dumb 
animals)  

• Imagery – Images are important because they help us picture what is often 
inexpressible, and to do so with much greater force. However, we must keep in 
mind that images are not meant to be taken literally. Instead, we must understand 
what they represent and the author’s intended meaning and purport of the images. 

• Structure – Often there is a literary structure to poetry. Generally, we are looking 
for factors of continuity or discontinuity that reveal the various segments to the 
poetry.  For instance, David moves from petition to praise in Psalm 26. Verses 1-5 
are David’s petition, but there is a distinctive change in his mood beginning in 
verse 6. 
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 See Getting the Message, Dan Doriani, ch. 5. 



2. Allow the power of the image to do its work. So often we want to “get behind the 
image” and boil-it-down to an easily digestible principle. Or, we blunt the force of the 
image by explaining away any apparent incongruity between the image and our 
theological convictions. For example, we may use the doctrine of the believer’s 
security in Christ to dull the force of David’s urgent request in Psalm 51:11.  

• What is the mood? What emotions are evoked by the poetry? 

• What impact does it have on the reader? 
 
PROPHECY – Here are a few important features of prophecy. 
 

• Prophecy and Prediction – Prediction is part of prophecy, but the sole intent of 
prophecy is not simply to tell the future. Most of the time the prophets are simply 
applying the truth of God’s word to their contemporary setting. Whenever predictions 
are made it is for two general reasons:  1) assuring God’s people of his grace and 
power so that they remain faithful during times of struggle 2) convicting God’s people 
of sin so that they return to him in faith, repentance and obedience.  

• Figurative representation – The mode in which prophets receive revelation from 
God was often in the form of “vision-revelation.” That is, the prophet sees a vision 
(e.g. Isaiah 1:1) and then communicates a description of that vision in figurative 
language. Therefore, it is important to understand the meaning of the figurative 
language rather than interpreting it “woodenly.” Also, the prophets explained the 
prophetic visions in language and concepts that were familiar to Israel. That is  why 
God’s future purposes for his people through the Messiah’s ministry are referred to 
not in New Testament language, but in terms with which they are familiar (e.g. temple 
worship, rebuilding Jerusalem, restoring the “tents of David”, etc).  This also explains 
why the New Testament writers can apply these texts to the present work of Christ. 

• Relative disregard for time – Rarely are details given for determining time periods of 
prophetic visions. Where they are given, they possess great relevancy to the meaning 
of the passage. Since the prophets were seeing visions of the future, they often 
describe a group of events as one future reality – a phenomenon known as 
“foreshortening.” To illustrate this phenomenon, consider the example of looking at 
the Rocky Mountains and seeing what looks like a wall of mountains; in actuality there 
are miles between the mountains that are in the foreground and the mountains behind 
them. Each mountain stands separately with sometimes vast distances between them. 
Yet, from the perspective of the viewer many miles away, it is difficult to determine 
the distance between them. In much the same way, the “distance” between future 
events is not clear to the prophet. Therefore, they often describe the vision as a single 
event which hides the fact that there may be multiple stages of fulfillment. So, we can 
say that there is a relative disregard for time from the perspective of the prophet. But 
from the perspective of the New Testament we are able to see more clearly the 
intended meaning of the prophetic vision. 

 
Several questions are helpful when interpreting prophecy:  

• What are the historical circumstances of this prophet and his work?  

• To whom is it addressed and what was the historical situation?  

• What imagery does the prophet use? For what purpose is it used?  

• What promises are made? What warnings are given?  



• What elements of the prophecy are conditional and unconditional; that is to say 
conditioned upon the response of the people?  

• How does this prophecy fit into God’s overall plan?  

• What response is required by God’s people? 
 
 

Appendix B:  Basic Books for a Christian Home Library 
 
Students of the Bible can develop a very helpful home library through the purchase of a 
relatively small number of reference works. Here are the basics: 
 
1. Good Translation of the Bible: 

Use two translations of the Bible for your study – one that is closer to contemporary 
English and one that is closer to the literal Greek and Hebrew. By comparing translations 
of the Bible you may get a more precise idea of the meaning of a text or of what the 
options for interpretations are.  
 
Literal3   Dynamic Equivalence4    Free (Paraphrase)5  
NASB/KJV/ESV/RSV        NRSV/NIV/NEB           New Living Trans./The Message 
 
My vote: a literal translation that footnotes figures of speech and the possible range of 
meaning for difficult wording. The English Standard Version comes the closest. 
 
A good study Bible also offers helpful notes on the text and cross-references as well as 
introductory comments about each book of the Bible. My first choice would be the ESV 
Study Bible (Crossway Publishing). Other options are The Reformation Study Bible: English 
Standard Version (P & R Publishing) and Zondervan NIV Study Bible (Zondervan Publishing). 

 
2. Bible Handbook: Ryken’s Bible Handbook (Tyndale House Publications) will give you an 

overview of the contents of every book of the bible as well as literary features, historical 
background, teaching points and application.   
  

3. Concordance: A concordance will help you to quickly reference bible verses that contain 
a particular word. Buy a concordance for the version of the Bible you use the most. You 
can also access on-line concordances (www.biblegateway.com). 

 
4. A good English Dictionary. 
 
5. Bible Dictionary: 

The New Bible Dictionary is a reliable choice.   
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 Literal translations seek accuracy by keeping the original grammatical structure in a word-to-word 

equivalence. However, they are more wooden in style, at points confusing due to lack of ability to translate 

idiomatic speech.  
4
 Dynamic translations seek to reproduce the “sense” of a passage in updated idioms and figures of speech. 

However, they made interpretive decisions for the reader by not using a word-to-word equivalence. 
5
 Paraphrases try to capture the tone and general meaning of the text. They obviously lack accuracy and the 

reader needs to know that many interpretive decisions have been made for them. 



6. Bible Maps  
Your reference Bible will have maps. Use them when studying the historical portions of 
the Bible. New Bible Atlas, Moody Bible Atlas, The Macmillan Bible Atlas, or The Holman Bible 
Atlas are good works if you want more than your Bible offers. 
 

7. Bible Encyclopedia 
A Bible Encyclopedia is a larger investment ($100) but worth the cost if you want a deeper 
understanding of the cultures, history and customs of biblical times. The International 
Standard Bible Encyclopedia (ed. Bromiley, 4 volumes) and The Baker Bible Encyclopedia (Elwell, 
2 volumes) are top choices.  

 
8. Theological Dictionary 

These works have hundreds of short but useful articles on theological and philosophical 
topics. Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology (Baker Books) is a good choice.  
 

9. Theological Textbook 
A theological textbook develops themes of theology in a logical sequence. Louis Berkhof’s 
Systematic Theology is good, but long and dry. A more concise and digestible form of 
Berkhof’s work is his Manual of Christian Doctrine. With this book, you can look up what the 
bible says about many theological topics (e.g. attributes of God, justification, sacraments, 
offices of Christ, etc.). Another good resource is Our Reasonable Faith by Herman Bavinck. 
You may also want to have a copy of the Westminster Confession of Faith with Larger and 
Shorter Catechisms.   

 
9.   Biblical Theology  

Biblical theology is the study of the redemptive work of God from beginning to end. 
Understanding the redemptive-historical context of any passage will be enhanced by 
books such as:  The Progress of Redemption by Willem VanGemeren, The Christ of the Covenants 
by O. Palmer Robertson, Far as the Curse is Found by Michael Williams, and God's Big Picture 
by Vaughn Roberts. 

 
10.  Commentaries 
      The most inexpensive way to go is to purchase a one volume commentary that gives a 

cursory explanation of the entire bible. A good one to choose is the New Bible Commentary 
(InterVarsity Press).  Also, the Let’s Study series published by Banner of Truth is good, as 
well as very readable and brief.  The Bible Speaks Today series published by InterVarsity 
Press is more in-depth and generally reliable. Calvin’s Commentaries (22 volume set) is a 
standard and can be purchased on-line at a reasonable price. As a general rule, aside from 
a few commentary sets (e.g. Calvin), it is better to pick individual commentaries from a set 
that are of good quality as opposed to purchasing the entire set. Not all contributors to a 
commentary set are equal. Covenant Seminary offers a list of faculty recommended 
commentaries on their website (look on the Library page).  

 
11. Further studies in interpreting the Bible 
     Getting the Message by Dan Doriani 
     Let the Reader Understand by Dan McCartney and Charles Clayton 
     How to Understand Your Bible by T. Norton Sterrett 
     How to Read the Bible for All its Worth by Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart  
     Knowing Scripture by R. C. Sproul 



 
 


