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Introduction

One of greatest joys in life is being able to read and understand something for yourself. Such is the ultimate goal of this Bible study program. We want you to be able to feed your own soul from God’s word and then turn around and help others as well. 

George Burns once said, “I’d rather be a failure at something I enjoy, than a success at something I hate.” The good news for Christians is that these are not the only two options; why not be a success at something you like? We want to help you become a success at studying God’s word; studying it faithfully, honestly, prayerfully, obediently, and intelligently. 

But, studying God’s word is not easy, per se. There are no overnight successes in this venture, but there are numerous rewards, surprises, and encouragements all along the journey. There are two basic strengths you will need to cultivate if you are to be a good Bible student (e.g., studying, applying, and teaching others). First, you will need a “stick-to-it mentality (Philippians 4:13). At first, failure (at least in your eyes) may come often. Did you know that one of Monet’s (the famous French artist) first jobs as an artist was doing sketches for a local paper? Did you also know that only one of the scores of sketches he produced was ever used? These initial setbacks obviously did not hang him out to dry—nor should they us. Success is not found on the path of least persistence! Examples abound. Calvin Coolidge may have overstated the case, but only slightly:

Nothing in the world can take the place of persistence. Talent will not; nothing is more common than unsuccessful men with great talent. Genius will not: unrewarded genius is almost a proverb. Education will not; the world is full of educated derelicts. Persistence, determination alone are omnipotent. 

Ninety percent of success is just showing up. Never quit!

The second quality that you and I need to develop in order to be good Bible students is the appropriate “know how,” that is, “understanding” specific to our task. We need to learn—and never cease learning—how to study a book like the Bible. And that’s what we’re here to help you with. Until we are helped, most of us are in a fog regarding how to study the Bible. But, what a great experience it is when the fog rolls away and understanding illuminates our hearts. Clarence Edward Flynn expressed it this way:

	Peering into the mists of gray

	That shroud the surface of the bay,

	Nothing I see except a veil

	Of fog surrounding every sail.

	Then suddenly against the cape

	A vast and silent form takes shape,

	A great ship lies against the shore

	Where nothing has appeared before.

	

	He who sees a truth must often gaze

	Into a fog for may days;

	It may seem very sure to him

	Nothing is there but mist clouds dim.

	Then, suddenly, his eyes will see

	A shape where nothing used to be.

	Discoveries are missed each day

	By men who turn so quick away.



So we’re going to teach you a method in this paper that will dispel the fog and give you more certainty regarding what the Bible says and what it means by what it says. The ultimate goal of this material is to create in you a deeper love for Christ—a love expressed in an intelligent understanding of his word and a lifestyle that reflects the amazing grace that has brought you thus far and will someday lead you home!

Qualifications Of A Good Interpreter

Born Again

The first quality of a good interpreter is that they have already submitted to the truth of God in the gospel. They have accepted Christ as their savior. Having submitted to Him, they are ready to begin a life long commitment to Christ expressed in intelligent, daily submission to Him in His word. The person who has personally trusted in Christ possesses the Holy Spirit (Romans 8:9) and is, therefore, able to see how the truth he finds in Scripture relates to his own life as well as the lives of others. He knows that he can depend on the Spirit to enable him to study the Bible profitably and to guide him in the application (i.e. discipleship) process. These are challenging days facing the church and only those who stay close to the Lord according to his word will live godly, responsible, and holy lives.

Humble

The good interpreter consistently maintains an attitude of humility. This is because he is in a relationship with God and knows that God reveals his truth to those who are humble and willing to receive (James 1:18-21). Further, when we are honest with ourselves, others, and with God, we must confess a profound ignorance of Scripture and even greater ignorance of God. Again, the Spirit is with us,  and lives in us; there is no place for despair. Therefore, clothe yourself with humility for it is one of the most significant character traits of the good interpreter of the Bible.  

Stick-to-it-ness

We have discussed “stick-to-it-ness” above so we will not go into great detail again. Nonetheless, I mention it once more because it is perhaps the number one problem I have noticed among Bible students: they quit too easily. God doesn’t reveal his deepest secrets to the passers-by. And Satan loves to defeat you in this area. So, be prepared for a fight! Ask God for the strength and the discipline to follow a regular schedule of Bible study. Happiness is not how you feel at the moment (a great mistake inherited from the Enlightenment) it is the result of a life well lived. You will be happy if you live life well. Sticking to your goal of studying the Bible faithfully, and applying it to your life, will lead to genuine and permanent happiness (i.e., blessedness). Eugene Peterson, in his book, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction, comments lamentably about the character of today’s generation: “Everyone is in a hurry. The persons whom I lead in worship, among whom I counsel, visit, pray, preach, and teach, want short cuts … They are impatient for results …The Christian life cannot mature under such conditions and in such ways.”
 Prepare yourself for the long haul. 

Increasing Knowledge of Scripture and Bible Backgrounds

This is where the attitude of “stick-to-it-ness” comes into play. If you really want to understand the Bible then you will have to begin reading the Bible regularly, studying it, and reading and studying Bible backgrounds as well. There are lots of studies at the BSF website (www. bible.org) to help you accomplish this. Apart from the website, you are encouraged to get some good books on Bible backgrounds, customs, languages, and cultures. These will greatly help you enter the world of the Bible and comprehend its message in a clearer way. Commentaries will also provide background information. The tools we are going to discuss in the following section will also help you.

The Tools Of A Good Interpreter

Once you have a plan of study and a quiet place to do it, you will need several resources in order to study the Bible in depth. Such tools include a good translation (or two or more), concordance, Atlas, Bible handbook, and a notebook or computer. We will only be using the English translation in this study. 

NET Bible 

We will be primarily using the NET© Bible which is available free on-line at this site: www.bible.org. The soft-cover edition may be purchased for $24.95U.S. and the fully searchable Logos CD version is $39.95 U.S.

A Concordance 

Like any book, the Bible is full of words. Many of the same, important words are used more than once throughout a book and indeed, the entire Bible. The point of a concordance is to be able to track down a given word each time it occurs so that you can reflect on its various uses to see if they shed any light on the particular passage you are studying. For example, if you are meditating on Matthew 5:16: “Let your light shine before men…” it would be nice to be able to study the word “light” (fw`") not only in Matthew 5:16, but also in the book of Matthew as a whole, as well as in the other gospels, the rest of the New Testament, and even the Old Testament (though the language is now Hebrew and Aramaic, not Greek).
 Hopefully this process would shed some “light” (no pun intended) on the use of the term in Matthew 5:16. After such a “word study” you would understand the range of usage of a given term and thus increase the likelihood that you properly understood it in its original context (i.e., Matthew 5:16)—all things being equal. For those of you who have Bibles with verse references in the margin, use them as well. They are designed to be cross-referenced to the passage under study. Many times they are cross-referenced on the basis of the same word and certainly on the basis of a shared idea.
 

A Bible Atlas 

You can use the one in the back of your Bible if you like or get another more complete atlas such as: Harry Thomas Frank, ed., Atlas of the Bible Lands, rev. ed. Maplewood New Jersey: Hammond, 1990. The ISBN number for the soft cover edition is 0-8437-7055-4 and the Library of Congress number is G2230.H3. Another good atlas is: Dowley, Atlas of the Bible and Christianity (Baker, ’97).

A Bible Handbook/Dictionary 

A good Bible dictionary will give all sorts of valuable information on cultural backgrounds, outlines of Bible books, the particular contexts in which books were written, themes, special challenges posed by the various books of the Bible, information on geography, archaeology, etc. Much of this can also be found right on our website at www.bible.org. Some good examples include: Marshall/Millard/Packer/Wiseman, eds., New Bible Dictionary, 3rd ed. (IVP, ’96); Wenham/Motyer/Carson/France, eds., New Bible Commentary: 21st Century, eds. (IVP, ’94).

A Good Commentary

A good commentary series is important for the student of the Bible. First, you are in community. Interpretation and application of the Bible should take place in dialogue with other people. Reading good commentaries is a way to interact with other interpreters and cross-check your work against theirs. 

Second, commentaries will often provide good background information as well as point out any important facts which arise from the Biblical languages—facts which would otherwise be lost on the student of the English Bible.

Third, as good and as necessary as commentaries are, they cannot replace your own study and meditation on God’s word. They are a necessary supplement, not in any sense a replacement.

For more information on acquiring a selected resource of good commentaries, consult: “Commentary and Reference Survey: A Periodical Buyer’s/Study Guide, Vol. 3, No. 2,” Compiled by John Glynn on our website (www.bible.org). Go to www.bible.org home page, then Bible Studies, then pastoral helps, then, building a personal library. Or, type in  http://www.bible.org/docs/pastor/library/toc.htm.

A Systematic Theology

A systematic theology is, as its names implies, an attempt to systematize all of the teaching of Scripture according to approximately ten crucial categories such as the Bible, God, Christ, the Holy Spirit, Angels (holy and fallen), man, sin, salvation, the church, and the end times. These books can be very helpful because they have Scripture indexes at the back and may actually comment on a passage you are studying and alert you to broader implications of the truths found in the passage. I recommend, for the beginning student, Millard J. Erickson, Systematic Theology (Baker, ’83-’85) or Wayne Grudem, Systematic Theology: An Introduction to Biblical Doctrine (Zondervan, ’94). Both of these are excellent introductions to theology. NB: Do not let the size of the books discourage you. They need to be somewhat large in the course of saying something pertinent about each of the areas and questions they cover. In the end you will be wanting even more!

A Notebook

Record all your thoughts somewhere, either in a notebook or on computer.

The Method Of A Good Interpreter

“You hit that for which you aim.”

Step 1: Pick A Book 

Preferably start with a small one like Philippians, Colossians, 1, 2 Thessalonians or Titus.

A.
Needs/Problems

If you have some need or problem that you know the book in question deals with, or might deal with, then begin with that book. For example, let’s say you are concerned about the qualifications of elders. Then you will want to study 1 Timothy and Titus. Set out a plan, after the one you will learn here, and study the two pastoral epistles.

B.
Questions

If you have a particular question about the meaning of a verse, paragraph, or whole section of Scripture, then begin with the book in which it is found.

C.
Interests

If you have more interest in studying poetry or narrative than expositional writing, then start with a book of the Bible that fits your interests. There’s no sense in starting with something that is uninteresting to you at first. I can just hear someone saying, “ It’s all God’s word ya’ know! We can’t just pick and choose what we want. Isn’t that what the false teachers used to do.” The point here is not that some parts of God’s Word are more important than other parts, but that you are either more familiar with certain parts than you are others or you have a greater interest in certain parts over others. That’s O.K. Scholars give their lives to studying certain sections more than others because of their interests. Besides, you will never do an exhaustive analysis of it all anyway!

Step 2: Read It Through to Get the “Big Picture”

Ideally, studying a book of the Bible begins with a broad survey of the book, then focuses in on the details, and then returns once again to a survey of the book as a whole. Some people refer to this as (1) synthesis [“see” the whole] (2) analysis [“examine” the details] (3) synthesis [“clearer vision” of the whole]. We can diagram it as such:
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Figure 1.

The point is that as we understand where an author starts his work and where he ends it, we are in a better position to evaluate how the author got there. As figure 1 indicates, we begin with an overview and the dark gray color indicates that while the general overall idea can be seen after reading through the book once, we are still a bit foggy in many cases on what certain details mean. But at least we know that we don’t know certain things. Thus we have some intelligent questions to ask. That’s not a bad point of departure for a study of the details. Not too shabby if you ask me!! 

Next, we study the individual paragraphs.
 As we do this, and we will show you how, we focus primarily on the paragraph though we are always making some connections to the broader context of the book as a whole. Thus even in this study on the details we never lose sight of the “big picture” that we gained in the first synthetic reading. 

Finally, after we have studied all the individual paragraphs we are ready to “tie them back together again” into a coherent whole. Like the fog rolling away under the morning sun, the diligent study of a book in this manner dispels the “fog” in our minds and enables us to see clearly the message of the book.

This is unfortunately where most people fall off the horse [:-(]. For them the Bible is a collection of loosely connected verses with no real beginning, middle, or end. It’s kinda’ like Humpty Dumpty, who while he had the help of all the king’s horses and all the king’s men, could not be put back together again! After reading the Bible more or less faithfully for years, they’re still not sure what it says, much less what it means by what it says. And even when they’ve understood the importance of reading and studying a book as a whole, they’ve seldom sat down and thought their way through the entire argument or overall message of the particular book they’re studying. They can take it apart, but they can’t put it back together. Please do not misunderstand me. I am not criticizing just for something to do. Many of these people to whom I refer have never been taught how to read properly for better comprehension and understanding. I hope that if this is true of your Bible reading you will decide to change it by sticking with this course and working at it. God places no premium on ignorance and richly blesses all, who with humble hearts, study his word (2 Tim 2:15; Jas 1:21-22).

Read the book through in one sitting. Focus on the paragraphs and ask yourself some of these questions: (1) What are the various topics represented in each of the paragraphs? Give the paragraph a title; (2) How do they relate to each other? (3) Is there a unifying theme in the book? Record your thoughts on a piece of paper or enter them on your computer. You may want to read through the book more than once. Sometimes I read a book dozens of times over the course of a week or so in order to get a better “handle” on the “big picture.”

Step 3: Pick A Paragraph in the Book

After you have read through the book, paragraph by paragraph, choose one of the paragraphs to study in more detail. Obviously if you are going to study the whole book in detail, start with the first paragraph. Perhaps it was a particular verse that led you to the book you wanted to study. If so, then choose the paragraph in which the verse is found and study it in light of the whole book.

Step 4: Study the Paragraph

A.
Read It Several Times

1.
What is the connecting word that starts the paragraph? (e.g., therefore, for, because, since, but, as a result, so, so that, at that time, then, now, when, for this reason, etc.)

2.
What are the main function words in the paragraph (e.g., therefore, for, because, since, but, as a result, so, so that, at that time, then, now, when, for this reason, etc.)

B.
Notice the Structure. For example:

1. General‹–›Specific

Notice that some paragraphs begin with a general statement and then more details are given as you read along. This can also be the relationship between paragraphs. One paragraph may be general in nature followed by another which attempts to unpack some of the generalities of the first paragraph by giving examples or details that “flesh out” what is meant earlier. 

This is the case, for example, in Romans 12:1-2. In these two verses, which make up a paragraph, Paul urges Christians, in light of the mercies of God, to offer their bodies as living sacrifices, not to be conformed to this world, but to be transformed by the renewing of their minds. These are three powerful, yet general statements that clamor to be filled in as it were. The rest of 12:3-8 as well as the entire section of Romans running from 12:3-15:13 is an exposition of the details of the kinds of things Paul had in mind when he made the comments in 12:1-2. It is important to realize that 12:3-15:13 does not exhaust the particulars that could fall under the general statements found in 12:1-2, but that they are concrete examples of the kind of things he was thinking of. 

Another good example of a general statement followed by the specifics is in Matthew 6:1-18. Jesus first says, in 6:1, that his disciples should be careful not to do their righteous acts before men in order to be seen by them. Then in vv. 2-4 he discusses giving, in vv. 5-15 he talks about prayer, and in vv. 16-18 he finishes off with some comments about fasting. Thus the kind of “acts of righteousness” Jesus was referring to included giving, prayer, and fasting. All of them are to be done with pure, God-centered motives, as 6:1 implies.

If we recognize that a paragraph or group of paragraphs hang together on the basis of a movement from the general to the specific, then we are in a better place to understand each of the various comments: we now have a framework in which to look at some of the details at the sentence level.

Some paragraphs work in the opposite direction. They move from the specifics to the general statement. See for example 1 Corinthians 8:1-11:1 which works through several specific problems in the church including (1) food sacrificed to idols; (2) Paul’s apostleship; (3) warnings from Israel’s history; (4) Idol feasts and the Lord’s Supper; (5) the freedom of the believer. All this is understood, though, in light of the general statements found in 10:31-11:1: “Do everything to the glory of God and the benefit of others!”

2. Cause‹–›Effect

Some paragraphs demonstrate that their central meaning is really an effect from a previous cause. That is, “because of that, this is true.” This is the case in Romans 2:1 with the use of the “therefore.” See also Ephesians 2:11-22. Anytime you see “therefore” you must ask yourself, what came before (or ahead) to give rise to this effect. Then ask yourself how that is so. For example, you might ask yourself how the unification of Jew and Gentile in one new man—discussed in Ephesians 2:11-22—is the effect from Ephesians 2:1-10 which talks about doing good works as a result being saved by grace. Many brilliant discoveries have been made by those who ask such questions.

3. Repetition 

This is where an author will use the same terms or concepts repeatedly. This should be noted and taken into account when identifying the “big idea” of the paragraph or book. Compare the use of “heavenlies” in the book of Ephesians (1:10; 3:15; 4:10; 6:9).

4. Contrast/Comparison

The Bible is also full of contrasts either implied or made explicit through the use of words like “but” and “nevertheless.” An example of an implied contrast comes in Mark 11:27-12:44. The entire scene takes place in the temple. There are seven separate yet well connected paragraphs in this section. The first six concern the attempts of the religious leaders to trap Jesus. The last paragraph speaks about a poor widow and the selfless manner in which she gave money to the temple. When seen in the light of the previous paragraphs—which focus on this “temple scene”—it becomes clear that Mark is not just making a statement about the widow’s faith, but he is implicitly criticizing the religious leaders for their lack of faith, and the reader is to understand that this lack of faith is connected to issues like money! (See also the implied contrasts between Nicodemus and the woman at the well in John 3 and 4.)

Ephesians 2:1-10 is a paragraph built around one great contrast: the sinfulness of man on one hand, and the abundant grace of God on the other. The contrast comes in v. 4. After Paul has said in vv. 1-3 that we are dead in sin, he then begins v. 4 with “But God being rich in mercy…” The question we need to ask at this point is, “How is the mercy of God contrasted with my helpless estate?” In other words, what are the details of the contrast? 

A paragraph that is built around the idea of comparison is Hebrews 5:1-10. The “so also” in verse 5 gives it away. The question we must ask ourselves, then, is “what are the similarities the writer wants us to see between Christ and the High Priesthood. 

C.
Examine Key Terms

We use words in a number of ways, including referring to objects and concepts, e.g., car, plane, boat, grace, mercy, science, etc. Words can function to simply point to something and/or they can also communicate feeling and emotion. The same word can point to an object and also convey an emotion or feeling at the same time. We also use words and language in a performative way, that is, to get things done, e.g., the parent who says to their teenager, “Be home at ten!” We will discuss this last usage in another lesson.

1. Referent: To what does the term actually refer?

First try and nail down that to which a word actually refers. Matthew quotes Zechariah 9:9 (primarily) in 21:5 of his gospel in order to set up Jesus’ triumphal entry into Jerusalem. The referent for the term “king” in the quotation is “Jesus.” That is the person to whom the citation points. He is the referent. 

2. Sense? What is the sense? What feelings are evoked in the use of this term? 

The use of the term “king,” however, in Matt 21:5 functions at another level beyond that of just identifying Jesus. It carries with it a certain sense and evokes certain images in the mind of the reader that if they are missed his/her interpretation has been incomplete or perhaps even wrong. The term “king” connotes ideas of victory, grandeur, pomp, and the like. While both the OT and Matthew envision Jesus’ kingship ultimately in this fashion, here his “kingship” is juxtaposed with ideas of gentleness and peace (regarding riding on a donkey, see Judges 5:10; 1 Kings 1:33; cf. Rev 19:11). The irony is profound and should not be missed by failing to ask, not only who the term “king” refers to, but also what sense the term “king” in this context is intended to evoke in the reader. Notice that the other part of Zechariah 9:9, namely, “righteous and having salvation” has been omitted in Matthew’s citation so that emphasis can be placed upon the humility of this king and the guilt of the religious leaders for their violent treatment of him (see Matt 21:23-46).

3. Define Words and Concepts

When you run across words or expressions that you are not clear about, consult the notes in the NET Bible for help. If nothing is written on the term in question then look at parallel passages to help determine the force and meaning of terms. Make sure that any meanings for words acquired outside the passage under consideration really do fit in the context of the passage being studied. Sometimes a good English dictionary is all one needs to clarify a word, though the same caution applies here as well. We will cover the use of concordances for word studies in a subsequent lesson. The important point here is to see words first in their immediate context.

For example, Paul says in Philippians 1:19 that he knows that his deliverance will be affected through the prayers of the Philippians and the help of the Spirit of Christ. The Greek term translated deliverance is the same Greek word used most commonly to refer to spiritual salvation. As translators, we know that Paul was already “saved,” so that what he means is not spiritual salvation, but delivered or saved if you will, from death in his upcoming trial. Now if I were studying along in my Greek Bible and decided that every time I saw the word for salvation (swthriva) it must mean initial, spiritual salvation, I would have a hard time with Philippians 1:19 because now I'd have to admit that the one who had been an apostle for 30 years wasn’t even a Christian! Obviously, this is ludicrous. So when you cross reference to other passages and you see similar English words or concepts, try and discern if the word or idea you're cross-referencing bears the same meaning as the word you're studying in your primary passage.

D.
Summarize the Argument

This is one of the hardest phases for new students to grasp. Up to this point you have read the book through a few times. Then you read your paragraph through a number of times. Then you looked for any structural clues to help you see how the paragraph hangs together (e.g., general-specific, cause-effect). Finally, you attempted, having “seen” the overall movement of your paragraph, to interpret certain words—to understand their referent and sense. Now you must summarize the message of the paragraph as a whole. Beginning students tend to want to include too much in their “big idea” or they are so general that basically any text in the Bible could fall under their summary. Don’t be discouraged if this is difficult at first. We will be doing these in the rest of the lessons and before no time at all you’ll be an expert showing others how to do it!

As we said above, a summary of the idea can be broken down into two parts: (1) subject; (2) complement. Some people refer to these as topic and theme, subject and predicate, etc.

1. Subject: What is he talking about?

2. Complement: What does he say about what he’s talking about?

3. Examples: 

In these examples we will assume that the book and paragraph have been read several times and the context is fairly well understood.

1 Peter 1:17-19

1:17 And if you address as Father the one who impartially judges according to each one’s work, live out the time of your temporary residence here in reverence. 1:18 You know that from your empty way of life inherited from your ancestors, you were ransomed—not by perishable things like silver or gold, 1:19 but by precious blood like that of an unblemished and spotless lamb, Christ.

What is his main assertion in this paragraph (actually it’s three verses from a larger paragraph)? Peter seems to be commanding his readers to “live in reverence” (v. 17). The rest of the material is structured around this command and offers a two part rationale for living a reverent life. Verse 17 indicates that since (i.e., “if”= since) we call on an impartial judge, we must live our lives in reverence. Verse 18 provides yet another reason for living a life of reverence, namely, because we have been ransomed by the precious blood of Christ. Let’s show that now in terms of a subject and complement.

Subject (What he’s talking about): The reason Christians are to live a life a reverence before God

Complement (What he says about what he’s talking about): is because he is an impartial judge and because he has ransomed us with the precious blood of the lamb.

Now obviously these examples assume that you have defined such words as “reverence” and “ransomed.” What’s most important here is to see how the subject/complement was formulated. In the case of a command, look for supporting rationale or the manner in which the command is to be carried out. Let’s look at another example, this time in narrative literature.

Mark 2:13-17

2:13 Jesus went out again by the sea. The whole crowd came to him, and he taught them. 2:14 As he was going along, he saw Levi, the son of Alphaeus, sitting at the tax booth, and he said to him, “Follow me.” He got up and followed him. 2:15 As he dined in Levi’s home, many tax collectors and sinners were eating with Jesus and his disciples, for there were many who followed him. 2:16 When the experts in the law and the Pharisees saw that he was eating with sinners and tax collectors, they said to his disciples, “Why is he eating with tax collectors and sinners?” 2:17 When Jesus heard this he said to them, “It is not the strong who need a physician, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous but sinners.”

Subject: The kind of people Jesus came to save

Complement: includes tax-collectors and sinners

E.
Correlate the Passage 

Preliminary caution: Do not do this until you have a good understanding of what your paragraph is all about. Do not go on a train ride through all the other passages in Bible-land before you have sufficiently understood the paragraph you’re presently working in. You cannot compare what you do not understand.

Method: Look for other passages that handle the same or similar themes. We touched on this concept above in our discussion concerning defining words and concepts. While each passage must have the right to speak on its own, cross-referencing to other passages can help one better understand the meaning and significance of the passage their presently studying. 

1. With Other Passages in Books by the Same Author

When you study a passage, say for example, Titus 2:11-15, you should read and think about other passages having to do with similar themes such as the grace of God, salvation, unrighteousness, self-control, godliness—passages like Romans 3:21-31; 1 Cor 15:10; Gal 5:16-26; 6:9-10; Ephesians 2:8-10; Phil. 2:11-12; etc. 

2. With Other Passages in Bible

Matt 5:16; Luke 1:47, etc.

3. Tighten up Your Subject/Complement If You Need To

If, after you have cross-referenced other related passages and found that they shed particular light on the meaning of your passage, alter your subject/complement as you see fit.

Step 5: Relate the Paragraph to Your Original Synthesis of the Book

As pointed above, the initial step in Bible study is to synthesize the message of the whole book. After you have done that, you are ready to dive into the details, all the while never losing sight of the message of the whole book. But, after you have synthesized a book, and then studied one of its paragraphs in detail, you need to relate the message of that paragraph to your original synthetic message of the book as a whole. This will enable you to see if your original synthesis needs tweaking.

Step 6: Apply the Message

A. Theoretically

In the process of application the first thing you must do is to think about what sort of application follows from the truth(s) taught in the paragraph. Then you must apply the passage in theory first to think through the ramifications of what you’re going to do. For example, if I read about the need for prayer (cf. Eph 6:18) in a believer’s life and decide that I need to grow in this area, I must decide in principle what I will do. This could include reading books on prayer for encouragement and, of course, setting aside a time and place to pray. I may want to evaluate my prayer time as I go, to see if I’m really doing what the Bible commanded and in the way that it commanded it (remember our little discussion above on Matthew 6:1-18). Reflection is good, very good in fact. Now that I (you) have some idea of the impact that applying a particular biblical truth to my life has, I can then go about actually doing it. Finally, but in no way to be regarded as least, whenever you apply the Bible, try and think about it in terms of fostering relationship with God and people and against the spiritual forces of evil. 

B. Practically (Ephesians 6:18)

1. Practical

Recognizing that I am in a battle with spiritual forces, I will establish a daily prayer time in which I will pray for friends and family.   

2.  Measurable

Each day between 6:30-7:00am I will praise God and pray for my family, other Christians, the lost and myself. I will need to develop a list of people and things to pray for before I get to my prayer time.

3. Attainable

The important thing about applying the Bible in the long haul is that I attempt by the Spirit of God to do things that are attainable. Saying that I will pray for three hours a day is nice, and some people are at the place where they can do that, but this is usually not the place to start out. Try setting aside 15 minutes, or 30 minutes a day and build your life around that. There is an odd mix of the human and divine in the Christian life, but attempting to do the impossible (and God can do it) all the time usually leads to defeat. Set a time for prayer which will work for you. You will learn a lot about yourself as you begin to apply the Bible; strengths and weaknesses will appear. 

The Practice Of A Good Interpreter

1. Do an Initial Synthesis of a Book

A. The Book of Titus

For the sake of illustration I have chosen the book of Titus. It is small, only three chapters, and is fairly uncomplicated. The first thing I want to do is to read it through several times noting the beginning and the ending and the basic idea of each paragraph in between. In the NET Bible the beginning or introduction is found in 1:1-4 and the ending is found in 3:12-15. There are six paragraphs in between. They are: (1) 1:5-9; (2) 1:10-16; (3) 2:1-10; (4) 2:11-15; (5) 3:1-7; (6) 3:8-11.

B. Title the Paragraphs 

Let’s title each paragraph so that we can remember at a glance what’s in that paragraph. These titles are not permanent, but only temporary and may be changed somewhat if we were going to do a complete analysis of the book.

	1:1-4
	Greetings: Faith, Truth, Godliness and the Hope of Eternal Life

	1:5-9
	The Qualifications of Elders

	1:10-16
	Rebellious People Teaching for Dishonest Gain

	2:1-10
	Proper Ethical and Doctrinal Teaching for Congregations

	2:11-15
	Grace Leads to Holiness

	3:1-7
	Relationships with the World

	3:8-11
	Summary of Letter

	3:12-15
	Final Instructions and Greeting


C. Now, Let’s Relate the Paragraphs One To Another

1. 1:1-4  

There are elements in the introductory paragraph (1:1-4) that appear throughout the letter. Did you notice that? In certain ways, then, 1:1-4 serves as a preview of what is coming. The lesson we learn from this is to look for similar patterns elsewhere in Paul and the letters of the New Testament. These patterns will be seen in Paul most clearly and often in his opening thanksgiving and prayer sections. At your leisure some time, compare Romans 1:1-17 with the rest of the letter. Try also 1 Cor 1:1-9; Galatians 1:1-5; Phil 1:1-11; Col. 1:1-14; 1 Thess 1:1-10. 

a. The Importance of Introductions 

The comment about a “knowledge of the truth that leads to godliness” brings together the idea of “truth” and a “lifestyle” that goes with it. From your readings of the letter you can tell that this basically sums up what is said throughout. The qualifications of the elders in 1:5-9 is a lifestyle based on the message of truth (cf. 1:1, 3, 9). The rebellious people of 1:10-16 are those who reject truthful teaching (1:11, 14). Timothy’s responsibility not only to the elders (1:5-9), but also to the church at large (2:1-10) was to urge ethical conduct consistent with sound teaching (2:1, 8, 10), etc.

b. Eternal Life 

Paul mentions “eternal life” in 1:2. He mentions it again near the end of the letter in 3:7. Both of them refer to a future time.  

c. God our Savior 

He refers to God as “God our savior” in 1:3, 2:10 and 3:4. He also refers to Christ as “Christ our savior” in 1:4, 2:13, and 3:6.

d. Faith 

“Faith” is referred to in 1:1 and in 1:4, 13; 2:2, 10; 3:15.

2. 1:5-9  

So we know now that the first paragraph, somewhat unusual in Paul in that it contains so much theological information, is really intended as a general survey of what is coming in the rest of the letter. So it is functioning much the same way as the “thanksgiving and prayer” sections in some of Paul’s other letters. Now let’s move on to talk about 1:5-9.

Paul has already said that he is a “slave of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, to further the faith of God’s chosen ones” (1:1). One of the ways he furthered the faith of God’s chosen ones was to disciple other men, faithfully imparting his life and teachings to them (cf. 2 Tim 3:10) so that they could teach others (2 Tim 2:2). Titus was such a man whom Paul had earlier sent to Crete to organize the churches there and teach them properly, thus furthering the faith of God’s chosen ones (1:5). It seems, then, that 1:5-9 as it concerns elders and their leading the churches in Crete begins the letter as an example of what Paul meant by  furthering the faith of God’s chosen ones (1:1). 

3. 1:10-16 

 The next paragraph in 1:10-16 is connected to 1:5-9 through the first word “For.” This indicates that 1:10-16 is the reason why the elders should have the qualifications spoken of in 1:5-9. The reason, then, that elders should live and teach a certain way (1:5-9) is because there are many rebellious men who are living unholy lives and teaching false doctrines (1:10-16). Do you see the connection between these two paragraphs? 

4. 2:1-10  

The next paragraph, 2:1-10, is set off by the word “But”—a contrast marker. This means that what follows in 2:1-10 is in contrast to 1:10-16. What Paul is saying, then, in 2:1-10 is that Titus is not to be like the men in 1:10-16, but is instead to communicate the kind of holy behavior that accompanies sound teaching. Just as the men in 1:10-16 taught whole households (1:11) so Titus is to teach older men and women, younger men and women, and slaves (i.e., everyone in the church) and is to do it with integrity and dignity (neither of which the false teachers of 1:10-16 possessed) so that the message of God might be honored in every way and nothing evil spoken of the church (2:10)! Wouldn’t this principle, if properly applied, help a lot of our churches today?

5. 2:11-15  

The next paragraph begins with a familiar term, i.e., the word “For.” Once again, this term here means that what follows in 2:11-15 is a further reason for the commands given Titus in 2:1-10. In 2:1-10 we learned that there was a practical reason that Titus was not to be like the men in 1:10-16 who were godless and taught incorrect doctrines. We learned in 2:8-10 that he was to live and teach properly so that the teaching of God would not be maligned by outsiders. In 2:11-15, however, Paul wants to give Titus a theological reason for teaching sound doctrine: it is because the same grace that saves us, also teaches us to say no to ungodliness. God’s grace teaches us to live upright and godly loves while we wait for Christ’s return.

6. 3:1-7  

The next paragraph, 3:1-7 has no apparent connecting word with it, i.e., there is no “therefore,” “but,” “for,” “since,” etc. at the front of the first sentence. But the theme of the paragraph concerns a godly life style based on God’s saving mercy, similar to 2:1-10 and 2:11-15. The difference in 3:1-7, however, is that Paul is not talking specifically about relations within the church as seems to be the focus in 2:1-10, 11-15, but is concerned with how the members of the church relate to political authorities outside the church and indeed to the world in general (i.e., “all people”). Thus it is a development of the idea of 2:10 (“to credit the teaching of God”), but not in reference to relationships in the church, but rather in reference to relationships in the world.

7. 3:8-11 

The next paragraph, 3:8-11, begins with the words “this saying” which undoubtedly refers to the idea of justification and the hope of eternal life expressed in 3:7. But the reference to “such truths” in 3:8 broadens the idea to include all the Paul has just talked about in the letter. Further, the reminder to reject foolish controversies in 3:9 (cf. 1:14; 2:8) and the manner in which Titus is to deal with divisive people, outlined in 3:10-11 indicates that this is probably a summary connected to the original intent of the letter (see 1:5). 

8. 3:12-15  

The last paragraph, 3:12-15 (aren’t you glad?), seems to be simply a conclusion in which Paul makes certain wishes known to Titus and gives his final greetings.

D. State the Message of the Book

2. Do an Analysis of a Single Paragraph

Now that we have a fairly good idea of the overall “big picture” of the book we are ready to start to study a paragraph. Let’s study 2:11-15. On an 8.5” x 11” piece of paper reproduce the following chart:

A. Analyze the Details of the Paragraph

Book: Titus          Passage: 2:11-15
Context: 

Before: Paul talks about “elders (1:5-9), “rebellious teachers” (1:10-16), and the truth that Titus is supposed to teach while he is in Crete (2:1-10), teaching which stands in contrast to the rebellious teachers.

After: The relationship of the church to those in the world (3:1-7).

The Paragraph: Ask “Who,” “What,” “When,” “Where,” “Why,” and “How” Questions. You can ask literally hundreds of questions on any passage or paragraph. Here are a few examples. Try to answer the questions that you think are most crucial to a proper understanding of the paragraph. If you ask good questions you will not be able to answer them all. Some are just too difficult or there simply isn’t enough information. You may use a dictionary, or other passages in Paul or the rest of the Bible to answer your questions. Be careful in the use of other verses to answer questions: don’t assume that Paul is necessarily talking about the same things here just because the same terms are used. Check the context of each cross-reference you make.

The point of this exercise is to get you making observations on the text (e.g., noting details about words and how they’re put together in sentences and paragraphs) and asking questions based on what you observe. This is a skill of fundamental importance in studying the Bible and will be greatly developed at the intermediate and advanced levels.

	Verse
	Observations
	Questions
	Answers

	2:11
	“grace of God” This seems to be the topic of the paragraph, broadly speaking.
	What does “grace of God” mean in this passage/paragraph? 
	The unmerited favor of God. Cf. Rom 5:8. While the word “grace” seems to convey the idea of “help given to the helpless and undeserving” (cf. 3:3) is there anything in the passage that shows how that “grace” was expressed by God, since after all it is the grace of God that we’re speaking about. Verse 14 seems to provide an answer (Notice that we appeal first to the immediate context to answer questions). In v. 14 we are told that Jesus gave himself to set us free and purify us, so that we might be eager to do good works. Further, the fact that it teaches us to say “no” to sin indicates that it involves the imparting of spiritual strength to the recipient.

	
	
	
	

	2:12
	 “trains”
	How so?
	The “training” involves both a negative and positive aspect. Negative: to reject godless ways and worldly desires; Positive: to live self controlled, upright, and godly lives in the present evil age. But this still doesn’t tell how this is accomplished. It seems that the internal motivation comes from the renewing work of the Spirit who was himself given to us on the basis of Christ’s sacrificial work. This is the point of 3:4-6. Thus the “training” taught to us by the example of Christ and the apostle’s teaching is applied to our hearts and consciences through the Holy Spirit who lives in us. This seems to agree generally with Romans 8:1-39; Galatians 5:16-23; and Ephesians 5:18-20.

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	2:13
	“great God and savior”
	In what sense is he God? How is he our savior? 
	Paul refers to Jesus as “our great God and savior” indicating that while he did not deny his humanity he also held that Jesus was full deity (cf. Phil 2:6-11; Col. 1:15-20; cf. also John 1:1; Heb 1:8). He is our savior in the sense that he sets us free from every kind of lawlessness and brings us into a relationship with God.

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	2:14
	“He gave himself…to set us free…to purify…to do good”
	To what does this refer?
	The expression “he gave himself” probably refers to Jesus’ death as substitutionary to deliver us from sin (cf. Galatians 1:4). The focus on Jesus as Savior in the letter to Titus also carries the positive idea of bringing us into a right relationship with God. This is expressed in the idea of a purified people who are truly his. 

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	2:15
	“exhortation”
	What does it mean? How would he do it?
	

	
	“authority”
	What does this mean?
	

	
	Summary Statement of the Entire Passage
The Subject: The grace of God

The Complement: has appeared and brings salvation to all men, training them to live godly lives until Christ returns.

	
	Application
Theoretical Principles:
Practical Applications:



B. Summarize the Paragraph

At the end of your study of the paragraph, after you have made numerous observations and answered questions, you will need to tie the study together again. The way to do this is by writing out in one sentence the “big idea” of the paragraph. There are two parts to any idea: (1) the subject, or what the author talks about, and (2) the complement, or what he says about what he’s talking about. Our purpose is only to introduce this to you here. At the next level we will learn how to do this in more detail. We will also learn how to verify that the subjects and complements we write out are most likely correct. NOTE: You cannot include every detail of the paragraph in your subject/complement. You might as well rewrite the paragraph. The point of this exercise is to force you to summarize. On the other hand, do not be so vague that your summary could fit any paragraph of Scripture.

In our example above we have written out a subject-complement as follows:

The Subject: The grace of God 

The Complement: has appeared and brings salvation to all men, training them to live godly lives until Christ returns.

The first sentence, in this case, expresses the topic Paul wishes to communicate to Titus, namely, the “grace of God.” Several things are said about the grace of God: (1) it has appeared; (2) it brings salvation to all men; (3) it trains… (4) it is related to Christ’s offer of himself. Thus Paul is discussing, broadly speaking, aspects of the nature of the grace of God. This is his subject. Verse 15 forms part of the subject to the degree that he wants Titus to exhort people to live according to a correct understanding of this grace. The injunction to Titus in v. 15 would not be in the complement since it is not, per se, part of the nature of the grace Paul is referring to.

The complement represents a greater level of summary, in this case, than the subject. In it we have covered all the material from 2:11-14. If there were more verses we would not be able to include as much information (from each verse) in our subject/complement as we did in this one.

3. Relate the Paragraph to Your Original Synthesis of the Book

You have done an initial synthesis of the book you’re studying. Then you analyzed and summarized one particular paragraph in the book. Now you need to go back to your overall synthesis and see if the detailed study on this particular paragraph affects your synthesis of the message of the whole. 

4. Apply Your Passage: Ethical Principles and Practical Applications (with Scriptural Correlations):

A.  Ethical Principles 

i. Christians are to reject godless ways and worldly desires and live self-controlled, upright and godly lives.

ii. Paul implies that the Christians are to be patient for the Lord’s return and not give in to temptations to live like the world. 

iii. Christians are to be eager to do good works as an expression of the grace of God in their lives. These good works are, however, not to be done in any way other than from pure motives and in keeping with their relationship with Christ. 

B. Practical Applications According to One’s Life and Needs 

These applications will flow from a person’s life. For example, if you as a Christian have a hard time watching what you say or the way in which you say it, and you feel before God that your language is not godly, then you can first sit down and evaluate why you do what you do. Try to get at the root cause and repent of that as well as the act itself. Then, you might want to read some passages that speak about the correct use of your tongue and seek to apply the passage the next time you say something to anyone (cf. James 1:26). Will what I say build others up (Eph 4:29)? Will it be truthful (Eph 4:15)? Is it at all hypocritical? You may wish to study James 3:1-12 in order to get a better handle on this issue.

Perhaps there is some other area of your life you feel that you do not have the kind of self control that is honoring to God, that is, your life in this area doesn’t reflect the kind of grace that God has shown you. Perhaps a practical way to apply Titus 2:11-12 is to study some passages, using the concordance in your Bible, which relate to the problem area either directly or indirectly. Then set out a plan to play daily about these issues. Make your plan measurable, attainable, and personal.

5. An Example from the Book of Ephesians

Book: Ephesians          Passage: 2:1-10

Context: 

Before:  ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

After

____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

	Observations
	Questions
	Answers

	2:1 “dead”


	In what sense does he mean “dead” since he says in verse two that “we lived” in this deadness?
	

	”transgressions” and “sins”


	Do these mean the same or different things? Why two words?
	

	2:2 “formerly”


	What time contrast does Paul have in mind here?
	

	“the world’s present path”


	What is the world’s present path? How is this related to what follows in v. 2
	

	“Kingdom of the air”


	What does “kingdom” mean here? “Air”?
	

	“ruler”


	Who or what is the “ruler” Paul refers to?
	

	“spirit”


	Who or what is this “spirit” Is it a personal being or an attitude?
	

	2:3 “cravings”


	What are these? 
	

	“flesh”


	What is this? How does it relate to my physical body? My “nature” as Paul calls it later on in the verse. cf. also Thoughts? Feelings? Will? Specifically to the “mind” mentioned later in the verse?
	

	“nature” 


	What does he mean by “nature”
	

	“children of wrath”
	Why “children of wrath”? What “wrath” is he referring to?
	

	2:4 “mercy”
	What does this mean?
	

	“love”
	What does this mean?
	

	“made us alive together with Christ”
	How? When? Why? What does this mean? Alive in what sense?
	

	2:5 “grace”
	What does this mean here?
	

	“saved”
	What does this mean here? Saved from what?
	

	2:6 “raised up”
	When? In what sense?
	

	“seated”
	When? How? In what sense?
	

	“heavenly realms”
	Where is this?
	

	“in Christ Jesus”
	To what does this refer?
	

	2:7 demonstrate
	Does this indicate the purpose for God saving us?
	

	“coming ages”
	What are these?
	

	2:8-9 “For”
	What does this term indicate?
	

	“gift” and “works”
	What is the nature of the contrast?
	

	2:10 “For”
	
	

	“workmanship”
	How so? How does this relate to what came before in the paragraph?
	

	“created in Christ Jesus”
	What was created? in Christ Jesus?
	

	“good works”
	What are the good works that Paul is envisioning here?
	

	“God prepared beforehand”
	When? Why? How does it relate to our previous life discussed in 2:1-3?
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Summary Statement of the Entire Passage
The Subject: The reason God saved us by his amazing grace when we were dead in sin and seated us in the heavenly realms

The Complement: is so that in the coming ages he might express his kindness to us and so that we might currently walk in the good works he has predetermined for us.

	Application
Theoretical

Practical




Examples From The Book Of John

The following material contains three examples from the book of John. The goal is to move from observation, asking and answering questions, summarizing in a subject/complement to outlining the passage. Once you get to the outlining stage you are ready to think about how to teach the passage. This will be taught in the next lesson, “How to Teach A Lesson from the Bible.” 

In the examples I gave you above, you were working with Titus and Ephesians, both of which are expository writing. In the following three examples we will begin to work with narrative, though John 1:1-18 and John 14:1-14 are primarily expository in nature. Nonetheless, they ought to be related to the larger story of John’s gospel in which they are found. Further, the healing of the blind man in John 9:1-41 is mostly narrative. 

When approaching narrative be sure and observe the setting (where the action occurs) and any details about the setting as well as the characters and plot. For example, note that in John 3 Nicodemus came at “night.” What does this tell you about him? How does this relate to the theme of light and darkness in the rest of the chapter and in John as a whole (cf. 3:20)? These will become important in teaching the passage. You don’t just want to raise the “truths” that the story illustrates to the level of abstract propositions and teach colorless precepts. You will want to engross your audience in the story. More of this in the next lesson. But for now, observe the setting, characters, and plot development. They will be crucial to the outline of your passage.

1. John 1:1-18

Book: John          Passage: 1:1-18
Context: 

Before: It’s the beginning of the book

After: John the Baptist’s ministry (1:19-34) and the calling of the first disciples (1:35-51). There are many important themes in 1:1-18 and I should look for them throughout the book. They include: Jesus’ deity, his humanity, creation, light, life, darkness, revelation of the Father, rejection, believing, the world, grace, truth, etc. 

You will want to use the commentaries by Wallace, Harris, and Deffinbaugh in order to understand the background to the book as well as its major themes and structure. You should also read the book one or two times to become familiar with its contents.

A. Analyze and Summarize the Paragraph

Note: Use the NET Bible notes to help you answer your questions in the study of this challenging passage. After studying the passage and getting a handle on the content and answering some questions you will want to read Harris’s commentary (Greek) and/or Deffinbaugh’s commentary (English) in order to crystallize your thinking and begin to construct an outline of the passage.

	Observations
	Questions
	Answers

	1:1 “word”  


	Who is the “word”? Cf. v. 14
	Jesus

	
	 What is the meaning of the term “word”? Cf. v. 14, 18
	The idea of communication and revelation, also creative power. The phrase “in the beginning” reminds one of Genesis 1:1 and the creating which God did by his spoken word.

	
	What are the names or titles given to Christ in 1:1-18. Perhaps they can serve as an outline for my lesson?
	Word; God; Creator; True Light; Life; the One and Only; God himself, Jesus Christ in 1:17; etc.

	1:2 There is a distinction made between the “word” and “God”


	What does this distinction imply?
	That Jesus is God, but it is not correct to say that God is Jesus. 

	1:3 Jesus is creator


	In what sense is he creator?
	Apart from him nothing was created that has been created. He is equivalent to the supreme creator, yet he is not the Father (cf. v. 1:14)

	1:4  John uses the term Life and says it was the light of men


	What is “life” here and how is it the “life” of men?
	Read NET notes on verse. Eternal life, that is knowing God personally (John 17:3) is the light given men from God.

	1:5 John uses three important words here: (1) shines; 
(2) darkness; (3) mastered.


	What does John mean by the darkness? How does the light shine in it? What does “mastered” mean?
	The world in John’s gospel is morally and spiritually dark. It rejects God’s message, i.e., the Word (cf. chapter 16). The Light “shining on” in the darkness could refer to the testimony of Christians who live righteous lives and faithfully communicate the gospel to a fallen world. The light began with Christ.

	1:6-8 God used a man to testify to the light


	Why does John add this in here?

Cf. 1:15-16
	Probably to explain how the True light of v. 4-5 came into the world historically. He came after the preparatory ministry of John the Baptist; he wasn’t just a good theological idea!

	1:9-11 


	How did Jesus give light to every man when he came into the world? Why didn’t the world recognize Jesus (cf. 3:20)? 
	

	1:12-13 


	What does v. 12 mean by “believe”? What does “in his name” mean? Why the switch to children in v. 12-13? What does this communicate? Is the idea of born-again already implied in these words (see John 3:5)?
	Believing and receiving Christ appear to be synonymous in certain respects. They both involve embracing Christ. “In his name” means according to Jesus’ character and all that he is (cf. 16:24). The idea of children and belief go together and children born of God indicates a brand new family and new creation (cf. 1:3). The idea of born-again is implied in these verses, but we have to wait until chapter 3 to see the involvement of the Spirit. 

	1:14-18 Note: Make sure you use the NET Bible notes to help you work your way through these fascinating passages.
	 
	

	1:14 John turns back to the idea of Jesus as the word (1:1)? Here we have a succinct statement of the incarnation, namely, the addition of humanity to the second person of the trinity. Jesus was God (1:1), but he became flesh (1:14)
	 Why does v. 14 follow on the heels of the v. 13 which speaks about salvation and becoming God’s child? What does it mean “to take up residence among us?” (see sn in NET Bible)
	

	1:15-16 “We have received” 
	How have we received from his fullness one gracious gift after another?
	

	1:17 Jesus is contrasted with the Mosaic law 
	Why?
	

	1:18 Jesus has made God known
	How does this relate to the idea of Christ as the Word  (1:1, 14)?
	

	 
	 
	

	 
	 
	

	Summary Statement of the Entire Passage
The Subject: The reason that the eternal Word of God became flesh

The Complement: was so that by revealing God to all men they might believe in him and become God’s children. 

	Application
Theoretical:

Practical:




B. Relate the Passage to the Book as a Whole

C. Outline the Passage

So we have studied the passage in some detail and have written out a subject-complement. Now we need to outline the passage according to the details of the text. We will call this a textual (i.e., exegetical) outline. The point of an outline is the capture the structure and flow of the passage’s subject-complement. Once you have the “big idea” and outline of the passage, you have completed this aspect of the study of a biblical passage. Obviously you will want to apply this to your life and share it with others—as we have shown you above.

I. The Deity of the Word (1:1-5)

A. The Word Was God (1:1-2)
B. The Word Was Creator (1:3)
C. The Word Was the Life and Light of Men (1:4-5)
II. The Preparation for the Earthly Ministry of the Word (1:6-8)

A. John Was Sent from God (1:6)
B. John Testified to the Light So That All Men Might Believe (1:7)
C. John Himself Was not the True Light, Only A Witness (1:8)
D. The True Light Enlightens Every Man in the World (1:9) 
III. The Response to the Word (1:10-13)

A. The World Did not Recognize Him (1:10)
B. His Own Did not Receive Him (1:11)
C. Those Who Received (Believed) Became Children of God (1:12)
D. God’s Children Are Born not by Any Human Origin, But by God (1:13)
IV. The Humanity and Revelation of the Word Brings A New Era of Grace (1:14-18)

A. The Word Who Came from the Father Became Human (1:14)
B. John’s Humble Testimony Concerned the Preexistence of Christ (1:15) 
C. We Have Been Blessed from the Fullness of Christ’s Grace (1:16)
D. The Contrast Between Jesus and the Law of Moses (1:17)
E. Jesus, the One and Only God, Has Made Him Known (1:18)
2. John 9:1-41

We now need to look at our second example from the book of John. We will use a section of John’s gospel that is more narrative in nature (i.e., more story oriented) than John 1:1-18. Let’s develop some observations, interpretations (Q’s & A’s), and a subject complement for John 9:1-41. Yes, that’s right. We’re going to study an entire chapter (not just a paragraph) and write a subject-complement for it. I can just hear someone saying, and understandably so, “But, I thought subject-complements were only for paragraphs.” Answer: “No.” They can be done (and should be) on an entire book (remember our comment about your synthetic message of a book). For example, we may want to say off the top of our heads that the subject-complement for the entire book of John is something like: subject: The reason the eternal Word of God took on humanity, did special sign miracles, suffered, died, and rose on the third day…complement: was so that everyone who believes in him might have eternal life. Does this sound strangely similar to a particular verse in John itself? Check 20:30-31 and see if John hasn’t given you his subject-complement (or subject-purpose) statement for the entire work.

NB: You need to keep in mind the difference between narrative material and expository material like Ephesians. Narrative proceeds forward scene by scene, episode by episode, along a certain plot line, and not necessarily paragraph by paragraph. Therefore, narrative should be studied scene by scene. We will discuss this more in the next lesson, How to Teach the Bible: For Beginners. 

Book:  John          Passage: 9:1-41
Context: See the introductions and outlines in the commentaries (Wallace, Harris, and Deffinbaugh) provided for you (www. bible.org). This will help you with the initial survey and synthesis of the entire book. Assuming you have done that and read the book one or two times, you are now ready to proceed with the study of this section.

Before: The Feast of Tabernacles (7) and chapter 8 where the credibility of Jesus’ testimony is questioned again (8:12-30). There is also the discussion of who are Abraham’s children (8:31-41), the children of the Devil (8:42-47), and the Pharisees’ accusation that Jesus is a Samaritan and demon-possessed (8:48-58).
After: John follows the story of the healing of the blind man (9:1-41) with Jesus as “the good shepherd” (10:1-21), persistent Jewish unbelief (10:22-42), the story of the resurrection of Lazarus (11:1-44), and persistent Jewish unbelief (11:45-57).

	Observations
	Questions
	Answers

	9:1 The Jews picked up stones to stone him (8:59), but Jesus went along a found a blind man (9:1).   


	What is the connection between chapter 8 and chapter 9? See the tn on 9:1
	Is it possible, given 9:39-41, that the blind man in 9:1-12 is a “picture” of the Pharisees blindness regarding the person of Jesus in chapter 8 (and 9)? The blind man ends up seeing who Jesus really is (9:38), while the “seeing” Pharisees are unable to “see” him for who he really is (8:48). Also, the story as a whole is an illustration of what Jesus said in 8:12: “I am the light of the world.”

	9:2-3 “neither this man nor his parents sinned”  


	What connection are the disciples presupposing here? See the sn on 9:2; Exod 34:7
	

	9:4-5 “Night is coming when no man can work” 

	What is the night to which he refers? Why can’t a person work at night?
	

	9:6-7 the use of mud in the process of healing  


	Why did Jesus do this?
	Read the commentaries. Since this man was born blind, perhaps the formation of mud recalls the creative acts of God in Genesis 1. His healing was not remedial, but a completely new creative act of God. In the end, we cannot be certain why Jesus made mud with spittle.

	9:11-12, 16 


	What is the significance of referring to Jesus as “the man they call Jesus” or “that one”? 
	

	9:16 The leaders say that Jesus does not honor the Sabbath 

	How so? What is the nature of their claim against Jesus? Was this genuine concern for God’s law?
	

	9:17 a prophet


	Why would the man refer to Jesus as a prophet?
	

	9:18 refused to believe
	 What is the connection between refusing to believe the truth and spiritual darkness?
	

	9:29 We do not know where this man comes from 

	Is there irony in this statement compared to the following verse, i.e., 9:30?
	

	9:35 Son of Man 


	What does this expression mean? Why doesn’t Jesus ask him if he believes in the Messiah (cf. John 4:25-26)? 
	Refer to Daniel 7:13-14 and connect it with the theme of judgment in the passage.

	9:38 “Lord”
	Why does he refer to Jesus as “Lord”?
	

	9:39 for judgment…
	How does he carry out that judgment?
	

	9:40-41 “blind,” “guilt,” “sin remains”
	How are they blind? What guilt and sin does he refer to?
	Summarize: If you do not really see spiritually, then you are not guilty of sin. But since you claim that you can see, and yet you still do these things to me (implying that you understand that I am the light, but that you want to extinguish me), you are truly guilty of sin, an eternal sin.   

Jesus simply takes the image and turns it around since they are so insistent that they are not blind. Well, since this is so then, what are the other options? Answer: You do see what you are doing and this makes you infinitely more guilty.

The bottom line is that if they are convinced that they can see when indeed they can’t, no hope remains for them. The only that remains is their guilt and sin. It will go with them to the final judgment.

	Summary Statement of the Entire Passage
The Subject: Jesus’ healing of the blind man, the blind man’s faith, and the reaction of the Pharisees

The Complement: shows that anyone can be saved by trusting in Christ, but to those who persist in unbelief there will only be spiritual darkness and ultimately judgment.

	Application
Theoretical

Practical




What did you notice was different about observing and interpreting narrative as opposed to discourse (didactic) material (e.g., John 1:1-18)? Was the breakdown of the chapter fairly easy to see? Did you see the major divisions as: The Healing of the Man (9:1-12); The Inquiry of the Pharisees (9:13-34); The Pronouncements of Jesus (9:35-41)? The divisions in the NET Bible are similar and should help you with this. Let’s do an outline of the passage:

I. The Healing of the Blind Man (9:1-12)

A.
The Occasion

1. The Man Born Blind Man (9:1)

2. The Question: “Who sinned?” (9:2)

3. The Answer: “No one…but that the work of God might be revealed”  (9:3-5)

B. The Miracle (9:6-7)

1. The Method: Spittle and mud on the eyes (9:6)

2. The Command and Result: “Go wash… and He saw” (9:7)

C. The Neighbors’ Response (9:8-12)

1. The Division (9:8-10)

2. The Blind Man’s Testimony (9:11-12)

II. The Pharisees’ Reaction to the Healing (9:13-34)

A. The Problem: The Healing Was on the Sabbath (9:13-15)

B. The Pharisees Respond: Anger and Refusal to Believe (9:16-34)

1. They Are Divided (9:16)

2. They Question the Man: First Time (9:17)

3. They Question the Man’s Parents (9:18-23)

4. They Question the Man: Second Time (9:24-34)

III. Jesus’ Reaction: His Contrast of the Blind Man and the Pharisees (9:25-41)

A. Jesus Finds the Man: Do You Believe…? (9:35-39)

1. Jesus’ Question (9:35)

2. The Blind Man’s Response (9:36-38)

3. Jesus’ Pronouncement: The Blind and Those Who See (9:39)

B. Jesus’ Verdict Concerning the Pharisees: They Are Guilty (9:40-41)

1. The Pharisees’ Question: Are We Blind Too? (9:40)

2. Jesus’ Response: Your Guilt Remains (9:41)

3. John 14:1-14

Book: John          Passage: 14:1-14

Context: 

Before:

After: 

You will need to fill most of this out for yourself. We have provided an outline at the end, but we encourage you to try and outline the passage for yourself first. Then look at the outline provided.

	Observations
	Questions
	Answers

	14:1 Do not… 


	What is the connection between 14:1-14 and the material which has come before?
	

	The structure of the passage seems to be built around the statement, question/answer model
	What is the breakdown and development? 
	14:1-4 Jesus’ Departure and the Need to Trust

14:5-8 Thomas’ Questions and Jesus’ Response

14:9-14 Philip’s Questions and Jesus’ Response

	 “troubled”


	Why does Jesus tell them not to let their hearts be troubled?
	

	
	 
	

	
	 
	

	
	 
	

	
	 
	

	
	 
	

	
	 
	

	
	 
	

	 
	 
	

	 
	 
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	Summary Statement of the Entire Passage

The Subject:

The Complement: 

	Application

Theoretical

Practical


An Outline of John 14:1-14

I. Jesus Reassures the Disciples in Light of His Departure (14:1-4)

A. The Need to Trust in God and Jesus (14:1)

1. The Command: Do not Let Your Hearts Be Troubled (14:1a)

2. The Means: Trust (14:2b-c)

a. Indicative: Trust in God (14:2b)

b. Imperative: Trust in Jesus (14:2c)

B. The Need to Go and Prepare a Place (14:2)

C. The Assurance of His Return (14:3-4)

II. Two Disciples Ask Questions in Light of His Departure (14:5-14)

A. Thomas: Show Us “The Way”

1. Thomas’ Question Proper (14:5)

2. Jesus’ Response (14:6-7)

a. “I am” the Way… (14:6)

b. He Who Knows Me Knows the Father (14:7)

B. Philip: Show Us “The Father” (14:8-14)

1. Philip’s Question Proper (14:8)

2. Jesus’ Response (14:9-14)

a. Jesus in the Father and the Father in Jesus (14:9-11)

b. The Believer and Miraculous Deeds (14:12-14)
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� As cited in Robert A. Traina, Methodical Bible Study: A New Approach to Hermeneutics (New York: The Biblical Seminary, 1952), 33.


� Eugene H. Peterson, A Long Obedience in the Same Direction (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1980), 11-12.


� In a full word study one would also want to consult Classical Greek sources, the Greek OT (LXX) and numerous papyri. This, of course, is well beyond the scope of this paper.


� The problem with using just an English concordance is that most English translations do not translate the same term the same way every time it occurs. This means that if you are studying the verb “to know” (oi`da) there may be other places where the Greek verb oi`da occurs, but it has been translated with “to understand.” Thus you will miss those places. Now, to the beginning Bible student, this is not as important as it is to a scholar who wants to define everything to the nth degree.








� While we will study words and sentences, the basic unit of study will be the paragraph since it provides enough context in which a sentence functions so as to give us some reasonable idea as to what that sentence means. The NET Bible has clearly marked each paragraph by indenting the first line. If we find that a paragraph is simply too long for a beginner to work with, we may use less verses to make it more manageable.
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