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Introduction 

What Does It Mean to Master  Your Bible? 
This workbook is the companion guide to another workbook titled, 
Getting to Know Your Bible, which presents a method for getting the 
most out of reading your Bible. As effective as that method is for 
assimilating Bible content, it does not qualify as actual Bible study. 
That requires a different approach. There are several Bible study 
methods that are available to the Christian. The two most common 
methods are the topical method and the inductive method. In the 
topical method the Christian traces a theme throughout the entire Bible 
to see what the whole council of God says about it. This is useful for 
studying doctrinal or theological issues, such as the doctrine of the 
Trinity, the deity of Christ, or the attributes of God. It may also be 
used to study principles of life, such as the biblical teaching regarding 
finances, or divorce and remarriage, or the like. 

The second method available to the Christian is what is known as the 
inductive method. In the inductive method the Christian studies one 
book of the Bible in its historical and literary context to discover the 
meaning of the passages of which it consists. This is by far the more 
fundamental of the two methods; for (in theory) unless one has first 
engaged in inductive Bible study of the relevant passages, one cannot 
be absolutely certain when engaging in a topical study that the 
passages he thinks supports a belief do in fact support that belief. 
There are far too many today who think it sufficient simply to trace a  
word through a concordance in order to arrive at a sound view of any 
given issue. I don’t want to overstate the case; many passages in the 
Bible are plainly self-interpreting. However, there are passages that are 
more difficult to deal with, and it is here that the inductive method 
truly becomes an aid to mastering your Bible.  
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Inductive Bible Study 
Inductive Bible study consists of three related stages: Observation, 
Interpretation, and Application.  

·  Observation . This stage lays the groundwork for Bible 
study. During the Observation stage you will recreate the 
historical context of the book you are studying, identify key 
words and phrases, and pin down recurring themes. 

·  Interpretation . This stage is the heart of the study in that 
it is during this stage that you will be giving the meaning of 
the biblical text in the form of a commentary. 

·  Application . During this stage you will find ways of 
applying the biblical text to your everyday life. 

This workbook lays out the step-by-step process of inductive Bible 
study. The title “workbook” implies that you will be doing 
something—and indeed you will. This workbook will guide you 
through the study of the New Testament book of 1 John. We have 
chosen 1 John not only because it is a relatively short book (making it 
easy to work with), but because the language is straightforward and 
easy to understand. However, do not allow John’s forthrightness to 
fool you. The truths he presents are some of the most profound you 
will ever encounter with any biblical writer; and in spite of the simple 
words he uses, it will not always be easy to ascertain his exact 
meaning. 

During this study you will not only be reading and meditating on the 
biblical text, but you will also be writing a commentary on the book. A 
commentary is simply a record of your observations and thoughts 
about the text, particularly in regard to its meaning. You will also be 
comparing those thoughts to other commentaries to check your own 
interpretations.  

Finally, you will be encouraged to apply your new biblical knowledge 
in concrete terms. It is never enough simply to understand God’s 
word—we must also seek ways of obeying it (Luke 11:28). 

How Do I Find Time For This? 
The study should take no longer than 30 minutes a day on average, for 
a period of eight to twelve weeks (depending on how detailed you are). 
And so we will give the same answer to this question that we gave in 
the companion guide, Getting to Know Your Bible. We tend to make 
time for the things that are important to us. If you are asking this 
question then it may be that mastering the Bible is not really all that 
important to you. If that’s the case, then this program may not be for 
you. Mastering your Bible is not something that comes easily, with 
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little or no effort. It requires commitment, determination, and a 
willingness to rearrange a few of the things you are currently doing. 
For those of you who still want to give this a try, here are a couple of 
suggestions for finding more time. 

·  Wake up 30 minutes earlier each day.  This is 
probably the best solution for finding more time in the day. 
Many of us wake up 30 minutes early just so we can hit the 
snooze button a few times before actually getting out of 
bed. Discipline yourself to get up the first time the alarm 
rings. How? There’s really no magical formula; you just do 
it, that’s all! 

·  Eliminate unimportant “fluff” activities . Most of us 
spend 80% of our time doing things that have no lasting 
significance. If your schedule is crowded with activities, it 
is helpful to ask yourself, “will it matter in 6 weeks if I 
don’t do this?” If the answer to that question is “no,” then 
don’t do it. It’s probably merely one of those high-urgent 
tasks that has low importance in the long run. This 
approach will eliminate more activities than you might 
think. In any case, it will surely free up at least 30 minutes 
every day.  

Tools You Will Need 
Before embarking on any Bible study, you’ll want to avail yourself of 
some tools that will prove invaluable in understanding the book you 
have chosen to study. We have divided these tools into two categories 
below: primary and secondary. Consider all primary tools “essential,” 
and all secondary tools “nice to have.” You will find a list of 
suggested reference materials in Appendix B of this workbook. 

Primary Tools 

·  Reference Bible . This is a Bible that contains cross 
references. Most Bibles contain cross references these days, 
including Study Bibles. 

·  Concordance . This is a listing of every word that occurs 
in the English translation of the Bible. Be sure to get one 
that is coded to Strong’s numbering system. 

·  Greek/English Lexicon . This tool is solely for studying 
New Testament books. It lists every word that occurs in the 
Greek New Testament and gives its dictionary definition. 
This tool is invaluable for word studies. You can use it 
effectively even if you do not know Greek. Be certain, 
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however, to get one that is coded to Strong’s numbering 
system. 

·  Hebrew/English Lexicon . This tool is solely for 
studying Old Testament books. It lists every word that 
occurs in the Hebrew Old Testament and gives its 
dictionary definition. This tool is invaluable for word 
studies. You can use it effectively even if you do not know 
Hebrew. Be certain, however, to get one that is coded to 
Strong’s numbering system. 

·  Bible Dictionary . This tool provides information about 
persons, places and things found in (or related to) the Bible. 
If can be used to study the background or situation of a 
book of the Bible, which in turn aids in interpreting that 
book. 

·  Commentary(s)  (on the book being studied). You will 
need access to at least one good commentary on the book 
you have decided to study (for this program, a commentary 
on 1 John). The commentary should give you extensive 
background information, particularly regarding the 
circumstance (or “occasion”) of the writing. 

Secondary Tools 

·  Greek-English / Hebrew-English Interlinear . It is 
tempting to include this tool in the list of primary tools 
because of its overall value in ascertaining the meaning of 
the biblical text. A Greek-English interlinear contains the 
entire New Testament in Greek and places a literal English 
translation directly under the Greek words. A Hebrew-
English interlinear does the same thing for the Old 
Testament. Can also be used as a Bible translation. 

·  New Testament / Old Testament Introduction . This 
is a book that is devoted to the background of each book of 
the Bible. It gives extensive details regarding the purpose, 
theme(s), characters, customs, and historical situations of 
each book of the Bible. 

·  Bible Atlas . This contains detailed maps of the locations 
mentioned in the Old and New Testaments. 

·  Englishman’s Greek Concordance . This goes a step 
beyond a regular concordance. It lists all occurrences of 
every Greek word found in the New Testament, and places 
them in an expanded English list in the order they appear in 
the Bible. This allows you to see how a Greek word is used 
throughout the New Testament. 
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·  Manners and Customs . This reference tool provides 
background into various customs of the first century. 
Somewhat helpful, but it is certainly expendable. 

·  Church History Manual . This can shed light on heresies 
that the early church had to deal with, providing insight 
into some of what the New Testament authors wrote. 

·  Bible Translations . The more translations you can get 
your hands on, the better. You will be reading repetitiously 
through the book you choose to study, and you’ll want as 
many different perspectives on the meanings of words and 
phrase as possible. Translations can be divided into literal 
translations, dynamic equivalents, and paraphrases. A 
literal translation attempts to translate word for word from 
the original language into English. A dynamic equivalent 
seeks to translate the intended thought of the writer (rather 
than the literal words). A paraphrase translates an existing 
translation into modern language. As a rule of thumb, a 
literal translation is to be preferred over the others for this 
kind of study. The following list is not exhaustive, but 
represents some common translations that may be helpful: 

 
�  King James Version  (Authorized Version) or New KJV  

(literal; but not as helpful as some of the other literal translations) 

�  King James Version II  (woodenly literal; almost naively so. 
Finds one meaning for a Greek word and translates it the same way 
throughout the entire New Testament, even where the context 
demands a different meaning). 

�  New International Version  (dynamic equivalent; takes some 
liberties with translation, but still pretty good) 

�  New American Bible  (literal; but watch Roman Catholic 
influence) 

�  New American Standard Bible  (literal; in my opinion, still the 
best version to use for serious Bible study) 

�  Revised Standard Version  (literal; but watch the liberal 
influence) 

�  Good News Bible  (dynamic equivalent/paraphrase) 

�  New English Bible  (dynamic equivalent/paraphrase) 

�  Living Bible  (paraphrase; translates from the KJV) 

�  Amplified Bible  (expands the meaning of key words) 

�  Williams Translation  (expands the Greek verb tenses) 

�  Wuest Translation  (expands the Greek text) 

�  Moffatt Translation  (literal word for word from Greek) 
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That concludes our list of Bible reference tools. There are many more 
available than those we’ve mentioned, but these are the major ones. 
We have listed in Appendix B of this workbook specific bibliographic 
information for the tools mentioned above, and you can turn there to 
get more recommendations. In the meantime, you are now ready to 
proceed to the first stage of inductive Bible study—the Observation 
stage. 

How to Use This Workbook 
The workbook should be sufficiently self explanatory. We have taken 
pains to provide step-by-step procedures for every stage of Bible 
study, and in some cases have even indicated what day you should do 
a given procedure. The workbook is designed to be “worked” through. 
It is important not to proceed to the next step until you have fully 
comprehended and executed the step you are currently on. 

Throughout this workbook you will see the following images being 
used in the margin notes: 

 The note  image is followed by an informative  note  
that further explains or clarifies the information it 
accompanies. 

The barricade  image is followed by a caution  that 
you should take when implementing the procedures it 
accompanies. 

 The light bulb  image is followed by a tip  that may 
help you perform the accompanying procedures. 

These margin notes are there to help make your Bible study experience 
an enlightening one. Our goal is that this workbook will be 
instrumental in allowing you to discover God’s word in a deeper way. 
Enjoy your study; and may the Lord fill you with spiritual insight and 
sustain you in your endeavor to understand His word. 
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Observation Stage 

Overview 
The Observation stage is the first stage in inductive Bible study. This 
is the stage in which you will do most of the “ditch work.” It may 
seem tedious at first, but if you take the time to do this step right, your 
efforts will be richly rewarded once you enter the Interpretation stage. 

Guidelines for Observation 
The Observation stage is laid out in a series of very specific steps that 
must be followed in order to achieve the results you desire as a student 
of the Bible. 

One additional item that 
you may want to use is a Bible 
worksheet. A Bible worksheet 
is created by photocopying 
each page of the book you are 
studying, and taping those 
pages together side by side.  
An example of a Bible 
worksheet is included in 
Appendix C of this workbook. 
Turn there now, remove those 
pages from this workbook, 
and tape them together side-
by-side with all the pages 
facing the same direction. The 
Bible version used in the 
Bible worksheet is the New 
American Standard Bible. 
Once you’ve put it together, 
you can use this in place of 
your Bible for the duration of 
this program. 

1. Read the book in one setting . Read the entire book to 
be studied in one setting. A short book is recommended 
when first starting (five chapters or fewer; for our purposes, 
we will be using 1 John). This will prevent premature 
discouragement that might accompany biting off more than 
you can chew; and it will give you a sense of 
accomplishment through each of the stages of your study. 

2. Establish three-chapter sections . Depending on the 
length of the book, divide the book into sections that are 
small enough to work with (no more than three chapters in 
length).  For instance, if studying Galatians (six chapters), 
divide it in half so that you will have two three-chapter 
sections. If studying Romans (sixteen chapters), divide it 
into four sections so that you will have four four-chapter 
sections, etc.  If studying a book with fewer than three 
chapters, make no division all. Since 1 John is five chapters 
in length, we will divide it into two sections: chapters 1, 2 
and 3 will comprise the first section, and chapters 4 and 5 
will comprise the second.  
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3. Read repetitiously . Your goal here is to read the entire 
book a total of at least thirty times. Although it is preferable 
(and recommended if possible) to read the entire book 
every day for thirty days, this is not always feasible.  
Therefore, begin by reading the entire first division (as 
indicated in step #2 above) for thirty days.  Use slashes in 
the top corner of the first page of the book you are studying 
to keep track of how many times you’ve read each division 
(e.g., //// = five times read). 

4. Establish paragraph divisions . Ignoring chapter 
divisions and using a version that does not contain 
paragraph divisions (such as the NASB), begin to mark off 
what you think are the true paragraph divisions.  A 
paragraph is the smallest complete thought of the writer.  
Because of this, you will be interpreting by paragraphs (as 
opposed to chapters and verses) once you enter the 
Interpretation stage.  This will be explained more fully 
later.  For now, train yourself to think in paragraphs as you 
read.  Use the “Paragraph Division” page (below) to record 
what you think are the true paragraph divisions.  This step 
may be done after having read the first division five times. 

If you choose to use the 
Bible worksheet (mentioned 
above), you’ll have the added 
benefit of being able to mark 
it up any way you like. Feel 
free to use color pencils or 
pens to color-code themes, 
and recurring key words and 
phrases. 

5. Take notes . At about this same time, begin to take brief 
notes about the first division (also about the rest of the 
book if memory permits). These notes should include any 
significant observations, questions about the text (such as 
WHO is involved, WHAT is the situation, WHERE are 
these people located, and WHEN did all this take place), as 
well as any key or recurring words or phrases, and the 
theme and purpose of the book. Don’t let all these 
questions overwhelm you! Jut take it slowly and ask the 
questions that naturally come to mind. Your ability to ask 
the right questions will come with time and practice. Use 
the sample sheets on the following pages as a guide in 
determining the kind of notes you should take at this stage. 
There is a “1 John Observation Sheet” included in this 
workbook (below) when you are ready to make your own 
observations. Spend the next five days recording 
observations on this sheet. 

During the entire Observation stage you should avoid any temptation 
to read commentaries or otherwise inquire about the meaning of any 
verse or passage in the book you are studying.  This will almost 
certainly jeopardize your objectivity when it comes time to interpret it 
for yourself.  It is difficult enough to try to rid oneself of theological 
presuppositions which may contaminate the true meaning of the text 



 

Learning to Master Your Bible Observation Stage  ····   9 

without the added burden of trying to disregard someone else’s 
interpretation of the text. 
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Colossians Paragraph Divisions (sample) 
Use the sample page below as a guide for marking off paragraph 
divisions for the book you are studying. When you are ready to record 
paragraph divisions for 1 John, proceed to the next page. 

 

·  1:1-2 

·  1:3-5 

·  1:6-8 

·  1:9-14 

·  1:15-18 

·  1:19-23 

·  1:24-29 

·  2:1-7 

·  2:8-15 

·  3:1-4 

·  3:5-12 

·  3:13-17 

·  3:18-7 

·  3:18—4:1 

·  4:2-6 

·  4:7-9 

·  4:10-14 

·  4:15-18 

 

 

 



 

Learning to Master Your Bible Observation Stage  ····   11 

1 John Paragraph Divisions 
Now you try it with 1 John. Use the following page to mark off what 
you think are the true paragraph divisions for 1 John. 
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Colossians Observation Sheet (sample) 
Use the sample page below as a guide for recording observations about 
the book you are studying. When you are ready to record observations 
for 1 John, proceed to the next page. 

WHO?����

·  the Colossian church was mostly Gentile (1:25-29). 

·  Paul is the author (1:1; 4:18) 

·  Timothy co-authored this letter (1:1) 

·  Tychicus, Onesimus, Epaphras and Mark were messengers 
who made correspondence possible (1:7; 4:7-12). 

·  this letter was also to be read by the Laodiceans (4:15-17). 

WHAT? 

·  there seems to be some kind of heresy in the church (2:4, 8, 
18, 20-23). 

·  the heresy included philosophy, legalism, angel worship, 
and self-denial. 

·  Paul emphasizes that Christianity cannot be mixed with 
other religious systems. 

·  Paul highly exalts Christ in this letter (1:15-19). 

WHERE? 

·  Paul was in prison when he wrote this letter (4:3, 10). 

·  Colosse seems to be close to Laodicea and Hierapolis 
(4:12, 16) – but check Bible Atlas. 

WHEN? 

·  the church at Colosse seems to be a fairly new church since 
Paul had only “heard” about them and not actually met 
them (1:3-9; 2:1). 

·  the “mystery” is a new concept unknown by OT saints 
(1:26, 27). 

·  all positional truths are in the past tense (2:11-14, 20; 3:1-
3). 
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1 John Observation Sheet 
Now you try it with 1 John. Use the following two pages to record 
your observations as you read each day. Spend about 5 days doing this 
step. 

WHO?����

 

 

 
 

WHAT? 

 

 

 
 

WHERE? 

 
 

 

 
 

WHEN? 
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Recurring Themes / Words / Phrases in 1 John 
Here is where you should record any observations you’ve made 
regarding recurring ideas, central themes, key words, and/or key 
phrases John uses in his letter. 
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Background Check 
After you have finished taking observations (right around day 10), you 
should follow the steps below to ensure you haven’t missed anything. 

1. Read a background to the book . Read at least one 
independent introduction to the book being studied 
(Commentaries, Introductions, Surveys, Bible 
Dictionaries).  It is even better if you read two or more 
different ones. Be sure to take notes on interesting facts 
about the book that you think will aid in interpreting it (use 
the “Background Information” page (below) as a guide in 
determining the type of notes to be taken at this stage). 

2. Use other helpful resources . For further background 
information you may wish to consult a Bible Atlas or map 
(to refer to the cities and other locations mentioned in the 
text), a Church History Manual (to reference specific 
heresies mentioned in the text or in the introductions 
referred to in step #1), and a Manners and Customs book 
(to determine whether any phrase used by the author has 
any cultural significance).  Take notes on anything that may 
help you interpret the text. 

3. Read many translations . If you have not already done 
so, begin incorporating as many different Bible translations 
as you can into your repetitious reading (see Bible 
Translations under Tools in the Introduction of this 
workbook). 
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Colossians Background Information Sheet (sample) 
Use the sample page below as a guide for recording background 
information about the book you are studying. When you are ready to 
record background information for 1 John, proceed to the next page. 

Thomas  (Commentary on Colossians) 

·  Colossians was written about 60-62 A.D. 

·  Paul was in prison at Rome during this time. 

·  Paul wrote Ephesians and Philemon at the same time 
(cross-reference similar ideas in those books). 

Vaughan  (Commentary on Colossians) 

·  The heresy Paul is battling is Gnosticism. 

·  This sect of Gnosticism emphasized observance of the Law 
(ascetics; 2:11-17). 

·  They also emphasized philosophy and wisdom (2:3-8). 

·  They worshipped angels as mediators between man and 
God (2:18). 

Bible Dictionary  (Baker) 

·  In Gnosticism, only a few reached “perfection”; all others 
were destined to live animal existences on the earth forever 
(casts light on 1:28). 

New Testament Introduction  (Guthrie) 

·  Heretics denied the deity of Christ and used terminology 
such as “fullness,” “knowledge,” “neglect of body,” 
“wisdom,” and “complete” (or “perfect”). 

Church History Manual  (Newman) 

·  Gnostics believed that the earth was created by an evil 
emanation from God; therefore, all physical things are 
inherently evil, including eating, marital relations, etc. 

Bible Atlas  

·  Colosse was only twelve miles from Laodicea and 
Hierapolis (4:13, 16). 



 

Learning to Master Your Bible Observation Stage  ····   17 

1 John Background Information 
Now you try it with 1 John. Use the following page to record relevant 
background information that you have gleaned from the reference 
books. Focus only on those facts that might help you interpret 1 John. 
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Interpretation Stage 

Overview 
You’ve made it! You’ve done the necessary ditch work and you’re 
finally ready to interpret 1 John. At this point you may have already 
discovered that through your diligence in repetitious reading the book 
is already beginning to interpret itself. All you need do now is bring 
out the fullness of the meaning, record those thoughts, and deal with 
some of the more difficult passages as they come up. Hopefully, you 
are exited and raring to get started! 

Before You Begin 
Your primary goal during this stage is to write your own 
commentary—that’s right, your own commentary, complete with your 
thoughts about the meaning of each passage you are studying. You 
will still be using other commentaries as well, but not until after 
you’ve attempted your own interpretation. Start with the first 
paragraph, write your thoughts about its meaning, and then—and only 
then—check your thoughts against the thoughts of other 
commentators. Then go on to the next paragraph and do the very same 
thing. After you have interpreted the second paragraph, you may 
consult commentaries again, but only on the passage you have 
interpreted—and so on with each additional passage. 

Do not hurry through your interpretation. Ask our Lord to illuminate 
your understanding as you attempt to grasp the meaning of his Word. 
Read the paragraph that you are currently studying several times, 
analyzing each word and allowing the Holy Spirit to enlighten you as 
to the meaning of what you are reading. Once you feel comfortable 
with the passage, begin to write your thoughts—anything and 
everything that comes to mind about the passage, including questions 
that the passage raises in your own mind. You will be surprised at the 
amount of information that you end up writing, and with the depth of 
insight and understanding that you already possess about the text! 
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Attempt to answer any questions that come up regarding the text by 
first writing the question, and then writing the alternative explanations. 
Eventually you will want to choose which alternative seems most 
plausible and best explains the text; that is, the one that most naturally 
“fits” the context. 

One final thought before you begin. Do not be overly concerned with 
the length of your comments on any given paragraph. You may at 
times spend several days writing three or four pages of notes on just 
one verse! Other times your notes will not be quite so extensive. Take 
your time and proceed as the Holy Spirit leads you. 

How to Interpret a Passage of Scripture 
Reading a book of the Bible is much like listening to one side of a 
phone conversation. By listening to the person on one end of the line 
you can make a pretty good guess as to what the person on the other 
end of the line is saying. This is done primarily by listening to the 
types of questions, answers, comments and responses of the first 
person. 

This same principle holds true when interpreting a passage of 
Scripture. By focusing on the key words, phrases, emphatic 
statements, and central theme of the book, we can—with a surprising 
degree of accuracy—reconstruct the historical situation of the first 
readers, thereby laying the groundwork for the proper interpretation. 
Obviously, the more well-versed you are in the historical background 
of the book, the more accurate your interpretation will likely be. 

 

 

 

Context—The “Key” to Interpretation 
The key to interpretation is to get inside the mind of the writer to 
discover his thoughts, feelings, emotions and attitudes as he writes. To 
be successful in this we must ever keep in mind the situation of the 
first readers. Does the situation make the writer angry? Defensive? 
Joyful? Relieved? Caustic? Sarcastic? Remember also that the passage 
is one continuous thought and that there is nothing in the passage that 
does not belong there. The thought of each verse is connected in some 
way to the thought that comes before and the thought that comes after, 
with the result that all the verses together form a “train” of thought. 
Every word must be accounted for in the train of thought. That is what 
is meant by context. No verse of Scripture can mean anything other 
than what the context makes it mean. Your task as an interpreter is to 
account for every thought of the author. If something in the passage 
seems unclear, or doesn’t seem to make sense, keep at it until it is fully 
accounted for. 
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Train of Thought 
The word “context” may be a new word to some, but we actually use 
context everyday to interpret everything we read or hear. Context 
simply refers to the train of thought of the speaker or writer. Take the 
statement “He didn’t read that book.” What does it mean? Does it 
mean, “He didn’t read that book” (but someone else did)? Or, “He 
didn’t read that book” (but he looked at the pictures)? Or does it mean, 
“He didn’t read that book” (but he did read the other one)? Or perhaps 
it means, “he didn’t read that book” (but he did read the magazine next 
to it)? Without a context, the statement is ambiguous and could mean 
any number of things. 

Suppose on the other hand that the same statement is found within the 
context of an entire paragraph: “The speaker droned on for over an 
hour, making one mistake after another regarding the book he held in 
his hand and claimed to know. One thing was becoming increasingly 
obvious; he didn’t read that book.” The context removes all ambiguity 
as to the meaning. 

Unfortunately, context is something that is ignored by many Bible 
readers these days. A verse or passage is taken out of context and 
given a meaning that is inconsistent with the train of thought. This is 
usually borne from a desire to find a “proof text” for a cherished 
belief, rather than a desire to know the true meaning of the text. 
Although the train of thought is sometimes difficult to see, it is there, 
and it connects all the verses in the paragraph into one cohesive unit. 
Remember, there is nothing in the text that does not belong there. 

An Example of Context 
Early in my Christian walk I was involved with a fundamentalist 
church that placed a lot of emphasis on avoiding certain activities, 
such as playing cards, seeing a film in a cinema, and dancing. These 
things were to be avoided on the basis that they had the “appearance” 
of evil, and because 1 Thess 5:22 tells us to “flee every appearance of 
evil.” 

When I began to study the Bible in the way this workbook (and its 
companion) advises, I eventually realized that passage had been taken 
out of context. The train of thought for that passage begins in v. 19 and 
extends to v. 22: “Do not put out the Spirit’s fire. Do not treat 
prophecies with contempt. Test everything. Hold on to the good. Flee 
every appearance of evil.” The context is speaking of prophecies (the 
proclamations of certain individuals; see 1 Cor 14:29-33). Apparently 
the Thessalonians were in danger of stifling prophecies altogether 
because they had heard some bad ones. Paul exhorts them not to stifle 
them (“do not put out the Spirit’s fire”), and not to dismiss them as 
unimportant (“do not treat prophecies with contempt”). However, that 
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is not to say that they are to accept uncritically just any prophecy 
someone might utter. On the contrary they are to practice discernment 
(“test all things”) and “weigh carefully what is said” (1 Cor 14:29). In 
other words they are to “hold on to that [prophecy] which is good” and 
“flee every [prophecy that has the] appearance of evil.” 

Fleeing “every appearance of evil” has to do with the words someone 
utters; not playing cards, dancing, or seeing a film. In fact, ironically 
enough, the teaching that this passage refers to playing cards (and the 
like), inasmuch as it is a bad “utterance” (since it takes the verse out of 
its context), qualifies as one of those things from which we are to 
“flee”! 

 

 

 

 
Do not 
quench 

the Spirit 

 
Do not 
despise 

prophecies 

Test all 
things 

 
Hold fast 

that which is 
good 

 
Flee every 

appearance 
of evil 

Train 
of 

Thought 

Train 
of 

Thought 
1 Thess 
5:19-22 
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“Thinking Points” for Interpretation 
To aid you in your interpretation, we have compiled a list of 
guidelines, or “thinking points” that should be helpful in getting you 
started. 

1. Read the paragraph over and over again intensely, and try 
to understand it as you read it. A good way of doing this is 
to paraphrase the paragraph. Paraphrasing just means to 
put the passage in your own words. It is nearly impossible 
to paraphrase something you truly don’t understand; so, if 
you are able to paraphrase a passage, it’s a pretty good 
indication that you understand it. 

See the next chapter for 
instructions on doing a word 
study. 

2. Analyze each word, phrase, sentence and verse in your 
paragraph. Do word studies on all key or recurring words. 

3. Attempt to dig beneath the words to find the underlying 
thought—the train of thought—that chose to use those 
particular words as opposed to other words that could have 
been used. This step is the crux of interpretation. If you can 
master this step, all others will fall naturally into place. 

4. Do not attempt to “read into” the passage what you would 
like the author to say based upon your theological 
presuppositions. In other words, do not set out to “prove” 
your beliefs by placing undue emphasis on words or verses 
outside of their context. You will almost surely miss the 
point of the author if you do this. Most passages that people 
(especially cultists) use to “prove” their beliefs actually 
have little or nothing to do with the belief they are seeking 
to prove. Seek instead to discover the intent of the author 
and what he had in mind when he wrote. 

5. Look up all cross-references to help you interpret the 
meaning of the text. Use only those cross references that 
are true cross references—those that have the same idea as 
the passage in question, not merely the same words. Also, 
look up any Old Testament passages that are cited by the 
author. 

6. Interpret the passage in the same normal, usual and plain 
sense as you would interpret a letter or any other writing. 
Do not look for “hidden meanings.” Let the passage mean 
what it says. This is the only way to keep human 
imagination in check. 
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7. Interpret figures of speech in the same normal, usual and 
plain sense as you would interpret any figure of speech. If 
someone were to ask you to “cut out that light,” you would 
probably understand that to mean “turn off the light,” not 
literally to take a knife in hand and cut the light out of its 
socket! But you would also recognize that there is no 
“hidden meaning” behind those words. They are meant to 
convey a literal truth (or request) and they are 
understandable by those to whom they are directed. 
Interpret figures of speech in the Bible in the same way. 

8. After reading the passage several times you no doubt will 
have most of it memorized (or, at the very least, the gist of 
it). Use this to your advantage. While you are away from 
your regular study (at work, in your car, or some other 
place), let the passage run through your mind, and relate it 
to what you have learned the historical background to be. 
Pick it apart and analyze each piece while asking the Holy 
Spirit to give you understanding of it. 

9. To underscore an important point, be honest with the text. If 
your purpose for this study is simply to prove what you 
already believe, you will accomplish little more than just 
that. Do not force a meaning on a text of Scripture that it 
doesn’t really have. This is by far the most difficult 
obstacle to overcome when interpreting the Bible. We all 
approach the biblical text with our own presuppositions. 
The successful student of the Bible will learn early on how 
to identify these presuppositions and steer clear of them 
when interpreting the text. Whatever interpretation you 
ultimately adopt, be prepared to give a rational defense for 
it; that is to say, be able to explain why you chose that 
particular interpretation over against all other viable 
interpretations, pointing out the strengths and weaknesses 
of each one. In short, do not start with a conclusion, and 
then set about to support it from Scripture; rather first 
compile all the evidence and then draw a conclusion based 
on that. 
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Questions for a Paragraph Study 
Following are steps that should prove helpful while you are mulling 
over the text. Keep this list in front of you as you interpret the passage. 
Use it as a checklist for asking the kinds of questions that will allow 
you to probe deeper into the biblical text. 

As an example of how 
points 7 & 8 work, Matt 
18:19-20 says, “If two of you 
agree on earth about anything 
that they may ask, it shall be 
done for them by My Father 
who is in heaven. For where 
two or three have gathered 
together in My name, I am 
there in their midst.” This 
passage has often been taken 
out of context and used to 
show that we can have 
absolutely anything we ask for 
(including a Cadillac!), and 
God has to give it to us if two 
or more agree on it. But the 
entire paragraph that 
precedes this passage, as well 
as the one that follows, is 
teaching about the church 
disciplining an erring brother. 
If two or more who have spent 
time attempting to convince 
the erring brother of his sin 
decide to “loose” this brother 
from fellowship due to an 
unrepentant heart, or decide 
to “bind” him back into 
fellowship, they have the full 
backing and authority of God 
to do so. 

1. Read the paragraph several times in a number of different 
translations. 

2. Read the paragraph again and try to imagine which words are 
being emphasized by the writer. 

3. Read the paragraph again. What is the mood of the writer? Is he 
angry? Joyful? Defensive? Something else? 

4. Read the paragraph again. Is there any hint of the first readers’ 
situation in the words or phrases used? 

5. Read the paragraph again. Is the writer correcting any heresy or 
wrong behavior by any of his statements? What does this tell you 
about the readers’ situation? 

6. Read the paragraph again. Notice the “train of thought.” What idea 
is being developed by the writer? 

7. Read the passage that comes before and the passage that comes 
after your paragraph. Summarize the thought in each. 

8. Using your paragraph as a “bridge,” connect the thought in the 
passage that comes before with the thought in the passage that 
comes after your paragraph. Notice how your paragraph fits into 
this train of thought. Does it change, modify, or limit the meaning 
of your paragraph in any way? 

9. Read the paragraph again. Imagine you are one of the first readers 
of this letter. Ask yourself, “What would this passage have meant 
to me if I were in this situation?” 

10. Write an expanded paraphrase and a full explanation of the 
paragraph. 



 

26  ····   Interpretation Stage Learning to Master Your Bible 

Outside Consultation 

Accuracy of 
interpretation is not as 
important at this point as 
understanding the process. If 
after reading others’ 
comments on this passage you 
think your interpretation is off 
base, don’t let that discourage 
you. Accuracy will come with 
time and practice. You will 
get a better feel for it by the 
time you finish interpreting 
the second or third 
paragraph. 

After you have written your commentary on this paragraph, look up 
your paragraph in a commentary to check your interpretation. Does the 
commentator agree with you? Do you agree with the commentator? If 
not, why not? On a separate sheet of paper record any additional notes 
you may have as a result of reading the commentary. Follow this 
procedure with as many commentaries as you have access to. Label the 
top of that sheet of paper with the words “Additional Notes on [chapter 
and verses of your paragraph],” and place them after your original 
notes on that paragraph. Now you are ready to study the next 
paragraph. 
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Colossians Interpretation Sheet (sample) 
Use the sample sheet below as a guide for writing your commentary on 
the book you are studying. When you are ready to interpret 1 John, 
proceed to the next page. 

Colossians 1:3-5 
3We give thanks to God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, praying 
always for you,  4since we heard of your faith in Christ Jesus and the 
love which you have for all the saints;  5because of the hope laid up for 
you in heaven, of which you previously heard in the word of truth, the 
gospel. 

1:3  Paul begins his letter with “we give thanks to God,” digresses into 
a sub-point about prayer, and then picks up his thought again in v. 5. 
The last part of v. 3 and all of v. 4 should be in parentheses, with the 
effect that Paul gives thanks to God “because of the hope” which 
awaits them. Paul’s point is that he always prays for them, and in his 
prayers he gives thanks for the treasures that God has in store for them 
in eternity. 

1:4  “Since we heard”—Paul had never met the Colossians; he had 
only heard of them from Epaphras (1:8). Their “love for all the saints” 
is part of the “fruit” that the true gospel produced (1:6). It is given by 
the Holy Spirit (1:8), and is characteristic of the children of God (1 
John 4:19). 

1:5  The Colossians had previously heard of this “hope” from 
Epaphras “before” the Gnostic heresy came and distorted the true 
gospel. The Gnostics taught that all others (themselves excluded) 
would live forever on the earth as animals. For this reason Paul 
reassures them that their “hope” is “laid up in heaven,” not on earth. 
They had heard about this hope in the “word” (message?) spoken by 
Epaphras, which was the “truth of the gospel” (as opposed to the false 
“gospel” of the Gnostics). 
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1 John Interpretation Sheet (1 John 1: _____) 
Now you try it with 1 John. Use the page below to write your 
commentary on the first paragraph you are studying. 
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Additional Notes on 1 John 1: ______ 
Now you try it with 1 John. Use the page below to write any additional 
notes you may have on the first paragraph you are studying. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 





 

Learning to Master Your Bible How To Do a Word Study  ····   31 

How To Do a Word Study 

Overview 

Why Do a Word Study? 
Word studies, if done right, can shed tremendous light on the meaning 
of a passage of Scripture. However, doing a word study on every 
single word in any given passage is not only a poor use of your time, 
but is completely unnecessary. Limit your choice of words to key (i.e., 
important and pertinent), recurring, and/or unusual words so as not to 
become overwhelmed with the minute details. 

Tools You Will Need 
The absolute minimum tools you will need include Strong’s 
Exhaustive Concordance (or some other concordance coded to 
Strong’s numbering system), and Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon (or 
some other lexicon coded to Strong’s numbering system). For more 
advanced New Testament word studies, you’ll want to secure a copy 
of Wigram’s Englishman’s Greek Concordance of the New Testament. 
You may also want to consider using a theological dictionary, such as 
Kittle or the New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology 
(NIDNNT). All of these are readily available at most Christian books 
stores, as well as through Christian book order houses (such as 
Christian Book Distributors, or CBD). More information about these is 
available in Appendix B of this workbook. 
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Word Study, Step by Step 
Following are step-by-step instructions for conducting a word study. 

 Concordances are 
available in different versions 
of the Bible. Be sure that the 
translation of the Bible you 
are  using is the same as your 
concordance so that the 
words match. If you have not 
yet purchased a concordance, 
be sure to get one that 
matches your preferred Bible 
version. 

1. Select a key, recurring, or unusual word in the passage you are 
studying. Look up that English word in a concordance. A 
concordance contains an alphabetical listing of every instance of 
every word that occurs in the Bible. Find your word in the same 
way you’d find it in a dictionary. For purposes of illustration, we 
will study the word “world” in John 3:16. 

 

 
Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance 
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2. After locating the English word, skim through the columns of 
Scripture references below that word until you find the passage 
you are studying. 

 

There may be several 
ditto marks above your Bible 
reference. Keep looking up 
until you find the number 
above the mark that is closest 
to the mark. 

3. To the right of the Scripture reference you will see either a number 
or a ditto mark (“). In the case of the ditto mark refer to the number 
directly above the mark. This number represents the Greek (or 
Hebrew) word from which the English word is translated. Each 
distinct number represents a different Greek (or Hebrew) word. 

 

There is a ditto mark next to 
John 3:16; which means 
you’ll need to locate the 
code number directly above 
it. In this case, that number 
is 2889. 
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4. Look up the number for your word (not the word itself) in the 
lexicon. 

 
Taken from Thayer’s Greek Lexicon 

All words in a lexicon 
coded to Strong’s 
numbering system appear 
in chronological order. 
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5. In bold print you will see the Greek (or Hebrew) word followed by 
a list of information, some of which may seem unintelligible to 
you. Ignore all the abbreviations and focus your attention instead 
on the numbers (1, 2, 3, etc.) and/or the letters (a, b, c, etc.) in bold 
print that follow the Greek (or Hebrew) word. Each of these 
numbers or letters is followed by a definition of that word. Each 
new bold-faced number or letter introduces another definition of 
that same word. Each definition is usually followed by Scripture 
references which represent that definition. 

 

 Avoid the temptation to 
ascribe more than one 
definition to your word, or to 
combine all the definitions 
together to form a “super” 
definition. Each instance of 
the word has only one 
meaning. 

6. Examine each definition carefully and select the one definition that 
best fits the context of your passage. 

 

The Greek word 
“kosmos,” which 
translates “world” in John 
3:16. 

Definition #1; the actual 
definition follows in italics. 

Definition #2. The 
references that follow each 
definition are instances 
where that definition 
applies. Some of these 
references are from the 
Bible while others are not. 

Definition #3. There are 
actually 8 definitions for 
this word; we have shown 
only 3 of them here. 
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Going Deeper 
If you are feeling really adventurous and want to dig a little deeper in 
your word studies, you can use a Greek-English Concordance. Using 
the same example as before (the word “world” in John 3:16), look up 
Strong’s number for that word (in this case 2889) in a Greek-English 
Concordance (such as Wigram’s). There you can examine every 
occurrence of the Greek word to find its semantic range. 

 
Englishman’s Greek Concordance 

In a Greek-English 
Concordance, both the Greek 
word and its English 
transliteration are provided, 
followed by every New 
Testament passage in which 
the Greek word occurs. This 
allows you to see how the 
same word is used elsewhere. 

In some cases a word will 
have two or more numbers for 
a word. The number on the 
left side of the column is the 
actual number for the word. 
Any number on the right side 
of the column is a related 
word. If that number has a 
square root symbol (� ) before 
it, it signifies that the related 
word is the root word for the 
current entry.  

The English word (or words) 
that translate the Greek word 
represented by the number are 
placed in italics in each verse. 
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If you’d like to go even deeper, you can learn the Greek alphabet. This 
will allow you to use some of the other Greek reference tools listed in 
Appendix B that are not coded to Strong’s numbering system. The 
Greek alphabet is fairly easy to memorize since most of its letters have 
English equivalents. The alphabet, along with pronunciations, is 
provided below: 

Greek 

� � (alpha) 

�  (beta) 

�  (gamma) 

�  (delta) 

�  (epsilon) 

�  (zeta) 

�  (eta) 

�  (theta) 

	 (iota) 


  (kappa) 

�  (lambda) 

�  (mu) 


  (nu) 

� � (ksi) 

�  (omicron) 

�  (pi) 

�  (rho) 

� ,�  (sigma) 

�  (tau) 

�  (upsilon) 

�  (phi) 

�  (chi) 

� � (psi) 

�  (omega) 

English 

a (father) 

b 

g (guard) 

d 

e (met) 

z 

e (eight) 

th (think) 

i (it, ink) 

k 

l 

m 

n 

ks (thanks) 

o (top) 

p 

r 

s 

t 

u (peruse) 

ph (philosophy) 

(German) Bach 

ps (lapse) 

o (over) 

Letter Combinations  

��  (aisle) 

��� (freight) 

��  (soil) 

��  (suite) 

��  (kraut) 

��  (feud) 

��  (through) 

��  (ng, angle) 

 

Accent Marks  

All of the following 
accent marks stress the 
syllable in the same way: 

� (as in 	����
 ) 

� (as in ���� ) 


  (as in ���
 ) 

 

Breathing Marks 

These accompany vowels 
that occur at the beginning 
of a word: 

� (silent, as ������
 , arche) 

�� (h, as �����
 , houtos) 

Sometimes the breathing 
mark and the accent occur 
together (�����
 ). 

The small mark under 
some letters (�� �� etc.) is 
called a iota subscript and 
is silent. 
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With the exception of the letter combinations above, Greek 
pronounces every individual letter. For instance, in the Greek word 
������  (sophia, “wisdom”) the �  and the �  are pronounced separately 
(so-phi-a). You’ll notice in the alphabet that the letter sigma is 
represented by two different characters (�  and 
 ). The first of these is 
used at the beginning or in the middle of a word; the latter is used only 
at the end of a word. 

You can enhance your understanding of these letters and vowel 
combinations by practicing spelling English words using Greek 
characters. Once you are comfortable with spelling and pronouncing, 
try pronouncing some of the words in your lexicon. 

Concluding Thoughts About Word Studies 
During this study keep in mind that ultimately a word has no meaning 
apart from its context. The context must therefore be the determining 
factor in deciding upon the meaning of a word. Do not force an 
unlikely definition on a word just because it may have that definition 
in another passage. As with anything else, you will improve your 
ability to make good judgments with a little practice. 
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Application Stage 

Overview 
In the Observation stage we answered the question, “What does it 
say?” In the Interpretation stage we answered the question, “What 
does it mean?” Now, in the Application stage, we will answer the 
question, “How do I act on this?” 

There is a tendency in the church to emphasize the application of 
Scripture over the interpretation of Scripture, as though the two are in 
opposition to each other. This tendency must be avoided. Without 
application, interpretation produces a dead, intellectual orthodoxy. 
Similarly, without a right interpretation of the biblical text, true 
application is impossible. Suppose, for example, that I have just 
finished interpreting a passage that clearly teaches that God is 
sovereign. What good is that knowledge unless it moves me to praise 
Him who is in complete control of the universe (one application); or 
unless I use that knowledge to correct a lesser view of God that 
someone else may hold (another application); or unless I use that 
knowledge to strengthen those whose faith may have been shaken by 
some circumstance (still another application)? Notice that though there 
is only one interpretation, there may be many applications. 

On the other hand, suppose I have just read (not interpreted) 1 Thess 
5:22: “Flee every appearance of evil,” and I conclude from this verse 
that I shouldn’t play cards, see a movie, or do anything else that might 
appear “evil” to someone. I begin to abstain from these things thinking 
that I will be empowered by the Holy Spirit because I am obeying 
God’s word and becoming more spiritual. Yet, as we have seen in an 
earlier chapter, this verse has nothing at all to do with activities from 
which I should abstain. Instead, in context it refers to discerning 
between good and bad prophecies. If I choose to avoid theaters and 
playing cards on the basis of this verse, I am submitting to a man-made 
law that has absolutely no power to keep me from sinning. Can I 
expect God to empower me to keep a law of my own making? 
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Colossians 2:20-23 suggests that my misapplication of 1 Thess 5:22 
has the “appearance of wisdom in self-imposed religion, false humility, 
and neglect of the body, but is of no value against the indulgences of 
the flesh.” Hence, there is no life-changing power in my 
misapplication of Scripture. If I had first interpreted the verse, then I 
might have made a true application. Whatever my application is, I 
must first arrive at a true interpretation; otherwise a true application is 
all but impossible.   

Various Applications 
What kinds of applications can be made from Scripture? All depends 
on the nature of the biblical text you are studying. The Bible is filled 
with theology, commands, exhortations, promises and examples. We’ll 
look at each one of these in turn. 

Theology 
We have already seen an example of theology (above) when we 
discussed our response to a passage that teaches God’s sovereignty, so 
we won’t repeat what we’ve already said. In a nutshell, theological 
truths are best applied when you can defend them against false ideas 
about God and His truth. 

Another kind of theological truth is our status before God. Romans 
8:29-30 says this: “For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined 
to become conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the 
firstborn among many brethren; and these whom He predestined, He 
also called; and these whom He called, He also justified; and these 
whom He justified, He also glorified.” Each of the stages of salvation 
listed in this passage is in the past tense—including the last stage, 
glorification in a resurrected body!—indicating that in God’s eyes, our 
salvation has already been effected completely and eternally. In other 
words, our salvation is so secure that it can be said by God that we 
have already (in a positional way) undergone final glorification—
which is synonymous with resurrection (see 8:18 and following). So 
how does this apply to me personally? The passage says that everyone 
who has been justified will also be glorified—no exceptions. 
Therefore, if I have truly been justified, I will  be glorified. This should 
not only cause me to take comfort in the fact that my salvation is 
forever secure, but also to rejoice in that truth and to stand in awe of 
God for his incredible gift to me! 

Commands 
These are fairly obvious and need little elaboration. Look for ways to 
obey commands that you find in the Bible, but be sure that the 
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command you are obeying is rightly understood. We have already seen 
a good example of a misunderstood passage (above). Another example 
of an oft-misunderstood command is “judge not, lest you be judged” 
(Matt 7:1). Christians usually mistake this to mean that we are never to 
make a judgment call on someone else’s spiritual status. Yet, we are 
expressly commanded in many other passages not to believe just 
anyone’s claim to be a Christian. 1 John 4:1 says this: “do not believe 
every spirit, but test the spirits to see whether they are from God, 
because many false prophets have gone out into the world.” Is there a 
contradiction? Not at all. Matt 7:1 is speaking of hypocritical 
judgment, as v. 5 makes clear: “You hypocrite, first take the log out of 
your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of 
your brother’s eye.” In other words, we may point out inconsistencies, 
so long as we ourselves are not guilty of that same inconsistency.  

Once we have properly understood a passage such as 1 John 4, we are 
to take it to heart. One example of obeying this command is to begin 
listening very closely to those who claim some new and great truth in 
the Bible that we’ve never seen before, comparing what they say to 
Scripture, and rejecting their teaching if it doesn’t match up. This 
provides you not only with the opportunity to obey God’s word, but 
also with a great way to develop biblical discernment in your life. 

Exhortations 
An exhortation is very similar to a command in that it is something we 
are asked to act upon. What is different is the way in which we are 
asked to act upon a statement. An exhortation is usually marked by 
phrases such as “I urge you,” although they do not have to be marked 
by such phrases. The book of Hebrews is full of exhortations: “Let us 
also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which so easily entangles 
us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us”; 
“Therefore, strengthen the hands that are weak and the knees that are 
feeble.” Exhortations are usually calls to a renewed commitment, a 
renewed vitality, or some other such challenge. They are very closely 
related to commands and should be treated as such. The way to apply 
these is to respond to the challenge given. Hebrews 12:1 exhorts us to 
run with endurance the race before us. It tells us why we should run it 
(because of the “great cloud of witnesses” in chapter 11), and it tells us 
how to run it (by looking to Jesus who initiates and perfects our faith, 
12:2). This should result in a renewed determination to live out our 
faith, even in the face of opposition. 

Promises 
There is a hymn that states something to this effect: “all the promises 
are mine.” Unfortunately, that hymn is not correct. There are 
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thousands of promises in the Bible, and it is quite the standard practice 
among Christians today to claim just any promise that suits them, 
regardless of what that promise is, or to whom it is made. True 
application of promises means that we may claim only those promises 
that are legitimately made to us. 

An example of a legitimate promise is James 4:7, which promises that 
if we resist the devil he will flee from us; that is, he will stop tempting 
us for the time being. The application is to call this promise to mind 
the next time you are strongly tempted, and act on its advice. 
Determine not to yield to the temptation knowing that it will pass 
shortly. A similar promise is found in 1 Cor 10:13, which promises 
that when we are tempted God will not allow it to be more than we can 
handle. This should result in perseverance through temptation. 

A promise that is not legitimate for us to claim is one that is limited to 
a specific person or group of people. For example, 2 Chronicles 7:14 
says, “If my people, which are called by my name, shall humble 
themselves, and pray, and seek my face, and turn from their wicked 
ways; then will I hear from heaven, and will forgive their sin, and will 
heal their land.” Many Christians today mistakenly think that this 
promise can be claimed for America, and this passage is often cited by 
them to show that if we as Christians (or Americans) would just 
humble ourselves and seek God, God would cause our land to be 
“healed.” But this promise was directed only to Israel. The differences 
between Israel and America are enormous. Israel was promised the 
land of Canaan by God from the time of Abraham. God specifically 
promised (through Moses) that if the Israelites obeyed his voice, they 
would prosper in the land (see Deuteronomy 28). There is a covenant 
basis for the promise to Israel in 2 Chronicles 7:14. There is, on the 
other hand, absolutely no covenant by God that involves America; and 
the church was never promised an inheritance on this earth. 
Consequently, this promise simply does not apply to us today.  

Does that mean there is no application of this verse at all? Far from it. 
There are abiding principles throughout the passage. We should 
always seek to humble ourselves, pray, seek God’s face, and turn from 
our wicked ways. Such actions carry different blessings today, such as 
growing closer to God, and living with a clear conscience before him. 
But we should not expect America suddenly to “get better” just 
because we do these things. 

A New Testament example of a promise not legitimate for us to claim 
is John 14:26: “But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will 
send in My name, He will teach you all things, and bring to your 
remembrance all that I said to you.” Christians often use this verse to 
show that God will always and automatically bring Scripture to mind 
to the believer who needs it. But Jesus is speaking to His apostles in 
this passage, and His words are limited to those who would later pen 
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the very words of Scripture. In essence, he is promising that the 
biblical writers would be inspired by the Holy Spirit. This, of course, 
is not something many Christians today would want to claim for 
themselves. 

These examples are but a few; there are many more we could cover, 
but hopefully these will be sufficient to illustrate the point. The bottom 
line is, we must be careful when determining the application of a 
biblical promise so that it does not result in spiritual disillusionment 
when an illegitimate promise is left unfulfilled. 

Examples 
We are exhorted by Paul to follow his example and that of Christ. 
However, even with these impeccable characters we must be careful 
with application. People often cite the example of Jesus to support any 
number of beliefs to which they hold. A popular phrase found on 
buttons and bumper stickers today is WWJD (“What Would Jesus 
Do?”). The point of the phrase seems to be that in any situation in 
which we find ourselves, we should ask what Jesus would do in the 
same situation, and then imitate it. But are we really to imitate Jesus in 
every instance? For instance, Jesus was circumcised in compliance 
with the Law of Moses. Yet Paul condemns anyone else who would be 
circumcised for that same reason (Gal 5:2-4). Jesus overturned the 
tables of the money changers and used a whip on the merchants there 
(John 2:15). Yet which of us has the kind of authority to follow that 
example today? Jesus forgave sins committed against God (Matt 9:6), 
but are we to do the same? 

Many factors need to be considered when following the example of 
Jesus, such as who He is (God himself in the flesh), what his purpose 
was, and under which covenant he placed himself (the Old Covenant, 
hence his circumcision and keeping of the Law). Instead of asking 
WWJD (“What Would Jesus Do?”), a far better question for a 
Christian to ask is WWJHMD (“What Would Jesus Have Me Do?”). 

On the other hand, far too little significance has been given to the 
examples we find in the narrative of the early church. When Acts 2:42 
says of the early church, “They devoted themselves to the apostles’ 
teaching and to the fellowship, to the breaking of bread and to 
prayer,” we should not imagine that Luke was merely recording 
history. He was also writing to instruct the churches on the teaching 
and practice of the apostles. The same is true of writings in which it is 
assumed that the church was engaged in a certain practice. For 
instance, in Acts 20:7 we are told, “On the first day of the week we 
came together to break bread. Paul spoke to the people and, because 
he intended to leave the next day, kept on talking until midnight.” 
Although Luke’s point is focused on Paul, such a statement assumes 
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that the widely accepted practice of the church was that it met on the 
first day of the week (Sunday) in order to “break bread” (that is, to 
celebrate the Lord’s Supper). To be sure, there is no command to do 
this; but we must ever keep in mind that the apostles would not have 
seen a need to include a command to do something that was already 
being practiced by all the churches. In this case, the example is nearly 
equivalent to an apostolic command because it betrays an underlying 
apostolic tradition or custom of the early church. The New Testament 
is filled with such examples; and these are often overlooked by those 
(especially church renewal proponents) who hold that unless 
something is expressly commanded we needn’t bother with it. The 
danger of such a notion is that it assumes the early church formed its 
practice on little more than its surrounding culture (see “Culture and 
the Bible” below). On the contrary, there is strong evidence that when 
the early church adopted a practice, it did so because it was based on 
the underlying theology of the apostles’ teaching. 

All churches (regardless of denominational affiliation) recognize 
certain normative features of the early church, albeit some groups 
emphasize certain practices over others. Many churches, for example, 
lay hands on elders (or on other church leaders) when ordaining them. 
Most churches pattern their form of church government after the 
pattern they find in the NT (or so they will argue). Most (if not all) 
consider that meeting together on at least a weekly basis is extremely 
important if not required of all churches in every age and culture. 
Further, I know of no reputable church that does not hold this weekly 
meeting on Sunday (barring seventh-day sabbatarians). The interesting 
thing about this, however, is that none of these practices is 
commanded! 

Most church renewal proponents would argue that it is precisely 
because these practices are not commanded that they are to be 
considered non-normative. They would allow that if a church wants to 
practice these things they are perfectly free to do so—just don’t call 
them normative. But let us imagine for the moment a church that 
follows this understanding of the Bible and decides it wants to exercise 
its freedom to conduct itself as it wants. Let’s say that this church 
decides to meet together as a church on Tuesday instead of Sunday—
but not every Tuesday; let’s say it decides to meet together every other 
Tuesday, or the first Tuesday of each month. Since there is no 
command to meet together weekly, this church is perfectly free (isn’t 
it?) to hold its meetings the first Tuesday of each new year if it is so 
inclined! Let us further imagine that this church decides that instead of 
meeting together as a church, it will hold a monthly neighborhood 
Bible study—something traditionally seen as a para-church activity. 
(But why call it a para-church activity since we are nowhere 
commanded to meet together as a church?). When this church obtains 
new members it baptizes them and places them in one of these 
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monthly Bible studies, thus fulfilling the Great Commission. There is 
no leader in these Bible studies, since their is no express command to 
have leaders in the church (and even if there were such commands, 
there is no command to have church per se, and since this is not a 
church but a Bible study, there is no violation of Scripture). Finally 
this church decides that it will observe the Lord’s Supper once every 
tenth year. No one can object to this by appealing to Paul’s words in 1 
Corinthians 11:25, for the statement “as often as you do this” is not the 
equivalent of the imperative “do this often”!  

Need I continue? The point is, even the most “creative”-minded 
church-renewal proponent would reject this scenario; but on what 
basis? The renewal proponent might argue that although the pattern of 
the early church is not normative, the principles upon which they 
operated are. But then upon which principle is the church to operate? 
Is it to operate on the principle of meeting together once a week? Or is 
it to operate on the principle of the freedom it has to choose how often 
it decides to meet together? Depending on which principle one 
chooses, the practice could differ radically. The point is, it is 
insufficient to argue that principle alone can act as the criterion upon 
which to determine normative church practice, for principles are 
dubious at best. Indeed, the church we described above could very 
well appeal to principles of its own to support its highly questionable 
practices! 

If we are honest with ourselves we will have to admit that there is 
more to the New Testament pattern than we sometimes want to allow, 
and that we all, to some extent, see certain practices of the early 
church as normative even though they are not commanded. This 
should be kept in mind when reading about the practices of the New 
Testament church. 

Culture and the Bible 
There are two potential types of applications that can be affected by 
culture: biblical examples and biblical commands. We’ll look at each 
one of these in turn below. 

Examples 
To expand a bit more on our topic above, we should ask the further 
question, How do we know which examples of the early church are 
based on apostolic teaching and which are the result of the surrounding 
cultural? As an example, let’s take the day upon which the church 
meets. No one seriously disputes the fact that the early church met 
together on Sunday. But why? Was it for the sake of convenience? 
Was it because of the surrounding culture? Or, was it for some other 
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reason? Here are some considerations that might help us determine the 
answer to this question. 

1. The early church practiced this universally . Any 
time we read of the day the early church met together, it 
always refers to the “first day of the week” (Acts 20:7; 1 
Cor 16:2). 

2. Special designations were applied to this day . In 
Revelation 1:10, John say, “I was in the Spirit on the 
Lord’s Day.” There are very good grammatical reasons 
(which we cannot explore here) for taking the “Lord’s 
Day” as Sunday (for more information on this, see my book 
The Table of the Lord [Atlanta: NTRF, 1996]). By the end 
of the apostolic age, the first day of the week had acquired 
a special title—“the Lord’s Day.” This strongly suggests 
that this is not merely an “optional” day for meeting—not 
just another alternative among a host of good days to meet. 

3. There is an underlying theology to consider . This is 
the most important point of all for determining normative 
church practice. Jesus was raised to life on the first day of 
the week (Matt 28:1; Mk 16:9). He appeared to his 
disciples on the first day of the week (Jn 20:19). He 
appeared again to his disciples on the first day of the next 
week (Jn 20:26). It was for this reason—and not for reasons 
of convenience or surrounding culture—that the early 
church met together on the first day of the week. 

A similar point may be made regarding partaking of the Lord’s 
Supper. 1 Corinthians 11:18-20 indicates that the purpose of the 
church meeting in New Testament times was to celebrate the Lord’s 
Supper. Moreover, the Lord’s Supper is described here (as well as in 
Jude 12) as an entire meal, not merely bread and wine. This is not only 
held out as the practice of the first-century church, but is steeped in the 
theology of the Wedding Banquet of the Lamb held at the end of the 
age. Consequently, we should have a very good reason for abandoning 
this practice if that is what we decide to do. 

But what about other first-century church practices? Should we hold 
our meetings by candlelight, were tunics, and write to each other on 
parchment just because the early church did these things? There is 
indeed a problem of simply saying that whatever the early church did 
we should likewise do. It seems best to hold that it is the distinctive 
practices of the early church that are normative for today. This would 
include those things that have to be seen as church customs and not 
culturally conditioned practices. It would distinguish, for instance, 
between using candles to give light to the meeting place or writing on 
parchment (things practiced in the culture of that time) and holding a 
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“love feast” (Jude 12) or meeting together on Sunday (things practiced 
distinctively by the church). If all of this is true, then we as Christians 
should not be looking for “new and creative” ways to do church; rather 
we should be striving to discover—and emulate—the practices set 
down for the churches by the apostles themselves. 

Commands 
Commands are generally much easier to deal with than are examples. 
However, in the minds of some well-meaning Christians, it is not as 
black and white as that. Indeed, whether some commands in the Bible 
are culturally conditioned is at the very core of the disagreement 
between Christian feminists and traditionalists on the issue of a 
woman’s role in the church. 

Christian feminists (or egalitarians, as they are sometimes called) see 
the statements in the New Testament that seem to limit the ministry of 
women as culturally conditioned. Since in the first-century world (it is 
argued) women were seen as second class citizens, Paul, eager to 
diffuse unwarranted persecution by the surrounding culture and to 
make the gospel attractive, naturally disallowed ministries to women 
that would offend outsiders. The guiding principle, on this view, is 
evangelism. Since in today’s world the pendulum has swung in the 
opposite direction and women now have the same rights and 
opportunities as men, the church should (for the sake of the gospel) 
adjust to its surrounding culture and give women equal opportunity in 
leadership positions. 

This argument, it seems to me, is flawed on a number of points. First, 
there is nothing in any of the major passages that deal with the 
limitation of ministry for women to suggest that the guiding principle 
is evangelism. Paul always states his reasons for the limitations and 
not once does he refer to the surrounding culture as the basis for his 
reasoning. Second, even if there were such an allusion to the gospel as 
the reason behind Paul’s decision to limit the role of women in the 
church, it does not thereby follow that the limitation is culturally 
conditioned. There could very well be a “kingdom culture” of sorts 
wrapped up in the gospel message itself that would transcend all other 
cultures. So, even if Christian feminists are successful in 
demonstrating that the gospel is at the heart of Paul’s decision, it 
proves very little. 

Third, since Paul never once unambiguously points to either the gospel 
or the surrounding culture as the reason for his limitations on the role 
of women, it seems presumptuous to label his statements about the role 
of women as culturally conditioned. To argue convincingly that Paul’s 
statements about women are culturally relative, one must first show a 
biblical precedent to that effect. Indeed, one must first show that there 
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is, in fact, such a thing as cultural relativity when it comes to direct 
commands and mandates for God’s people. 

This precedent cannot come from the New Testament since there is no 
inspired writing after the New Testament to confirm that the command 
had legitimately become null and void. The only place we can look for 
such a precedent is the Old Testament. If there can be found in the Old 
Testament a command given under the Mosaic covenant that 
legitimately ceased to be operative at any point before that covenant 
was superceded by the New Covenant (that is to say, one that God 
himself abolished), then that would pave the way for arguing that 
perhaps there are commands given under the New Covenant that God 
himself has abolished because they ceased to be relevant. Is there such 
a precedent? 

In Deuteronomy 4:2, Moses warned the people against both 
supplementing and disregarding the commands that he had given 
them: “Do not add to what I command you and do not subtract from it, 
but keep the commands of the Lord your God that I give you.” 
Everything found in Moses’ writings from Exodus to Deuteronomy 
was to be adhered to stringently until God officially said otherwise. At 
least that is what we would have to assume based on the words of the 
passage. Most conservative scholars date Moses’ writings around 1450 
B.C. Are we to believe that Moses intended his commands to be 
obeyed thousands of years after he died? Isn’t it just possible that 
Moses’ writings were for his era only and that much of what he 
commanded reflected a cultural bias? May we safely assume that Old 
Testament characters hundreds of years later would have recognized 
that Moses intended for them to adjust their practices to the 
surrounding changing culture? A few biblical examples should suffice 
to answer this question. 

King David, perhaps the most beloved king of Israel in all of the Old 
Testament, was described as a man after God’s own heart. He had 
nothing but the best intentions when he decided to move the ark of 
God to Jerusalem. Unfortunately, he did not transport the ark the way 
in which Moses had prescribed. The law required that the ark be 
carried on the shoulders of a specific family of Levites called the 
Kohathites (Exod 25:12-14; Num 4:15). David, disregarding that 
command, decided instead to follow the example of the Philistines, 
who had previously transported the ark on a cart (1 Sam 6:10-12). One 
can almost hear the egalitarians of David’s day rationalize: “Well, yes, 
it’s true that Moses commanded the ark to be carried a specific way 
and by a specific class of people; but that was 500 years ago, at a time 
when people discriminated on the basis of class and family lineage and 
were hung up on meticulous procedures. We don’t do that today, so it 
is just fine to carry the ark on this cart. After all, we are a more 
technologically advanced people. It is more practical to use a cart than 
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to force people to carry this thing on their shoulders. Besides, the 
Philistines did it this way, and we don’t want to appear to be behind 
the times.” 

Tragically, David miscalculated the consequences of “subtracting 
from” Moses’ words. When the cart began to tip, Uzzah tried to steady 
the ark with his hand and was killed by God (2 Sam 6:1-7). The next 
time David moved the ark he was very careful to follow Moses’ 
instructions to the letter. This is recorded for us in 1 Chr 15:2, “No one 
but the Levites may carry the ark of God, because the Lord chose them 
to carry the ark of the Lord.” A few verses later, David admitted, “it 
was because you, the Levites, did not bring [the ark] up the first time 
that the Lord our God broke out in anger against us. We did not 
inquire of him about how to do it in the prescribed way.” 

In the spirit of king David, king Asa was another one of Judah’s godly 
kings. The Scripture says that he “did what was right in the eyes of the 
Lord, as his father David had done.” In fact, the only complaint 
against him is that he “did not remove the high places.” The “high 
places” were shrines and altars that had been set up by the Canaanites 
who worshipped Baal, and that had been taken over by the Israelites 
for worship of Yahweh. The law prescribed that altars were to be built 
only at divinely sanctioned places (Exod 20:24; Deut 12:5,8,13-14) 
and the use of pagan-built altars was strictly forbidden (Num 33:52; 
Deut 7:5, 12:3). Violation of these commandments occurred almost 
immediately upon entering the promised land. Apparently, by Asa’s 
time the high places were so commonly used that they were no longer 
seen as a violation of Scripture (see also 1 Kings 3:2-3). In other 
words, the commandments were viewed culturally, not absolutely. 
They no longer saw anything wrong with violating this particular 
command because it had been violated for so long.  

The first king to realize that worshipping at the high places was wrong 
was king Josiah. When he read the “book of the covenant” (2 Kings 
23:1-3) he renewed his dedication to the terms of that covenant. This 
entailed the destruction of all the high places, which he was more than 
happy to do (23:8,13,15). Josiah’s legacy is that “neither before nor 
after Josiah was there a king like him who turned to the Lord as he 
did—with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his strength, 
in accordance with all the law of Moses.” It seems clear that the writer 
of these words did not believe that the commands of God are culturally 
conditioned. 

Unlike Asa and Josiah, an example of a king who took it upon himself 
to do things his own way was Jeroboam. 1 Kings 12:31 records that 
Jeroboam “appointed priests from all sorts of people, even though they 
were not Levites.” God expressly commanded Moses that the 
priesthood would be from the tribe of Levi (Num 3:5-13). Again, one 
can imagine Jeroboam’s rationale for this: “The rule that only Levites 
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can become priests is outdated and stifling, nothing more than the 
product of a Levite-dominated society. Surely God did not intend that 
only one class of people could serve him in that capacity. After all, the 
Levites are not inherently superior to anyone else. We are all equal in 
the eyes of God and we should not limit the ministry of someone 
simply on the basis of what family he comes from. Why, just look at 
all the other religions around us. None of them limits the priesthood to 
one family. Obviously, Moses’ command is culturally conditioned and 
was meant to accommodate a Levite-dominated society.” This line of 
reasoning may sound strangely familiar to those readers who have 
encountered the arguments of Christian egalitarians. 

This wasn’t Jeroboam’s only mistake. The Scripture further records 
that he chose his own month to institute a festival (1 Kings 12:33). 
Whereas David had “subtracted from” Moses’ words, Jeroboam had 
“added to” them. This flippancy on the part of Jeroboam led to his 
demise, and the sins he committed did not go without scriptural 
commentary. In 1 Kings 13:33-34, Scripture calls Jeroboam’s practice 
of appointing priests from all sorts of people “evil,” and the very thing 
that “led to his downfall.”  

One last noteworthy example is that of Nehemiah. In Nehemiah 13, 
Nehemiah discovers that the law of Moses excluded Ammonites and 
Moabites from the assembly of God’s people. The reason for the 
exclusion is significant. During Moses’ time, while the Israelites were 
on their way to Canaan, the Ammonites and Moabites did not 
accommodate them in their land and, instead, hired the prophet 
Balaam to call down curses on them. Nehemiah lived around 450 B.C. 
The command given by Moses to exclude Ammonites and Moabites 
from the assembly was issued 1,000 years prior to that. In addition, the 
command seems to be culturally conditioned, or at least limited to a 
specific time period. Indeed, how could any rational, sensitive person 
think that God would hold a grudge against an entire people for 
something their ancestors did over 1,000 years earlier! Surely God 
meant to exclude only those Ammonites and Moabites who actually 
participated in the Balaam episode; and no responsible interpreter of 
Scripture (it could be argued) would ever come to the conclusion that 
God intended this command to be binding 1,000 years later! On the 
contrary; Nehemiah records that when the people heard this command, 
“ they excluded from Israel all who were of foreign descent” (Neh 
13:3). 

Simply put, there is no precedent in Scripture for considering any 
command culturally conditioned. Indeed, we have nothing but counter 
examples in the Old Testament. The entire law of Moses was 
completely and unequivocally binding on God’s people right up until 
Jesus superceded it. In fact, Jesus’ own words confirm this in such 
passages as Mt 5:17-20 (“I tell you the truth, until heaven and earth 
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disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will by 
any means disappear from the law until everything is accomplished”). 
Paul reiterates this in Ga 3:19 where he says that the law was added 
“until the Seed to whom the promise referred had come.” Since Christ 
himself was “born under the law” (Ga 4:4), he had to obey the law 
perfectly in order to live a sinless life and redeem us. Therefore Christ 
is the “end of the law” (Ro 10:4) for those who believe. All of this 
serves to illustrate the binding nature of the Old Covenant upon God’s 
people until the time of Christ. It was binding upon God’s people 
whether they recognized it or not.  

We must not miss the lesson that Scripture so clearly gives us. 
Commands from God are not subject to “viewer discretion.” There is 
nothing in Scripture that beckons us to sift through commands to see 
whether or not we should obey them. The whole notion of cultural 
relativity as it applies to our understanding of the Bible is little more 
than a human invention that is foreign to Scripture.  

Moreover, cultural relativity is a slippery slope upon which it is 
difficult to maintain grounds for any biblical command. If on the basis 
of cultural relativity we choose to disregard commands of Scripture 
that, say, limit the ministry of women, what is to stop us from limiting 
the ministry of, say, homosexuals? Before I am accused of falsely 
comparing women to homosexuals, let me assure the reader that my 
only point here is to show what some people in fact do based on the 
very same rationale as that proposed by Christian egalitarians. Many 
liberal churches argue that when the Old and New Testaments 
condemn homosexual practices, it is because the writers are reflecting 
their own primitive cultural bias. We in the modern-day world (we are 
told) are better informed about homosexuals than were the first-
century writers. Paul knew that the surrounding culture frowned upon 
the practice and so disallowed it in the first-century church. Were he 
alive today (it is further argued) he clearly would take the position that 
homosexuality is a genetically induced “alternative lifestyle.” As a 
result, the church today should adapt to societal norms and allow 
homosexuals to exercise their ministries unencumbered—indeed, these 
same churches argue that we should be at the very forefront of the 
cause to liberate them!  

Such reasoning is, of course, atrocious. But it serves to illustrate the 
flaws inherent in seeing cultural conditioning of any command in 
Scripture. The only precedent that we have from Scripture is to hold 
on to what we received from the apostles (1 Cor 11:2). Any time a 
commandment in the Old Testament was thought by some Old 
Testament character to be outdated, that person was wrong. All the 
commands given by Moses were fully in force until God established 
the New Covenant through the coming of Christ. That is our 
precedent.  
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Appendix A 

Hermeneutics, Exegesis and Interpretation 
You may or may not have heard these words before, but you use the 
concepts all the time. Hermeneutics is the science (and art) of 
interpreting any document, not just the Bible. It is used to interpret the 
Constitution, historical letters, and other ancient writings. The word 
hermeneutics comes from a Greek word that means “to interpret or 
explain.” Another word that is used for this is “exegesis,” whose 
Greek root is a virtual synonym for the Greek word behind 
hermeneutics.  

There are certain rules that should be followed when interpreting a 
passage of Scripture. We have included the most important ones 
below: 

1. If the plain sense makes common sense, seek no 
other sense, lest it result in nonsense . We’ve 
alluded to this rule in the Interpretation stage. Interpret the 
Bible in the plain, usual, and ordinary way you would 
interpret any document, recognizing figures of speech 
where they occur, but interpreting even figures of speech in 
the normal way figures of speech are understood. This rule 
is also referred to as the “literal” interpretation, though that 
is not really a good name for it since, as we have seen, it 
takes into account figures of speech as well. A better name 
for this rule is the “plain” interpretation. The reason we 
take passages in their plain sense is because the very 
purpose of language is to communicate ideas from one 
party to another. If the language is muddled or has some 
“hidden meaning,” that purpose is destroyed and language 
means nothing. It then becomes anyone’s guess as to what 
the “hidden” meaning really is. Insisting on the plain 
meaning is the only way to keep human imaginations in 
check. 
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2. Recognize various types of literature . Just as you 
would not read a poem in the same black and white way 
you would read a science textbook, so also you should not 
read the Psalms and Proverbs in the same way you would 
read the book of Romans. Recognize that David had a very 
different purpose in mind when he wrote his Psalms than 
Paul did when he wrote Romans. David’s purpose was to 
express the deep feelings of his heart, while Paul’s purpose 
was to lay out a logical and cogent theology of how one is 
saved. David was a poet and musician, whereas Paul was 
much like a seminary professor. An example of the 
differences can be seen in a comparison between Paul and 
David’s thoughts about sin. In Psalm 51:5 David writes, 
“Surely I was sinful at birth, sinful from the time my mother 
conceived me.” This verse is often used to support the 
teaching of original sin (that is, that every person is 
conceived and born with a sinful nature). However, it is 
extremely unlikely that this is what David intended by his 
statement. David wrote this after having been confronted 
by Samuel for his adulterous and murderous affair with 
Bathsheba. David is saying in essence, “How could I have 
done such a thing? Why, I must have been born in sin to 
have acted so wickedly.” He is writing from his heart, not 
from his theology book. David’s use of exaggerated speech 
does not deny the divine inspiration of this passage, but we 
must understand that these are David’s feelings written in 
picturesque language, not a doctrinal statement about 
original sin. Other poetic literature must be viewed in this 
same way, including Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of 
Solomon, and even Job. On the other hand, when Paul 
writes in Romans 5:12-21 that all men have been imputed 
with Adam’s sin, we should take this as a doctrinal 
statement because that is obviously Paul’s intent. This is 
not to say that we should take one passage literally and 
another non-literally. Quite the contrary; we should take 
both passages in their usual, plain, and ordinary sense, 
recognizing of course that the plain sense of a poem differs 
somewhat from the plain sense of a textbook. 

3. What about contradictions?  What do we do when two 
different passages seem to contradict each other? Here are 
some guidelines: 

�  Is there a difference in the type of literature in which 
each one is found (for instance, doctrinal vs. poetry)? If 
so, allow the most direct passage to interpret the less 
direct. A good example of this is Ecclesiastes 9:5, “For 
the living know that they will die, but the dead know 
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nothing; they have no further reward, and even the 
memory of them is forgotten.” This passage is often 
cited by Jehovah’s Witnesses to show that there is no 
conscious existence after death. However, this 
contradicts many other clearer passages of Scripture 
that indicate there is conscious existence after death 
(Rev 14:11; 2 Cor 5:6-8). The key to understanding this 
is the theme of the book of Ecclesiastes, which gives us 
the “vain” view of life from “under the sun”; that is, a 
view that is Godless and non-eternal in its scope. The 
same writer insists that everything on this earth is 
“vanity”—an assertion that our Jehovah’s Witness 
friends would not readily agree with. From the Godless 
point of view of those on earth, “the dead know 
nothing.” 

�  Is one passage more clearly stated than the other? If so, 
interpret the vague passage in light of the clear one. 

�  Is one idea more heavily taught in Scripture than the 
other? If so, use the heavily taught idea as the starting 
point for understanding the other idea. A good example 
of this is the tension between predestination and free 
will. The Bible is clear that God predestines us to 
salvation. Yet it also indicates that man makes choices 
and will be held responsible for those choices. Some 
have interpreted this to mean that God hasn’t really 
predestined us in a concrete way after all. But since the 
Bible insists over and over again that God predestines 
his elect to salvation, and since it never once mentions 
anything about a man’s free will, the far better solution 
is to define closely just what free will is. If free will is 
defined as absolute power to the contrary, then the 
Bible doesn’t teach the concept of free will. If, on the 
other hand, free will is defined in terms of a man 
making the decisions he wants to make, then the Bible 
does indeed teach that version of free will. Yet that 
version of free will does not in any way contradict 
God’s predestination of his elect. Let’s illustrate it this 
way. If you were to offer your dog a steak in one hand 
and an onion in the other, does the dog have a real 
choice in the matter? Can he choose the onion if he 
desires to? Of course. Will he ever chose the onion? Of 
course not. Does that negate the dog’s free will? No, 
because the dog is doing the very thing he wants to do. 
The same is true of man. The Bible is very clear that the 
natural inclination of man is to turn away from God—
that is what he will always chose to do (Rom 3:10-18). 
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Does the man have a real choice to turn to God? Yes. 
Will the man ever make the decision to turn to God? 
The Bible clearly teaches not only that he won’t, but 
also that he is not even able to (John 6:44, 65). Does 
that mean the man does not have free will? Not if free 
will is defined in terms of a man doing whatever he 
wants to do. It just so happens that unless he is among 
the elect (and hence turned away from his sin by God), 
he will never want to turn to God.  

�  Is one passage in the Old Testament and the other in the 
New Testament? Keep in mind that the New Testament 
is the fulfillment of the Old Testament and largely 
explains the Old Testament. The Old Testament should 
therefore be interpreted in light of the New. 

�  Is each passage being kept in context? Probably not. 
Examine each passage to ensure that the meaning you 
are ascribing to it fits the train of thought. 

�  Is the purpose of either passage being violated? For 
instance, Paul maintains that we are justified by faith 
apart from works (Rom 3:28), while James just as 
fervently insists that we are justified by works and not 
by faith alone (James 2:24). Moreover, both Paul and 
James use the same Old Testament passage (Gen 15:6) 
to prove their points (Rom 4:3; James 2:23). Have Paul 
and James contradicted each other? No, because Paul is 
referring to our legal standing before God; namely, that 
we now standing before God completely justified 
because Christ’s righteousness has been imputed to us 
(Rom 4:6, 23-24). James, on the other hand, is referring 
to what is supposed to happen as a result of our being 
justified. Notice that when Paul quotes Genesis 15:6 he 
is referring to the point at which Abraham believed 
God’s promise and was justified. This is clear from 
Paul’s explanation in Rom 4:16-24. But when James 
quotes the same passage his point of reference is 
Genesis 22 in which Abraham offers up Isaac on the 
altar (James 2:21), which took place approximately 
thirty years after he had been declared righteous by 
God. James merely sees Genesis 15:6 as being 
“fulfilled” in Genesis 22; that is, Abraham’s faith in 
Genesis 15:6 was proved genuine in Genesis 22. 
Abraham did not offer up Isaac to become justified; 
rather he did it because he was justified. So, Paul’s 
purpose for his statement is to explain how a person is 
justified, while James’ purpose for his statement is to 
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explain how we know a person is justified. Hence, 
James does not contradict Paul, but rather complements 
him. 

These rules of hermeneutics are in no way meant to be exhaustive. 
Much more could be said about these rules and others, but to 
overwhelm the reader with a long list of rules at this point would be 
ill-conducive to the purpose of this workbook. Begin by using the few 
rules that have been listed here. Once you are comfortable with these 
you may wish to consult others, in which case you may refer to the 
resources listed in Appendix B. 
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Appendix B 

Reference Tools and Materials 

Paper Resources 
Following are some helpful resources available in hard-copy format. 
Many of the references, such as concordances, lexicons, Bible 
dictionaries, etc., are such standard reference works these days that 
mere mention of the name or publisher of the work is sufficient for our 
purposes. In the case where the title of the publication may be more 
familiar than the author, the title has been placed first. 

Hermeneutics and Exegesis 

Fee, Gordon and Douglas Stuart. How to Read the Bible for All its 
Worth.  Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982. 

Fee, Gordon.  New Testament Exegesis: A Handbook for Students and 
Pastors. Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 1983. 

Finzel, Hans.  Opening the Book. Wheaton: Victor Books, 1987. 

__________.  Unlocking the Scriptures. Wheaton: Victor Books, 1986. 

Fountain, Thomas. Keys to Understanding and Teaching Your Bible.  
Nashville: Nelson, 1983. 

McQuilken, J.R. Understanding and Applying the Bible. Chicago:  
Moody Press, 1983. 

Sproul, R.C. Knowing Scripture. Downers Grove: InterVarsity, 1977 

Concordances 

Englishman’s Greek Concordance of the Bible (ed. G. V. Wigram. 
Mott Media, 1982). Coded to Strong’s numbering system. Lists 
all Greek words in the New Testament and provides every 
verse where they are used. 
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New American Standard Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible (ed. R. 
L. Thomas. Holma Bible Publishers, 1982). Coded to Strong’s 
numbering system. Lists all words that appear in the New 
American Standard Bible, and provides every verse where they 
appear. 

Strong’s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible (ed. James Strong. 
Hendrickson Publishers). Coded to Strong’s numbering system. 
Lists all words that appear in the King James Version, and 
provides every verse where they appear. 

Greek/Hebrew Lexicons and Dictionaries 

Thayer’s Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament (J. H. Thayer. 
Hendrickson Publishers, 1981). Coded to Strong’s numbering 
system; helpful to readers who do not know the Greek 
alphabet. 

A Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early 
Christian Literature. (a.k.a., Bauer, Arndt, Gingrich and 
Danker; a.k.a., BAGD; ed. W. Bauer: University of Chicago, 
1979). Not coded to Strong’s numbering system; must know 
the Greek alphabet to use.  

Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament Based on Semantic 
Domains (ed. J. P. Louw and E. A. Nida. United Bible 
Societies,1989). Not coded to Strong’s, but contains an index 
of English words and maps them to their corresponding Greek 
words. 

Dictionaries 

Smith’s Bible Dictionary (W. Smith. Thomas Nelson Publishers, 
1987). A standard Bible dictionary. Good for looking up 
background information on books of the Bible. 

The New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology (a.k.a., 
NIDNNT. ed. C. Brown. Zondervan Publishing House, 1986). 
Not coded to Strong’s. Contains extensive definitions and 
backgrounds of key Greek words and concepts found in the 
New Testament. 

New/Old Testament Introductions 

Guthrie, D. New Testament Introduction. InterVarsity Press, 1970. 

Carson, D. A. et al. An Introduction to the New Testament. Zondervan 
Publishing House, 1992. 

Harrison, R. K. An Introduction to the Old Testament. Prince Press, 
1999. 
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Miscellaneous Reference Works 

Marshall’s NASB-NIV Parallel New Testament in Greek and English 
(Zondervan). This is a must-have for serious Bible study. 

Baker’s Bible Atlas (C. F. Pfeiffer. Baker Book House, 1986). 

Manners and Customs of the Bible (J. M. Freeman. Logos Int’l, 1972). 

Commentary Sets 

Tyndale New Testament Commentary Series (InterVarsity Press). A 
20-volume set of New Testament commentaries that are sound, 
scholarly and easy to understand. 

New International Commentary on the New Testament 
(Eerdmans).This set promises to be a good one, but (as of this 
writing) is not quite complete in that not all books of the New 
Testament are covered (21 out of 27). 

The Expositor’s Bible Commentary (Zondervan).This is an 8-volume 
set that covers every New Testament Book, and has more than  
enough detail to help out with the understanding of any passage 
about which you may have questions. 

The Wycliffe Exegetical Commentary (Moody Press).This is an 
exhaustive, in-depth commentary series that is excellent for 
individual Bible study. 

New International Biblical Commentary (Hendrickson Publishers). 
This is a readable, dependable New Testament commentary set. 

New International Greek Testament Commentary (Eerdmans).This is a 
good commentary for independent Bible study.  

Web Resources 
Following are some helpful resources for Bible study that are available 
on the Internet: 

The Bible Gateway (http://bible.gospelcom.net). Contains searchable 
electronic versions of the Bible, including the NIV, NASB, RSV, 
and KJV, as well as a variety of foreign language versions of 
the Bible. Allows you to search for a Bible passage, word or 
phrase. 

Bible Study Tools (www.biblestudytools.net). A virtual one-stop Bible 
reference site. Contains online concordances, Greek and 
Hebrew lexicons, Bible dictionaries, commentaries, histories 
and backgrounds (e.g., Josephus, and the church fathers), 
dozens of Bible versions, interlinears, etc., including the 
Evangelical Dictionary of Biblical Theology, Easton’s Bible 
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Dictionary, Smith’s Bible Dictionary, Robertson’s Word 
Pictures, Jamieson-Fausset-Brown. A wonderful resource! 

Computer Software 
When I was in seminary, Bible software had just begun to be available. 
One of the very first projects was GramCord (Grammatical 
Concordance), which was initiated by the faculty at Trinity 
Evangelical Divinity School, and which I beta tested for functionality. 
GramCord was a DOS-based program and required a bit of 
programming knowledge to use effectively. 

Bible software has come a long way since those days. What follows 
are two of the top Bible software packages available at this writing. 
Both of these have similar capabilities. 

Logos Bible Software (available through any Christian bookstore; also 
available online at www.Logos.com). 

Hermeneutica BibleWorks (available through any Christian bookstore; 
also available online at www.BibleWorks.com). 
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Appendix C 

Creating a Bible Worksheet 
To create a Bible worksheet, follow the directions below: 

1. Using a straightedge and a utility knife, cut along the 
perforated line of each of the five following pages to 
remove the pages from this workbook.  

 

2. Lay the pages side by side in the order in which they appear 
here, with all pages facing the same direction. 

 

3. Tape the pages together to form a fold-out Bible worksheet. 

Place a straightedge or ruler 
against (and parallel to) the 
perforated line. Then run a 
utility (or X-Acto) knife along 
the line to cut the page from the 
workbook. 

Use four strips of clear tape, such 
as Scotch tape or clear packing 
tape, and place them as shown in 
the illustration. For added strength, 
tape both sides of the foldout; or, 
you may wish to tape only the back 
side of the foldout so that the tape 
does not get in your way when 
taking notes. Once taped together, 
the Bible worksheet can be folded 
up in accordion style when not in 
use. 
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The First Letter of John (NASB) 

1 John 1  

1 What was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have 
seen with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our 
hands, concerning the Word of Life. 2 And the life was manifested, 
and we have seen and testify and proclaim to you the eternal life, 
which was with the Father and was manifested to us. 3 What we have 
seen and heard we proclaim to you also, so that you too may have 
fellowship with us; and indeed our fellowship is with the Father, and 
with His Son Jesus Christ. 4 These things we write, so that our joy 
may be made complete. 5 This is the message we have heard from 
Him and announce to you, that God is Light, and in Him there is no 
darkness at all. 6 If we say that we have fellowship with Him and yet 
walk in the darkness, we lie and do not practice the truth; 7 but if we 
walk in the Light as He Himself is in the Light, we have fellowship 
with one another, and the blood of Jesus His Son cleanses us from all 
sin. 8 If we say that we have no sin, we are deceiving ourselves and 
the truth is not in us. 9 If we confess our sins, He is faithful and 
righteous to forgive us our sins and to cleanse us from all 
unrighteousness. 10 If we say that we have not sinned, we make Him a 
liar and His word is not in us.  

1 John 2 

1 My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may 
not sin. And if anyone sins, we have an Advocate with the Father, 
Jesus Christ the righteous; 2 and He Himself is the propitiation for our 
sins; and not for ours only, but also for those of the whole world. 3 By 
this we know that we have come to know Him, if we keep His 
commandments. 4 The one who says, "I have come to know Him,'' and 
does not keep His commandments, is a liar, and the truth is not in him; 
5 but whoever keeps His word, in him the love of God has truly been 
perfected. By this we know that we are in Him: 6 the one who says he 
abides in Him ought himself to walk in the same manner as He 
walked. 7 Beloved, I am not writing a new commandment to you, but 
an old commandment which you have had from the beginning; the old 
commandment is the word which you have heard. 8 On the other hand, 
I am writing a new commandment to you, which is true in Him and in 
you, because the darkness is passing away and the true Light is already 
shining. 9 The one who says he is in the Light and yet hates his brother 
is in the darkness until now. 10 The one who loves his brother abides 
in the Light and there is no cause for stumbling in him. 11 But the one 
who hates his brother is in the darkness and walks in the darkness, and 
does not know where he is going because the darkness has blinded his 
eyes. 12 I am writing to you, little children, because your sins have 
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been forgiven you for His name's sake. 13 I am writing to you, fathers, 
because you know Him who has been from the beginning. I am writing 
to you, young men, because you have overcome the evil one. I have 
written to you, children, because you know the Father. 14 I have 
written to you, fathers, because you know Him who has been from the 
beginning. I have written to you, young men, because you are strong, 
and the word of God abides in you, and you have overcome the evil 
one. 15 Do not love the world nor the things in the world. If anyone 
loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. 16 For all that is 
in the world, the lust of the flesh and the lust of the eyes and the 
boastful pride of life, is not from the Father, but is from the world. 17 
The world is passing away, and also its lusts; but the one who does the 
will of God lives forever. 18 Children, it is the last hour; and just as 
you heard that antichrist is coming, even now many antichrists have 
appeared; from this we know that it is the last hour. 19 They went out 
from us, but they were not really of us; for if they had been of us, they 
would have remained with us; but they went out, so that it would be 
shown that they all are not of us. 20 But you have an anointing from 
the Holy One, and you all know. 21 I have not written to you because 
you do not know the truth, but because you do know it, and because no 
lie is of the truth. 22 Who is the liar but the one who denies that Jesus 
is the Christ? This is the antichrist, the one who denies the Father and 
the Son. 23 Whoever denies the Son does not have the Father; the one 
who confesses the Son has the Father also. 24 As for you, let that abide 
in you which you heard from the beginning. If what you heard from 
the beginning abides in you, you also will abide in the Son and in the 
Father. 25 This is the promise which He Himself made to us: eternal 
life. 26 These things I have written to you concerning those who are 
trying to deceive you. 27 As for you, the anointing which you received 
from Him abides in you, and you have no need for anyone to teach 
you; but as His anointing teaches you about all things, and is true and 
is not a lie, and just as it has taught you, you abide in Him. 28 Now, 
little children, abide in Him, so that when He appears, we may have 
confidence and not shrink away from Him in shame at His coming. 29 
If you know that He is righteous, you know that everyone also who 
practices righteousness is born of Him.  
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1 John 3  

1 See how great a love the Father has bestowed on us, that we would 
be called children of God; and such we are. For this reason the world 
does not know us, because it did not know Him. 2 Beloved, now we 
are children of God, and it has not appeared as yet what we will be. 
We know that when He appears, we will be like Him, because we will 
see Him just as He is. 3 And everyone who has this hope fixed on Him 
purifies himself, just as He is pure. 4 Everyone who practices sin also 
practices lawlessness; and sin is lawlessness. 5 You know that He 
appeared in order to take away sins; and in Him there is no sin. 6 No 
one who abides in Him sins; no one who sins has seen Him or knows 
Him. 7 Little children, make sure no one deceives you; the one who 
practices righteousness is righteous, just as He is righteous; 8 the one 
who practices sin is of the devil; for the devil has sinned from the 
beginning. The Son of God appeared for this purpose, to destroy the 
works of the devil. 9 No one who is born of God practices sin, because 
His seed abides in him; and he cannot sin, because he is born of God. 
10 By this the children of God and the children of the devil are 
obvious: anyone who does not practice righteousness is not of God, 
nor the one who does not love his brother. 11 For this is the message 
which you have heard from the beginning, that we should love one 
another; 12 not as Cain, who was of the evil one and slew his brother. 
And for what reason did he slay him? Because his deeds were evil, and 
his brother's were righteous. 13 Do not be surprised, brethren, if the 
world hates you. 14 We know that we have passed out of death into 
life, because we love the brethren. He who does not love abides in 
death. 15 Everyone who hates his brother is a murderer; and you know 
that no murderer has eternal life abiding in him. 16 We know love by 
this, that He laid down His life for us; and we ought to lay down our 
lives for the brethren. 17 But whoever has the world's goods, and sees 
his brother in need and closes his heart against him, how does the love 
of God abide in him? 18 Little children, let us not love with word or 
with tongue, but in deed and truth. 19 We will know by this that we 
are of the truth, and will assure our heart before Him 20 in whatever 
our heart condemns us; for God is greater than our heart and knows all 
things. 21 Beloved, if our heart does not condemn us, we have 
confidence before God; 22 and whatever we ask we receive from Him, 
because we keep His commandments and do the things that are 
pleasing in His sight. 23 This is His commandment, that we believe in 
the name of His Son Jesus Christ, and love one another, just as He 
commanded us. 24 The one who keeps His commandments abides in 
Him, and He in him. We know by this that He abides in us, by the 
Spirit whom He has given us. 
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1 John 4  

1 Beloved, do not believe every spirit, but test the spirits to see 
whether they are from God, because many false prophets have gone 
out into the world. 2 By this you know the Spirit of God: every spirit 
that confesses that Jesus Christ has come in the flesh is from God; 3 
and every spirit that does not confess Jesus is not from God; this is the 
spirit of the antichrist, of which you have heard that it is coming, and 
now it is already in the world. 4 You are from God, little children, and 
have overcome them; because greater is He who is in you than he who 
is in the world. 5 They are from the world; therefore they speak as 
from the world, and the world listens to them. 6 We are from God; he 
who knows God listens to us; he who is not from God does not listen 
to us. By this we know the spirit of truth and the spirit of error. 7 
Beloved, let us love one another, for love is from God; and everyone 
who loves is born of God and knows God. 8 The one who does not 
love does not know God, for God is love. 9 By this the love of God 
was manifested in us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the 
world so that we might live through Him. 10 In this is love, not that we 
loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation 
for our sins. 11 Beloved, if God so loved us, we also ought to love one 
another. 12 No one has seen God at any time; if we love one another, 
God abides in us, and His love is perfected in us. 13 By this we know 
that we abide in Him and He in us, because He has given us of His 
Spirit. 14 We have seen and testify that the Father has sent the Son to 
be the Savior of the world. 15 Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son 
of God, God abides in him, and he in God. 16 We have come to know 
and have believed the love which God has for us. God is love, and the 
one who abides in love abides in God, and God abides in him. 17 By 
this, love is perfected with us, so that we may have confidence in the 
day of judgment; because as He is, so also are we in this world. 18 
There is no fear in love; but perfect love casts out fear, because fear 
involves punishment, and the one who fears is not perfected in love. 19 
We love, because He first loved us. 20 If someone says, ""I love God,'' 
and hates his brother, he is a liar; for the one who does not love his 
brother whom he has seen, cannot love God whom he has not seen. 21 
And this commandment we have from Him, that the one who loves 
God should love his brother also.  
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1 John 5  

1Whoever believes that Jesus is the Christ is born of God, and 
whoever loves the Father loves the child born of Him. 2 By this we 
know that we love the children of God, when we love God and observe 
His commandments. 3 For this is the love of God, that we keep His 
commandments; and His commandments are not burdensome. 4 For 
whatever is born of God overcomes the world; and this is the victory 
that has overcome the world--our faith. 5 Who is the one who 
overcomes the world, but he who believes that Jesus is the Son of 
God? 6 This is the One who came by water and blood, Jesus Christ; 
not with the water only, but with the water and with the blood. It is the 
Spirit who testifies, because the Spirit is the truth. 7 For there are three 
that testify: 8 the Spirit and the water and the blood; and the three are 
in agreement. 9 If we receive the testimony of men, the testimony of 
God is greater; for the testimony of God is this, that He has testified 
concerning His Son. 10 The one who believes in the Son of God has 
the testimony in himself; the one who does not believe God has made 
Him a liar, because he has not believed in the testimony that God has 
given concerning His Son. 11 And the testimony is this, that God has 
given us eternal life, and this life is in His Son. 12 He who has the Son 
has the life; he who does not have the Son of God does not have the 
life. 13 These things I have written to you who believe in the name of 
the Son of God, so that you may know that you have eternal life. 14 
This is the confidence which we have before Him, that, if we ask 
anything according to His will, He hears us. 15 And if we know that 
He hears us in whatever we ask, we know that we have the requests 
which we have asked from Him. 16 If anyone sees his brother 
committing a sin not leading to death, he shall ask and God will for 
him give life to those who commit sin not leading to death. There is a 
sin leading to death; I do not say that he should make request for this. 
17 All unrighteousness is sin, and there is a sin not leading to death. 18 
We know that no one who is born of God sins; but He who was born 
of God keeps him, and the evil one does not touch him. 19 We know 
that we are of God, and that the whole world lies in the power of the 
evil one. 20 And we know that the Son of God has come, and has 
given us understanding so that we may know Him who is true; and we 
are in Him who is true, in His Son Jesus Christ. This is the true God 
and eternal life. 21 Little children, guard yourselves from idols. 
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