
 



 
 

Chapter 4 
Understanding God’s Word—

Getting Started 
 
 

The summer before Dana and I were married, I went to Kenya, Africa, for 

several months. In preparation for my trip, Dana put together a packet for 

me. It had my name and hearts drawn on the outside. It also had the scent 

of her perfume. Inside were many smaller packets and envelopes. Dana 

made a packet for each week that contained a letter plus a Bible verse or 

love note for every day! I cherished the time each day when I opened 

these notes and letters. I smelled the packet and opened the notes with a 

grin of anticipation on my face. They were full of words of love, 

affection, and encouragement. Although I could not see her, I felt close to 

her. I was reassured of her love for me, and my commitment and love for 

her was renewed. 

God has also expressed his love for us through the written word. 

One of the most awesome and basic qualities of God is that he is a God 

who communicates with us. He reveals himself to us is many ways. We 

already discussed in chapter one how he has revealed himself through 

creation. God also speaks personally with his own voice, through 

messengers (prophets, angels); through dreams and visions; and by his 

Holy Spirit. He revealed himself perfectly by coming to earth as a man, 

the Lord Jesus Christ (Hebrews 12:1–2)! We will now talk about one of 

the most important way he has spoken to us—through the Bible. 



About the Bible 

The Bible is often called God’s Word. It is made up of sixty-six smaller 

books and letters that were written by at least fifty authors over a span of 

two thousand years! There are thirty-nine books in the Old Testament (or 

Old Covenant), which contain the history, law, poetry, and prophecies of 

God’s people, the Israelites. There are twenty-seven books in the New 

Testament (or New Covenant), which contain the history and teaching of 

Jesus and the early Church. The Old Testament was written in Hebrew 

and the New Testament in Greek. God teaches us in the Bible what it is 

and why what he has written to us is so important: 

• The Bible contains knowledge that we can only know because God 

has revealed it (Romans 1:2–4; Hebrews 1:1–2). We can learn many 

things about God by observing his creation. But there are some things 

that he has told us about history, himself, and his plan that we would 

not know unless he told us about it in the Bible. For example, God has 

revealed in Scripture important truths about creation, the Gospel, the 

coming of Christ, and the final judgment. 

• The Bible is inspired by the Holy Spirit (2 Timothy 3:16; 2 Peter 

1:20–21). Although the books of the Bible were written by human 

authors, God is the ultimate author. He used human authors to speak 

to us through the Bible. 

 
For we did not follow cleverly devised myths when we made known to you  

the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty… 

No prophecy of Scripture comes from someone’s own interpretation. 

For no prophecy was ever produced by the will of man, 



but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. 

2 Peter 1:16, 20–21 

• The Bible is trustworthy (inerrant) (2 Peter 1:19). Since the Bible was 

not created by man, but was given by God, we know that it is true. 

The law of the LORD is perfect, reviving the soul; 

the testimony of the LORD is sure, making wise the simple; 

the precepts of the LORD are right, rejoicing the heart; 

the commandment of the LORD is pure, enlightening the eyes; 

the fear of the LORD is clean, enduring forever; 

the rules of the LORD are true, and righteous altogether. 

Psalm 19:7–9 

• The Bible is authoritative. Since the author of the Bible is God and it 

is a trustworthy presentation of truth and righteousness, then it is 

authoritative. This means that anything we believe to be true or that 

others tell us is true should be tested against Scripture. If something 

we think or hear does not agree with the Bible, then we should adjust 

it to align with what God says is true. This also means that we are 

responsible to obey the directions and instructions God gives us in his 

Word. 

• The Bible is sufficient. It is the only source of revelation given or 

needed to understand the truth about God and his will for us. The 

Bible reveals the Gospel for salvation and truth to equip believers for 

righteousness (Psalm 19:7–11; Acts 20:32). 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable 

for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 



that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work. 

2 Timothy 3:16–17 

• God has given his Spirit to help us understand and apply what he has 

revealed in Scripture (1 Corinthians 2:6–16; John 16:5–15). 

The Bible also teaches us what role it should play in our lives: 

• The Bible should be read, preached, and taught in the home and in the 

church (1 Timothy 4:6, 13; 2 Timothy 2:2; 3:14–17; 4:1; Titus 1:9; 

Deuteronomy 6:4–7). 

• The Bible should be used to establish sound doctrine and practice and 

refute wrong doctrine and practice (2 Timothy 3:16; 4:2; Titus 1:9–

11). 

• The Bible should be read, memorized, and meditated upon as a 

constant source of wisdom and strength (Colossians 3:16; 2 Peter 

1:19; Psalm 19:7–8; Psalm 1:1–2; 119:9–16; Joshua 1:8). 

 

Benefits of Knowing and Obeying God’s Word 

The Bible has a lot to say about what happens when we know and obey 

God’s Word. Here are just a few passages. When we obey God’s Word: 

• We are blessed (Psalm 1:1–3). 

• We are vibrant and fruitful (Psalm 1:1–3). 

• We become wise for salvation through faith in Jesus Christ (2 

Timothy 3:14–17). 



• We become mature, equipped for every good work (2 Timothy 

3:14–17). 

• We are built up (Acts 28:32). 

• We are given the inheritance among the sanctified (Acts 28:32). 

• Our souls are revived (Psalm 19:7–11). 

• We are made wise (Psalm 19:7–11). 

• We have joy in our hearts (Psalm 19:7–11). 

• Our eyes are enlightened (Psalm 19:7–11). 

• We are warned (Psalm 19:7–11). 

• We have great reward for keeping it (Psalm 19:7–11). 

• We are kept pure (Psalm 119:9–11). 

• We are given power in prayer (John 15:7). 

 

Praying God’s Word 

The Bible has often been described as a letter from God to his people. 

One important difference between a letter and the Bible is that we usually 

write letters to people who are not with us. We figure that if we are with 

someone, then we don’t have to write because we can just say what we 

want to communicate. But when we read the Bible, we are reading what 

he has written to us and we are with him! The Bible is part of our 

conversation with God. As mentioned above, the Spirit of God is present, 

helping us understand and apply what the Bible teaches. 



Praying the Bible is an important concept to understand because 

we so easily make Bible reading an intellectual exercise. That is, we are 

only using our brains to figure out what the words are saying. Reading the 

Bible certainly includes using our brains, but it is much more. If we turn 

Bible reading into an educational or intellectual exercise only, instead of a 

personal conversation with God, then we have missed its fundamental 

purpose. This is what Jesus said to the religious Jews: 

You search the Scriptures because you think  

that in them you have eternal life; 

and it is they that bear witness about me, 

yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life. 

John 5:39–40 

So what does it mean to pray the Bible? Praying the Bible means 

immediately responding to the words and ideas in the Bible through 

prayer. You will find truths and principles that you can pray for others. 

You will discover promises to claim through prayer. There are many 

praises and thanksgivings to God in Scripture that you can immediately 

offer to him. Talk to God about what you are reading. Be sensitive to the 

ways that his Spirit is speaking to you through the Scripture, and respond 

to what he is bringing to your mind. What you read might even trigger a 

thought that does not seem to be directly related to the passage. You can 

pray about that, too. 

 You can learn more about this kind of conversation with God in 

the book Praying the Bible by Donald S. Whitney. We will discuss more 

about the important role of the Bible in our prayer lives in chapters six 

and seven. 



Reading God’s Word 

Based on what we have covered so far about the Bible, it makes sense to 

read it every day. That would be the bare minimum! 

Blessed is the man…[whose] delight is in the law of the Lord, 

and on his law he meditates day and night. 

Psalm 1:1–2 

Reading God’s Word should be a central part of our daily time with him. 

So how should we approach reading the Bible? Where do we start? 

Anywhere in the Bible is great! Here are a few ideas and principles to 

keep in mind: 

• Expose yourself to the entire Bible. We often gravitate to those 

portions of Scripture that we find easier to understand or more 

meaningful to us. However, it is important to understand the epic 

story of God’s relationship to man throughout history and across 

the Old and New Covenants. It is important to expose ourselves to 

all the truth principles of Scripture. You can do this by 

systematically and repeatedly reading through the entire Bible. 

There are many methods and resources for doing this. 

o You can buy a one- or two-year Bible. 

o You can find a program or application that leads you through 

the Bible in a certain period of time. 

o You can decide not to put a time limit on it and instead read 

through the Bible as slowly as you want. 

o Instead of reading straight through, many people like to read 

different portions of the Scripture each day or week. For 



example, you might read a passage from the Old Testament, 

from Psalms and Proverbs, and something from the New 

Testament. Most one-year programs are designed this way. 

o Read whole books of the Bible. The best way to understand 

the meaning of a sentence or verse is to understand how it fits 

into its larger context (the paragraph, section, and book). So 

make it a habit to read larger portions of Scripture instead of 

isolated verses. If you decide to do an in-depth study of a 

particular book of the Bible, there are some Bible study 

guidelines in chapter five that will help. 

o Ask specific questions. No matter what you are reading, be 

sure to make it personal and practical. This is not just a 

history lesson or an exploration of ideas. It is a personal 

encounter with God. It is an opportunity for God to speak to 

you with encouragement and direction. Here is a list of 

questions you might use as you read: 

1. Summarize the story or teaching in one to three 

sentences. 

2. What can I learn about the character and ways of God 

from these verses? 

3. What examples of obedience or faith do I find in these 

verses ? 

4. Do I have any questions that require further study? 

5. How is God speaking to me through this Scripture? 

6. What am I going to do in response to his leading? 



7. Write or voice a prayer to God in response to what he has 

shown you. 

• Journal as you read the Bible. Journaling is a wonderful habit to 

develop. It helps you to clarify, organize, and record your 

thoughts and experiences. It increases your awareness and 

intentionality in life. For these same reasons, it is helpful to 

journal as you are reading the Bible. You can use questions like 

those above to guide your journaling. 

• Study a topic. Sometimes, you might want to read the Bible with a 

particular question or problem in mind. I recently wanted to study 

about fasting. After doing a search for the words “fast” and 

“fasting” on esvbible.org, I read each verse that referred to fasting 

and identified the main principles related to fasting in each 

passage. I was careful to read the larger context of each verse in 

order to accurately understand it. Then, I put all of these 

principles together to get an idea of what the Bible teaches about 

fasting. You can see the results of that study in chapter seven. 

• As you do a study like this, remember that some topics will 

include several words or ideas. For example, a study on prayer 

might include Matthew 7:7–11, which does not include the word 

“prayer.” However, the word “ask” appears five times. The 

strategies presented for studying the Bible in the next chapter will 

help with this process. 

 
 
 
 



Memorizing God’s Word 

Another important way that we can understand and apply God’s Word is 

to memorize it. 

I have hidden Your Word in my heart that I might not sin against You.  

Psalm 119:11 

When we have God’s Word in our hearts, we are able to recall and 

meditate on it at any time. When Jesus was tempted by Satan, as he was 

fasting in the wilderness for forty days, he responded by quoting God’s 

Word (Luke 4:1–13). I do not think he pulled some scrolls out of his 

satchel and asked Satan to wait a moment while he found a passage that 

addressed each of the temptations. Like most Jewish boys, he had 

memorized God’s Word. 

Memorizing Scripture is challenging. It is often challenging 

because, in our culture, we are not in the habit of memorizing anything. 

However, the more you memorize (and the earlier you teach your children 

to memorize), the more accustomed our minds will become to it. Don’t 

quit because it is hard at first; keep training your memory muscle, and it 

will become stronger. 

The challenge of memorizing Scripture is not just memorizing it 

the first time but also remembering it after that. I have spent much time 

memorizing large portions of Scripture that I did not review and therefore 

could not remember months later. To remedy this, I use a Scripture 

memory review system. Memorizing Scripture and using a review system 

takes time. Based on all that we have learned about praying at all times 

and the importance of God’s Word, we know that it is worth it! Here is 

King David’s conclusion about the words of the Lord: 



More to be desired are they than gold, even much fine gold; 

Sweeter also than honey and drippings of the honeycomb. 

Moreover, by them is your servant warned; 

In keeping them there is great reward!  

Psalm 19:10–11 

I have provided detailed instructions for memorizing and reviewing 

Scripture in Appendix B: A Scripture Memory Review System. 

 

Discussion Questions 

• What does the Bible teach about itself? 

• What role should the Bible play in our lives? 

• What does it mean to pray the Bible? 

• What are some strategies you can use as you read the Bible? 

• What plans will you make to read the Bible regularly? 

• Why is Scripture memory important? 

• Will you begin a Scripture memory review system? 

Big Ideas 

• The Bible contains knowledge that we can only know because 

God has revealed it. 

• The Bible is inspired by the Holy Spirit; it is trustworthy, 

authoritative, and sufficient. 



• God has given his Spirit to help us understand and apply what he 

has revealed in Scripture. 

• The Bible should be: 

o Read, preached, and taught in the home and in the church. 

o Used to establish sound doctrine and practice and refute 

wrong doctrine and practice. 

o Read, memorized, and meditated upon as a constant source of 

wisdom and strength. 

• Praying the Bible means immediately responding to the words 

and ideas in the Bible through prayer. 

• Here are some strategies you can use when reading the Bible: 

o Expose yourself to the entire Bible. 

o Read whole books of the Bible. 

o Ask specific questions. 

o Journal as you read the Bible. 

o Study a topic.	
	

• An important way that we can understand and apply God’s Word 
is to memorize it. 

 

For Further Reading 

Whitney, Donald S. 2015. Praying the Bible. Wheaton, Illinois: 

Crossway.  



Chapter 5 
Understanding God’s Word— 

Digging Deeper 
 

 

When I was a kid, my mom organized our household chores by writing 

them on colorful 3 x 5 index cards. Each card listed a chore, instructions, 

and a date of completion. When I would come home from school, my 

chore cards were laid out for me. Even if I arrived and found that my 

mom was gone, I was still sure to find that the chore cards were there. 

One day, my mom came home later in the afternoon and asked 

me if I had completed my chores. 

“Yes, Ma’am,” I answered. So she took my cards and began to 

check my chores. She checked to see if the living room had been 

vacuumed. 

“Matt, the carpet is not clean in here!” 

“Yes it is; I picked up everything off the floor.” 

“The card says to vacuum the carpet.” 

“Well, I decided that what that meant was to pick everything up 

off the floor…” 

Of course, I would never have gotten away with such a thing. We 

both knew that I knew what the word “vacuum” means. 

When we get a letter from someone or a list of instructions from a 

parent, we know that we don’t get to decide what it means. It means what 



the words say. And if there is any confusion, it means what the writer 

intended for them to mean. 

As we read the Bible, we will soon discover that some of it is 

difficult to understand. When we ask the question, “What does this 

mean?” we are assuming that there is some inherent meaning in the text. 

Most of us naturally understand that we don’t get to decide what a verse 

or passage means; instead, our job is to discover what it means. Paul 

encouraged Timothy: 

Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, 

a worker who has no need to be ashamed,  

rightly handling the word of truth. 

2 Timothy 2:15 

This verse implies that it is possible to not rightly handle the word of 

truth. One important way that we can rightly handle the word of truth is 

by rightly understanding what it means. 

As we read the Bible, we are asking, “What did the author of this 

book mean?” and, more importantly, “What is God saying to us today?” If 

we assume that the Bible has certain meanings, just like a letter from a 

person, then we know it is possible to misinterpret it. When we read the 

Bible, our goal is to discover the truth that God has revealed to us in it. 

Often, this requires more study than just “reading.” So in this chapter, we 

are going to discuss how to study the Bible in more detail. There are some 

important skills and tools that will help us properly understand what God 

is saying to us in his Word. 

 

 



A Word of Encouragement 

Some of the skills and tools suggested in this chapter are not commonly 

known among Christians. If you are not familiar with them, you may find 

them challenging to understand and implement. They certainly take some 

time and energy. However, I would like to encourage you not to give up 

on it if it seems overwhelming at first. 

Even if you don’t understand some of these ideas when you first 

read them, just continue reading through the whole chapter. You can 

come back later and think through the parts you didn’t understand. Don’t 

feel that you have to tackle this all at once, either. You can just select one 

or two skills to work on at first and then come back later to work on the 

others. 

I also want you to know that I believe you can understand and use 

these tools in your own life. Serious Bible study is not just for pastors and 

teachers. All Christians can take seriously the responsibility of rightly 

handling the Scripture. 

Finally and most importantly, don’t let any difficulty of this 

chapter prevent you from continuing this book. Understanding this 

chapter is not necessary for you to benefit from the rest of the book. 

To start off, let’s get a bird’s-eye view of the process. There are 

three basic steps to understanding the Bible: 

1. Find out what the author was originally saying to his audience. 

This is sometimes called “exegesis.” 



2. Identify the truth principles. A truth principle is something that is 

always true for all people. This is sometimes broadly called 

“theology,” which means “the study of God.” 

3. Identify appropriate ways to apply the truth principles to our 

lives. We will refer to this as “application.” 

 

Identify the Original Meaning 

The first step is to discover what the human author was trying to say to his 

audience. Sometimes, this seems obvious. At other times, we might read 

something that seems to have several possible meanings. How can we 

know what the author meant? We can’t know for sure what the author was 

thinking, but we can study the text in a way that takes seriously the 

meaning of the words, the structure of the sentences and paragraphs, and 

the historical context of the message. By doing this, we should be able to 

discover what the author was trying to say. 

 

Study Words 

When we are trying to understand the Bible, sometimes we have to do 

extra work to understanding the meanings of words. This is usually when 

we come upon a word that seems important to the meaning of the passage 

or when we are not familiar with it. Sometimes it helps to simply look up 

the English definitions of a word, but it is often necessary to go deeper. 

This is when it is important to understand that the Bible was originally 

written in Hebrew and Greek and that someone has translated it into 

English for us. There are helpful resources available that tell us the 



various possible meanings of the words in the original language. For 

example, Mounce’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New 

Testament Words (MED) by William D. Mounce is an excellent resource. 

Mounce also includes a helpful section on “How to Do Word Studies.”1 

One of the first steps to doing a serious word study is to find out 

from which Hebrew or Greek word the English word you are 

investigating is translated. You can use an exhaustive concordance to do 

this. When you look up a word in an exhaustive concordance, you will 

find the Hebrew or Greek word from which it is translated and a list of the 

verses in which the word appears. There are several exhaustive 

concordances available based on different English translations. You can 

also use an interlinear Bible or Bible-study software to identify the 

original words. An interlinear Bible lines up the English translation with 

the original words from which they are translated. 

For example, if we are studying 2 Timothy 3:16, we may want to 

take a closer look at the words teaching, reproof, correction, and training. 

Using these tools, you will be able to discover the Greek words from 

which these words have been translated. As we study these verses, we 

should ask how these terms are different and how they relate to each 

other. You can see an example of how to use these tools to study words in 

Appendix C: Word Studies from 2 Timothy 3:16. 

As you look up the meanings of words, you will notice that most 

words have several meanings. It is important to remember that unless 

someone is making an intentional play on words (like a pun), then a word 

																																																													
1 William D. Mounce, Mounce’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old 

and New Testament Words (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), xiii. 



has only one meaning when it is used in a sentence. How can you tell 

which of the possible meanings a word has is the one intended in the verse 

you are studying? The answer is this: you can tell by the context. When 

you read the rest of the sentence and paragraph—and even the rest of the 

book—you will be able to tell which meaning is intended. This is why it 

is helpful to study the structure of sentences and paragraphs. 

 

Study the Structure of Sentences and Paragraphs 

When I talk about the structure of a sentence, I am referring to the how 

words in a sentence relate to each other. The basic structure of a sentence 

starts with a subject and a verb. They relate to each other because the verb 

tells what the subject is doing. Most of the other words in the sentence are 

simply telling us more about the subject or the verb. 

Looking at sentence structure is especially helpful when studying 

teaching material in the Bible, such as when Jesus is preaching in the 

Gospels or when Paul is giving instructions in one of his letters. One 

helpful tool for discovering the structure of a passage is called a structural 

diagram. Here is an example of one: 

  



 



		 “Oh no, I am having grammar class flashbacks!” I know, but take 

a deep breath and let me encourage you to press on. I can honestly say 

that for me, learning to do structural diagrams has been one of the most 

helpful tools for understanding God’s Word! Let me explain just two 

aspects of grammar that are helpful for finding the structure of a passage: 

• An independent clause is the part of a sentence that makes sense 

by itself. It is also called a complete sentence, which has a subject 

and a verb. In 2 Timothy 3:14, the first independent clause is 

“continue in what you have learned.” The subject is implied 

(“you”), and the verb is “continue.” Paul is telling Timothy to do 

something, so we call the verb an imperative (command): “You 

continue in what you have learned.” This part of the sentence can 

stand alone. 

• A dependent clause is the part of a sentence that tells us more 

about the independent clause. You can recognize it because it 

does not make sense by itself. In 2 Timothy 3:14, the clause 

“knowing from whom you learned it” does not make sense by 

itself. In the diagram, “knowing” is centered under the verb 

“continue,” because that is what it modifies. Paul is saying that 

knowing (or remembering) from whom he learned what he 

believes will help Timothy continue in these beliefs. 

Here are some guidelines for creating a structural diagram: 

• Place independent clauses all the way to the left margin. 

• Center the first word of a dependent clause (or modifying phrase) 

below the word it modifies. If the dependent clause or modifying 

phrase comes before the word it modifies in the order of the text, 



then center the first word of the clause or phrase above the word it 

modifies. 

• Connecting words (and, but, then, therefore, and so forth) go on 

lines by themselves. Line the connectives up with the words they 

are connecting. (See diagram.) 

• Line up parallel ideas, as in this example: 

profitable for teaching, 

 for reproof, 

 for correction, 

 and 

 for training in righteousness 

Diagrams like this work much better when using translations of 

the Bible that follow the grammatical structure of the original language, 

such as the New King James Version, English Standard Version, and New 

American Standard Version. You can learn more about structural 

diagramming in Wayne McDill’s book, 12 Essential Skills for Great 

Preaching. This book is not just helpful for preachers but also for anyone 

who wants to understand and communicate what the Bible teaches. 

 
Write Down Observations and Questions 

As you carefully read and diagram the text, you will begin to notice 

significant details. You will also come up with questions. Make notes on 

your observations and questions as you study. Here are some of the 

observations and questions I had from 2 Timothy 3:14–17. 

• Verse 14 

o “But” designates a contrast. 



o With whom is Paul contrasting his reader? 

o Who is the reader? 

o What has he learned and firmly believed? 

o How would he continue in it? 

o From whom did he learn it? 

• Verse 15 

o The reader has been acquainted with the sacred writings 

since childhood. 

o With what sacred writings did he grow up? 

o The sacred writings are able to make one wise for 

salvation. 

o Salvation comes through faith in Jesus Christ. 

• Verse 16 

o What does it mean that the Scripture is “breathed out” by 

God? 

o What is the difference between teaching, reproof, 

correction, and training? 

• Verse 17 

o How can a person be “complete”? 

o How does Scripture equip someone for good works? 

o For what good works does Scripture equip someone? 

 



 There are probably many others. More observations will be made, 

and many questions will be answered as we continue through the steps of 

studying Scripture. 

 

Study the Structure of a Book 

Just as words relate to each other in a sentence, sentences relate to each 

other in a paragraph. So also do paragraphs relate to each other to form 

larger sections, and larger sections work together to convey the overall 

meaning of a book. Most of the time, our English Bibles do a good job of 

organizing the paragraph and section breaks. 

Follow these steps to discover the overall flow and meaning of a book 

of the Bible: 

• Summarize each paragraph in one sentence. 

• Consider how these paragraph summaries relate to each other. 

You will see that some are closely related and should be grouped 

together into sections. 

• Summarize these larger sections in one sentence. 

• As you consider how these summaries of the larger sections relate 

to each other, you will be able to summarize the entire book in 

just a few sentences. 

As we look at the context of 2 Timothy 3:14–17, we discover that 

these verses are part of a larger paragraph that probably starts at verse ten. 

If so, we want to extend our study to include the whole paragraph. As we 

do, we already get answers to some of our questions. 



• Q: With whom is Paul contrasting his reader? 

A: “Evil people and impostors” (v. 13). 

• Q: What has he learned and firmly believed? 

A: The writer’s teaching, conduct, aim of life, faith, patience, 

love, steadfastness, persecutions, and sufferings (vv. 10–11). 

• Q: How would he continue in it? 

A: To live the same way as the writer (vv. 10–11). 

• Q: From whom did he learn it? 

A: The writer of this letter (v. 10). 

Next, as we read the whole letter, we learn that the writer is the 

apostle Paul and that he is writing to Timothy, to whom he refers as “my 

beloved child” (1:1–2). We also learn that sincere faith dwelt in 

Timothy’s grandmother and mother (1:5). This must be how he was 

acquainted with the sacred writings since childhood. 

You may find it helpful to outline the structure of 2 Timothy as 

described above. Try it! Don’t pass it up because it seems hard or 

overwhelming. You will be surprised at your ability to do it and what you 

discover. Once you discern the overall flow and message of the letter, you 

can identify how the passage you are studying fits into it. Make notes of 

your discoveries. 

 

Study the History of a Book 

When trying to discover what the author was saying to his audience, it is 

helpful to know more about the author and audience. Why is he writing 

this book or letter? What is the audience like and why is this book 



important to them? What kind of writing is this (letter, history, prophecy, 

or an apocalyptic [end times] document)? 

Many of these questions are answered by reading the entire book. 

You can also find more information by reading other sources. Study 

Bibles and Bible commentaries often have good summaries of these 

details for each book in the Bible. There are also books that introduce the 

Bible or the Old or New Testaments separately. One example is the 

Illustrated Bible Survey: An Introduction, by Ed Hindson and Elmer 

Towns. As you read these, keep in mind that these books are not Scripture 

and must continually be tested by Scripture. 

 
Summarize the Message 

After you have learned as much as you can about the words, structure, 

context, and history of a passage, you should be able to accurately identify 

its primary meaning. As concisely as possible, answer this question: What 

is the author trying to say to his audience? Once this question can be 

answered, you are ready to move on to the next part of understanding 

God’s Word. 

 

Identify the Truth Principles 

The Bible was not written just for the nation of Israel, Jesus’ disciples, or 

the churches in Corinth, Ephesus, or Rome. It was given for all God’s 

people, for all time. Twice Paul talks about the Old Testament Scriptures 

in this way: 

 



For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, 

that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures 

we might have hope. 

Romans 15:4 

Now these things happened to them [the Israelites] as an example, 

but they were written down for our instruction,  

on whom the end of the ages has come. 

1 Corinthians 10:11 

When we discover truth in the Bible that is always true for all 

people, we have found a truth principle. How can we identify these truth 

principles? This task is often simple. For example, the truth claims in 2 

Timothy 3:16–17 are already stated in a clear, universally applicable way. 

Other passages are more challenging, because the truth principles must be 

extracted from a story or a specific cultural context. 

After we identify the message of the author to the original 

audience, we can ask, “What truth principles does this passage teach?” 

For example, what do we learn about God, his will, and his ways? What 

do we learn about God’s creation and humanity? What do we learn about 

what is right and wrong? 

You may find many truths in a passage, but each passage has a 

specific emphasis. You can get at the heart of a passage by following 

these steps: 

1. Identify in one word the theological subject of the passage. This 

should not be a historical figure. It should be a theological idea, 

like love, truth, sin, creation, teaching, repentance, prayer, and so 



forth. This is usually best identified by observing what words and 

ideas are repeated most throughout the passage. 

2. Identify another word that tells more about the main subject. For 

example, if the passage is about prayer, the modifier might be 

persistence or faith (thus, persistence in prayer or praying in 

faith). 

3. Identify what this passage teaches about that subject and modifier. 

When I was teaching a series on Genesis 15, which tells the story of 

how God promised to make Abraham’s descendants innumerable and to 

give him the land of Canaan as an inheritance, I concluded that the main 

theological idea is promises. The other prominent theological idea is trust. 

In the story, Abraham is struggling to trust God to fulfill his promises. 

I discovered these truth principles from this story: 

1. We can trust God for his promise to give us a heavenly home with 

him. 

2. We can trust God for his promises, even when it doesn’t look like 

they can be fulfilled. 

3. We can trust God for his promises, because he has spoken his 

Word. 

4. We can trust God for his promises and therefore be accepted as 

righteous by God. 

5. We can trust God for his promises, even when the way is difficult 

(and it will be). 



6. We can trust God for his promises, as he works out his perfect 

timing. 

7. We can trust God for his promises, because he has made a 

covenant with us. 

Being able to identify truth principles in Scripture is a skill that 

you develop with practice. You might be wondering how I was able to 

find such specific principles for Christians today from a story about 

Abraham. I will explain how in the next section on comparing Scripture 

with Scripture. 

 

Compare Scripture with Scripture 

The Bible is made up of many books, but in another sense, it is a single 

book because it has one author. When we understand that the Bible is one 

book with God as the author, then we can have confidence that the truth 

revealed in Scripture will be consistent. This is one of the amazing aspects 

of Scripture that demonstrates that it is from God. How is it that so many 

authors and so many books present a coherent view of the world and 

God? 

One way that we will be able to better understand the truth 

principles of a passage is to see how the passage relates to other parts of 

the Bible. A study Bible or commentary will list many of the passages in 

the Bible that relate to the verses you are studying (these are called cross-

references). Since we know that scriptural truth will be consistent, if what 

we believe a passage means seems inconsistent with another part of 



Scripture, we must work to understand how they fit together or how we 

have misunderstood the meaning. 

Here is a classic example of how passages that appear to be in 

tension work together to give a full picture: Ephesians 2:8–9 teaches that 

we receive salvation by faith alone and not by works; James 2:14–26 

teaches that there is no salvation without works. Upon reflection and 

further study, we understand that we are saved by faith, not works, and 

that true faith always produces works. 

Another important aspect of comparing Scripture with Scripture is 

to understand the fulfillment of the Old Covenant in the New Covenant. 

For since the law has but a shadow of the good things to come 

instead of the true form of these realities, it can never, 

by the same sacrifices that are continually offered every year, 

make perfect those who draw near. 

Hebrews 10:1 

As I studied Genesis 15, I discovered how important this story is 

in the New Testament and how directly it applies to believers today! 

God’s promise to make Abraham’s descendants as numerous as the stars 

and give the land to them is discussed extensively in Romans 4, Galatians 

3, and Hebrews 11:8–16. We learn from these passages that believers in 

Jesus Christ are the true descendants of Abraham! We are the fulfillment 

of the promise. We learn that the ultimate fulfillment of the promised land 

is the heavenly Jerusalem, the City of the Living God, which will come 

from heaven when God establishes the new heavens and the new earth at 

the end of the age (Revelation 21–22:5)! It was because of these New 

Testament teachings that I was able to come to the conclusion that God’s 

promises to Abraham were also promises to us. 



Apply Truth to Your Life 

As we study Scripture, it is important to remember that we are working to 

understand the Word of our loving Creator and Savior. He is speaking to 

us! We are under his authority and gladly submit to the wisdom and 

goodness of his revelation. Knowledge of God without faith manifested 

through submission and obedience is useless. So, at this point in the 

process, we are asking the question, “How will I respond in obedience to 

what God has shown me?” 

As we answer this question, it is important to discern the 

difference between biblical principle and application. Principles are 

always true for everyone, while applications are the specific steps of 

obedience individuals take in different places, at different times. One form 

of legalism is when a person elevates his or her particular form of 

obedience to the level of principle or law and expects others to conform to 

it. 

For example, we may look at one of the principles from Genesis 

15: “We can trust God for his promises because he has spoken his Word.” 

We acknowledge what a powerful role the Word of God plays in helping 

us to understand, remember, and hope in God’s promises. From this, we 

can conclude that it is critical to make God’s Word an important part of 

our lives. I might believe that I must obey God in this way by getting up 

each morning at 6:00 a.m. and spending one hour in God’s Word reading, 

praying, studying, and memorizing. This is a good application. However, 

I must not conclude that every believer must get up at 6:00 a.m. and spend 

one hour in Scripture. Others will come to their own specific conclusions 

about how to respond to this principle. 



As you try to understand how to respond in obedience to God’s Word, be 

sure to ask God to lead you in how he wants you to apply his truth. Once 

you have concluded how best to obey the truth of God’s Word in your 

particular circumstance, the most important thing is to do it. A person who 

understands God’s Word but does not respond in obedience is in danger 

of self-deception and of missing God’s blessing! Listen to this warning 

from James: 

But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves… 

But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty,  

and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts,  

he will be blessed in his doing. 

James 1:22, 25 

 

Discussion Questions 

• What are the three basic steps for understanding the Bible? 

• What are some ways we can understand what the author was 

saying to his audience? 

• Are you intimidated by word studies and structural diagrams? Are 

you willing to try anyway? 

• Why is it important to compare Scripture with Scripture? 

• What is the difference between biblical principle and application? 

 

 



Big Ideas 

• There are three basic steps to understanding the Bible: 

o Find out what the author was originally saying to his 

audience. 

o Identify the truth principles. 

o Identify appropriate ways to apply the truth principles to our 

lives. 

• To find out what the author was originally saying to his audience, 

you can: 

o Study words. 

o Study the structure of sentences and paragraphs. 

o Write down observations and questions. 

o Study the structure of a book 

o Study the history of a book. 

o Summarize the message. 

• To identify truth principles from a passage, you can: 

o Identify in one word the theological subject of the passage. 

o Identify a word that tells more about the main subject. 

o Identify what this passage teaches about that subject and 

modifier. 

• As you identify truth principles from a passage, it is important to 

compare Scripture with Scripture. 



• Knowledge of God without faith manifested through submission and 

obedience is useless. 

• It is important to discern the difference between biblical principle and 

application. 
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Appendix B 
A Scripture Memory- 

Review System 
 

To begin your Scripture Memory-Review System, choose a book, chapter, 

or passage you would like to memorize. It is better to memorize large 

sections of Scripture so that you can understand its context. However, this 

review system works for short verses, too. 

 

Day 1: Memorize the first verse. 

1. Read the first verse five times (or seven or ten, depending on your 

need). As you do this, be sure that you do the following: 

a. Include the verse numbers (say “two three” for 2:3). This will 

become helpful for recall and ministry. 

b. Consider the meaning of the verse. Read it out loud in a way 

that expresses its meaning. 

c. Visually photograph the words, or create images of its 

meaning in your mind. You may also find it helpful to write 

out the verse by hand. 

2. Repeat the first verse aloud five times (or seven or ten) without 

looking. 

 

 



Day 2: Review and Memorize 

1. Review the verse you memorized yesterday. Repeat it five times 

without looking. Don’t forget to do these things: 

a. Include the verse numbers. 

b. Consider the meaning of the verse, and say it out loud in a 

way that expresses the meaning. 

2. Memorize the next verse as described in “Day 1.” 

 

Day 3: Review and Memorize 

1. Review the verse you memorized yesterday. Repeat it five times 

without looking. Don’t forget to do the following: 

a. Include the verse numbers. 

b. Consider the meaning of the verse, and say it out loud in a 

way that expresses the meaning. 

2. Repeat one time all the verses you have memorized together. 

3. Memorize the next verse as described in “Day 1.” 

 

Day 4 (and After): Review and Memorize 

1. Repeat what is described in “Day 3” until you complete the passage 

or chapter. 

2. Once completed, put the passage on your “Daily Scripture Memory 

Review” chart, and review it for fourteen days. 



3. Then, place the passage on your “Weekly Scripture Memory Review” 

chart, and review it once a week for seven weeks. 

4. Then, place the passage on your “Monthly Scripture Memory 

Review” chart, and review it once a month for the rest of your life! 

 

Daily Procedure 

1. Continue to review and memorize the passage you are currently 

working on, as described in “Day 3.” 

2. Review all the passages on your daily chart. 

a. This will normally only be one or two passages, depending on 

how many you are trying to memorize at once. 

3. Review a passage from your weekly chart. 

a. You won’t have to do this every day, unless you have around 

seven passages on this chart. 

4. Review a passage from your monthly chart. 

a. You can do this during other daily activities: showering, 

driving, waiting, cleaning, or exercising. Make it a part of 

your daily routine. 

b. You won’t have to do this every day, unless you have around 

thirty passages on this chart. 
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Appendix C 
Word Studies from 2 Timothy 3:16 

 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable 

for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 

that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work. 

2 Timothy 3:16–17 

As we study 2 Timothy 3:16, we will notice the list of activities 

for which Scripture is profitable: teaching, reproof, correction, and 

training. Two Bible study questions we may ask are: how are these terms 

different from one another, and how do they relate to each other? 

By using an exhaustive concordance, interlinear Bible, or Bible 

software, we will be able to identify the Greek words from which these 

English words are translated. You can find several free, interlinear Bibles 

online. In the list below, the English word is followed by the 

transliteration of the Greek in English letters. 

• Teaching didaskalia 

• Reproof elegmos 

• Correction epanorthosis 

• Training paideia 

Now, we can use Mounce’s Complete Expository Dictionary 

(MED) to find out more about their meanings. One quick piece of advice: 

carefully read “Two Ways to Use This Book” and “How to Do Word 



Studies” before you try to use this resource on your own. 2  As an 

experienced Bible student, I thought I could figure it out, but I couldn’t. 

This does not mean this resource is hard to use; it just means that you 

have to understand how it works to use it well. Using a tool like this may 

seem overwhelming for many, but I would like to encourage you that 

anyone who is serious about studying the Bible can use it! 

 

Teaching 

When we look up teaching in MED, we find two Greek words listed under 

the “New Testament” section. The first one, didaskalia, is the one that 

appears in 2 Timothy 3:16, and “denotes ‘teaching’ or ‘doctrine,’ both the 

content and the act.” The other words listed with teaching in 2 Timothy 

3:16 also indicate acts, so we can assume that didaskalia refers to the act 

of teaching doctrine. 

 

Reproof 

When we look up reproof in MED, we read, “See rebuke.” Under the 

entry for rebuke, the Greek word we are looking for, elegmos, is not 

listed. This is when another section of MED is helpful, the Greek-English 

dictionary at the back of the book. You will notice that it follows the 

Greek alphabet, not the English. So, if you look on page x of the Greek 

transliterations, you will find the order of the Greek alphabet. 

																																																													
2 William D. Mounce, Mounce’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old 

and New Testament Words (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), xi, xiii. 



In this dictionary, we discover that elegmos appears only in 2 Timothy 

3:16, and it simply means “reproof.” It is also “a later equivalent to 

elenchos.”3 Elenchos is “a trial in order to proof, a proof.”4 We know that, 

in English, rebuke and reproof indicate a disapproval or correction of 

something. 

 

Correction 

There are no New Testament words listed under the entry for correction. 

In the Greek-English dictionary, we once again find that epanorthosis 

only appears here in the New Testament. It means “correction, 

reformation, improvement.”5 

 

Training 

Training does not appear in the expositor dictionary section. In the Greek-

English dictionary, paideia means “instruction, discipline” in 2 Timothy 

3:16.6 

 

Observations 

As we already observed from the English translation, there is a lot of 

overlap in the meanings of these words. We may notice that the first and 

last, teaching and training, have a more positive, instructional meaning 

																																																													
3 Mounce, Mounce’s Complete Expository Dictionary, 1139 
4 Ibid., 1139. 
5 Ibid., 1149. 
6 Ibid., 1230. 



than the other two. Reproof and correction both indicate the presence of 

something wrong or false that must be made right. 

As we look for other overlaps or relationships, it seems that 

teaching is more related to doctrine and training more to behavior. The 

meaning for correction, with ideas such as “reformation” and 

“improvement,” also seem to relate more to behavior than doctrine. Not 

only does there seem to be a relationship between these words, but a 

pattern may be emerging: 

• “Teaching” refers to instruction in correct doctrine. 

• Reproof refers to correction of false doctrine. 

• Correction refers to correction of wrong behavior. 

• Training refers to instruction in right behavior. 

This kind of pattern is common in Paul’s writings. As we read 

commentaries and continue studying this passage, we can further test the 

accuracy of these observations. 

  



 


