
Reading the Bible for Yourself 
Session #2 

 
Imagine a table with 66 individual pieces of literature on it (use books from your library of different sizes/ uses single sheets of paper as 
well). What if you read a little from this book and a little from that book, and on and on? Most reading plans have some form of that 
process. Most Bible reading plans help you read the Bible more, but not read the Bible better.  

 Contrary to popular opinion, the Bible is not a collection of random sayings and stories that somehow fell together willy-nilly. Rather, 
it’s a library of carefully constructed books that display—for those who look for it—the author’s purpose and meaning.   

 The writers of the Bible anticipated that if you had access to any of their work you had access to all of their work. (Ex: if you had 
access to any of Genesis you had access to all of it, if you had any access to Matthew you had access to all of it, etc). That means 
that the contents of the beginning, middle, and end of the books exist “together.” What was written later in the book builds or at least 
has “something” to do with what has gone before.  

 The chapter and verse references are a reference only, and in my estimation the most common barrier to regular, helpful Bible 
study.  You need to do everything you can to prohibit the verse, paragraph, and chapter divisions from influencing you. Think of 
each individual book of the Bible (with the exception of Psalms and Proverbs) as one long paragraph that you have to make into 
chapters, and then smaller paragraphs.  

 Every book has a melodic-line. The coherent purpose of the book. You are looking for this melodic-line. The purpose of the book 
provides the framework for making sense of the pieces and helping you see what these verses are supposed to “do.” If the author’s 
purpose was to encourage, your task is to see what is “encouraging” about these verses. If the purpose was to warn, then you look 
at the verses through that lens.  

 We want to read the Bible better, not just more. It all starts with understanding the principles of Bible study. 
 
Overview of the 3 Steps to Accurate Bible Study.  
Step 1: Observation. Key Question: What does it say? This step is making sure I’m not leaving anything out or leaving any rock 
unturned. Accurate Observation leads to the Correct Interpretation which leads to Right Application.  
Step 2: Interpretation. Key Question: What does it mean? You are looking for the author’s intended meaning. You are trying to “bring 
out” what the author “put in.” (Not bring out what you want it to say, or what it might say, or what you “feel” it is saying). The author 
controls the meaning.  
Step 3: Application. Key Question: What shall I do? This is where your study is always headed. This is the goal of your time. Study 
without application falls short of any true understanding of what you have read.  
 
 
Observation. In Observation you are looking at the words and the structure of the passage. You are seeing how the words fit together, 
noticing “how the pieces fit” together. You are looking at the “key” words and also the “connecting” words. You are also recognizing the 
nature of the passage you are reading. There are 4 main types of literature found in the Bible: 

1) Narrative: teaching through story. Narrative recounts what has happened, but is almost always silent on passing judgment on 
what has happened.  

2) Discourse: teaching through argument, letter, lecture, speech, etc. The author makes his point by argumentation, logic, etc.  
3) Poetry: teaching through poetry (truth through word pictures) 
4) Prophetic/Apocalyptic Literature: Teaching through highly symbolic and figurative language  

 
Interpretation  
This is the process and rules by which the meaning of the text is determined and understood.  
How did the original author intend the words to be understood? You have to take into account historical, geographical, cultural, 
language, and writing differences.  
How does this fit with the balance of Scripture? 
 
The General Rules of Interpretation 

1. Interpret Literally. We take words, phrases, and sentences in their usual, normal, natural sense unless “compelled” to do 
otherwise (the figure of speech demands it).  

 When you are reading and studying you are looking for the author’s intending meaning of the words you are considering so that you 
can respond to God appropriately. The aim of good interpretation is to get to the “plain meaning of the text.” The test of good 
interpretation is “does it make good sense of the text.”  
2. Interpret in Context. Interpret each verse or passage in its context of surrounding passages, book, and canon. Context is 

both literary and cultural.  *Context is the single most important factor in correct interpretation.  



 The most helpful thing you can do is read the entire book in one setting. If this is not feasible, read the whole book in no less than a 
week. Do everything you can to make sure the verse numbers, paragraph divisions, and chapter numbers are not influencing your 
reading.  

 Sometimes you are amazed at what a preacher/teacher brings out of a passage. That’s because they are putting it in there. It’s not 
the Bible student’s job to bring stuff out of the text that were never there in the first place.  

 We are not free to do what we want with the Bible. Our job is to find the meaning, not to provide the meaning. The author’s put 
meeting in the text and it us our job to get it out.  

 Every text has structure. That structure reveals emphasis. That emphasis is what the author wanted you to see.  

 Verse→sentence→paragraph→surrounding paragraphs→chapter→section→book→Entire Bible.  
3. Interpret in View of Other Parts of Scripture. The Bible does not contradict itself. Interpret unclear or ambiguous passages 

in the light of clear and plain ones. Choose a simple, natural meaning over a complex one.  
4. Interpret in the Light of the Gospel. Salvation has always been by faith alone through grace alone. *Salvation has always 

been a gift that God has provided and never a wage man has earned—even in the OT.  
 
 
Suggested Outline for Profitable Study 

1. Start with a shorter book. I’ve read the book and see the Big Picture. I am familiar with the “contents” of the book. *The front 
end book work is where the pay dirt is (Measure twice cut once).  

2. I’ve narrowed the Big Idea and Main Aim of the book into a couple of sentences. (This takes thoughtfulness and prayer). 
*Illustration: think of a bag of chips. The content is what what’s in the bag, the aim is what it’s for.  

3. I’ve divided the book into its main sections. (Most of the Bible was meant to be taken in bigger chunks than we typically handle 
them). *Example: Genesis and Parables. Gen 2:4, 5:1, 6:9, 10:1, 11:10, 11:27, 25:12, 25:19, 36:1, 37:2, Imagine only reading 
the parable of the mustard seed but only reading Matthew 13:31 

4. I’m working through the individual sections now that I have a handle on Big Picture and Main Aim of the book. When you are 
reading you are looking for content (Big Picture/Big Idea) and the Main Aim (what was the content supposed to get the original 
audience to “do”?).  

5. I am using Study Bibles, other translations, concordances, commentaries, reference works for help, insight, and 
encouragement (to keep me on track), but I am dealing with the text primarily myself (at first).  

 


