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What People Are Saying About How to Study the Bible
othing in this world is more important than understanding what God has written
in His Word. ‘Scriptures Alive’ condenses and synthesizes the inspired message for
believers to grasp real meaning in the Bible. Use this tool to energize your spiritual
life.
Howard G. Hendricks
Distinguished Professor Emeritus, Dallas Theological Seminary

Many Christians struggle with studying God's Word on a regular basis. If you are
struggling, here is a tool that will make it easy to jump-start the process of regular,
in-depth Bible study. I highly recommend this material to all who are serious about
studying the Bible.
Lon Solomon
Senior Pastor, McLean Bible Church, McLean, Virginia

If your personal Bible study isn't what you want it to be, here's a practical approach
that will help you learn how to really study the Bible. For an extra bonus, use it to
study the Bible with your spouse!
David & Claudia Arp
Creators of 10 Great Dates
and co-authors of 10 Great Dates to Grow Together Spiritually
Jim Battle has given a huge chunk of his life to helping people realize “The Bible is
for you!” It’s his life message. His passion is to see all people studying God’s Word
first hand. If you want to learn how to study the Bible, you cannot find a better
guide that Jim… or a better place to start than his “Scriptures Alive! How to Study
the Bible.”
Roc Bottomly
Lead Pastor, Our Lord’s Community Church
Senior Fellow (former), Focus on the Family Leadership Institute
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The Bible - A Book for You!
Life is tough. Some assembly is required. In fact, more than some.
Life is dangerous. There are lots of ways to get in trouble - ways you may
not recognize until it is too late.
Do you really want to try to navigate a complex journey without a map?
Why not consider the instructions provided by the Creator?
God wrote the Bible to communicate. To you. Personally. Today.
In the Bible, God tells us He loves us and cares for us. What a great
encouragement! Sadly many people feel overwhelmed and alone in a dangerous
world with nobody who really cares.
In the Bible, God tells us how to live a meaningful life. That way, when
we get to the end, we can look back and say it was worth it all. Sadly, many
people will not be able to say that.
When you ponder those thoughts and others like them, I hope your
reaction, like mine, is “Tell me more!”
The Bible is a big book with important messages for you and me today.
The question is, “How do we unravel its great truths?”

Taking the Mystery out of Bible Study
Studying the Bible effectively seems like a mystery to many people. But it
does not have to be! That is good news. Even better news is that it does not have
to be difficult! A basic guide is to make things paragraph -sized. Shorter is often
better, especially for getting started.
To begin, select a short passage. Nobody can swallow the entire Bible in
one big gulp! Pick something of interest to you personally. (It does not have to
be boring to be spiritual!) Pick a passage from your general Bible reading, or
maybe a passage you have heard in a sermon. As an example, we will begin
with a short and familiar passage, Psalm 23 (The Lord is my shepherd …)

A useful first step is to break the text out in phrases of meaningful length.
(Again, go for bite-sized. We do not have to swallow whole chapters in a single
gulp either!) While the length of phrases to examine is a matter of personal
preference, the passage under study will help you determine appropriate
phrases. See the next page for an example of the phrases in the 23rd Psalm. You
will observe that the phases are presented in an outline form, which is
convenient to show how they relate.

Psalm 23
The Lord is My Shepherd
TM

Scriptures Alive!
Context:
David wrote nearly half of the Psalms,
including this one. David is described as a man after
God’s own heart. He is certainly an example for us in
trusting God to keep and protect him.
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Legend

(the spectrum of Bible study)
Scripture Outline
Observation
Correlation
Interpretation
Application
Related Thoughts

A Psalm of David.

 The Lord is my shepherd,



•

I shall not want.

•

2

•

3

•

He guides me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake

4

He makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside quiet
waters.
He restores my soul;

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,

•

I fear no evil,
• for You are with me;
• Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.

•

5

•

You have anointed my head with oil;

You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies;

 My cup overflows.
•

6

Surely goodness and lovingkindness will follow me all the days of my life,
• And I will dwell in the house of the Lord forever.

Now what? Look at the Scriptures Alive! logo on the sample page with the
23rd Psalm. It provides a ready reminder that we want to consider five things
when we study a passage:
Observation - What does it say?
Correlation - How does it relate to other Scripture?
Interpretation - What does it mean?
Application - What will I do about it?
Related Thoughts – Anything else
And there is one rule to keep in mind. The greatest key to Biblical
understanding is the surrounding material, known as context.
Now that is not so mysterious, is it? After all, God wrote the Bible to
communicate with us.

Interpret This!
“You shall know the truth, and the truth shall make you free.” Many people
have heard this Biblical quotation, and many take it as authoritative that truth in
general liberates people. In fact, those words are engraved in stone on the
National Archives building in Washington, D.C. They were repeated by
President John F. Kennedy in his inaugural address. They are repeated from
time to time by somebody starting an investigation into presumed wrongdoing.
While the thought probably has some merit, did you know the quotation
is significantly out of context? The quotation above was not even the complete
sentence originally spoken! Jesus was the first to speak those words, as recorded
in John 8:31-32. He was speaking to some Jews who had taken at least tentative
steps toward believing in Him. Here is what Jesus said: “If you abide in My word,
then you are truly disciples of Mine; and you shall know the truth, and the truth shall
make you free.” Now that paints a totally different picture! Jesus was talking
about discipleship. He was talking about spending time in God’s word so that

our lives reflect His character. He was talking about liberation from the bondage
of sin. The point is far different than our secular “wisdom” portrays it.
Again, one of the key things about understanding and interpreting the
Bible is that context is critical. You can see what a difference context makes in
the example just cited. There are some other equally simple but insightful
concepts that will help you make significant progress toward understanding the
greatest Book ever written, the Bible. Come join us as we explore the Bible’s
message and meaning for people today.

God Wrote the Bible for YOU!
The Bible is not just for the clergy. It is not just for the super-spiritual. It
is not just for others. The Bible is God’s word for you today!
Nobody else is in exactly your situation in life. Nobody else has your
combination of experiences and circumstances. No man completely knows your
inner thoughts and needs. So nobody but you can completely relate God’s truth
to your life. You need personal exposure to the Bible!
The Bible will do for you what no other book can do. The Bible will do
for you what no person can do:
•

God’s word will give you direction when you have a difficult decision
to make.

•

God’s word will give you stability in an ever-changing world.

•

God’s word will tell you the truth while men are unable or unwilling.

•

God’s word will stimulate your spiritual growth.

•

God’s word provides protection from following false teachers.

Here is how the Apostle Paul described the benefits of God’s word: “All
Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, for
training in righteousness; that the man of God may be adequate, equipped for every good
work” (2 Timothy 3:16-17).

Despite its many benefits, the Bible remains a closed book for most
people. We live in a highly educated society, except we are not generally very
educated in the Bible. What an irony! People know how to make a living, but
not how to live! At best, most of us occasionally listen to somebody else’s
comments about God’s word. Listening is important, but it has limitations.
Likewise, reading the Bible is important, but it also has limitations.
It is important for everybody to be personally involved with God’s word.
A key tenet of the great Reformation was that believers have personal access to
God and the Bible. We need no human intermediary before God. This truth is
supported repeatedly throughout the New Testament.
To put it differently, we are each responsible for ourselves before
God. The apostle Peter said, “Like newborn babies, long for the pure milk of the word,
so that by it you may grow in respect to salvation” (1 Peter 2:2). We need to apply
God’s word to help us grow. To do that, we need to learn to feed ourselves! We
cannot leave that responsibility to the professional clergy. As important as they
are, they cannot make us grow or maintain a relationship with God in our behalf.
Not all of us have the personality or calling to be great Bible scholars. But all of
us are called to work at knowing God’s word and applying it in our lives. As
Paul commanded Timothy, “Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a
workman who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth”
(2 Timothy 2:15).
Stated simply, each of us must be active participants in the study of God’s
word. Nobody else can do it for you. When you see the beauties of God’s word,
you will not want to depend on anyone else to do it for you.

Six reasons why it is important to pursue knowledge of the Scriptures:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.

Knowledge gives substance to faith.
Knowledge stabilizes us during times of testing.
Knowledge enables us to handle the Word of God accurately.
Knowledge equips us to detect and confront error.
Knowledge makes us confident and consistent in our walk with God.
Knowledge filters out our fears and superstitions.
Dr Charles Swindoll
Chancellor, Dallas Theological Seminary

From Kindred Spirit, Spring, 1998, Volume 22 Number 1. Published by Dallas Theological Seminary.
All rights reserved. Used by permission.

How to do Inductive Bible Study
Now we will move to more detailed discussion of inductive Bible study –
Observation, Correlation, Interpretation and Application. But first, we need to
pray.

Prayer
As you begin your study each day, take time to pray. Bible study is
inseparably linked with prayer. Both are far more effective together than either
is alone. Prayer keeps Bible study from becoming simply an intellectual exercise.
Bible study gives substance and direction to your prayer. Prayer is the means by
which we call on God to make effective the promises and intents of Scripture.
Meditate on what it means to be in the presence of God, and understand that
opening the Bible allows you to be that much closer to Him.
As you prepare to study the Bible, pray for understanding. Pray for the
Holy Spirit to illuminate the Scriptures. Jesus promised that the Holy Spirit
would be our teacher. (See John 14:26 and John 16:13).
Pray that God would help you put His word into action. Pray about what
you find in each passage. If you find a promise that applies to you, ask God to
fulfill it. If you note a command, pray for wisdom and strength to obey it.
Likewise, let other things you discover in the passage prompt you to prayer.
You can pray with confidence when your prayer comes directly from the Bible
based on sound study methods, because it is clearly God’s will. So pray that God
will help you act on His word.
Pray in Jesus name. No man can approach God on the basis of his own
goodness or influence because it simply is not good enough. Only Jesus lived up
to God’s standard. Prayer based on Jesus’ life and death in our behalf gives

undeserved access to God.
Would you like a more effective Bible study? Pray.

Observation
Observation is the first of our building blocks of Bible study. Observation
is the art of noting the details. Any item, large or small is worth observing since
it may affect our understanding of a passage. In fact, you may be amazed at the
significance of some very small details. When doing observation, we are not
concerned with evaluating the significance of the data, but only with gathering
information. The goal with observation is awareness of what the passage says,
not analysis which will come later. As with any art or skill, the ability to observe
must be cultivated.
Sometimes significant items will jump right out at you. If so, write them
down! Sometimes you will observe something that might appear to be strange
or unusual. That may mean that it is important, so write it down! Other times a
little more effort will be needed, so slow down and think about it.
Begin your observation by considering the context – where does the
current passage fit in the bigger scheme of things? Context could include the
audience being addressed, historical background, and relative time of events.
Look for repeated words. Hebrews 11 is an example: “17 By faith
Abraham, when he was tested, offered up Isaac … 20 By faith Isaac blessed Jacob
and Esau ...
…

22

21

By faith Jacob, as he was dying, blessed each of the sons of Joseph

By faith Joseph, when he was dying, made mention of the exodus of the

sons of Israel …” Do you see a message here?
Look for transition marker words (therefore, but, etc.). Colossians 3:5
says, “Therefore consider the members of your earthly body as dead to
immorality, impurity, passion, …” The marker word, “therefore” refers back to
Colossians 3:1-4, which begins, “If then you have been raised up with Christ,
keep seeking the things above, where Christ is …” In this case, “therefore”

points to a logical action based on facts in the preceding referenced text.
Look for modifiers as in James 1:5: “But if any of you lacks wisdom, let
him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be
given to him. “ This tells us about God’s character and attitude toward us.
Look for figures of speech. A well know figure is in Psalm 23:1, “The Lord
is my shepherd ….” Clearly, the passage is not saying that God is out in a field
somewhere, carrying fuzzy animals. But there are characteristics of a literal
shepherd that give an idea of how He relates to me and how I relate to Him.
Observation may also include things like the following: verb structure
(tense, command or statement, etc.), key words, questions raised by the passage,
contrast, and conditional statements. The more you look, the more interesting
things you will find! You can see that there is latitude for developing many
kinds of thoughts in the observation section, depending on where the passage is
going. The main thing is draw your observations directly from the passage you
are studying (not related passages or personal philosophy). Do not let the broad
scope of observation overwhelm you, but take it as a challenge to see what you
can see!
If you find that you still need prompting, try the question starters: Who?
What? Where? When? Why? and How? See how many questions you can ask
about the passage. Observation questions should focus on defining and
explaining what you see. (We will come back later to ask interpretive questions
about meaning.)
By the way, writing your own paraphrase is an excellent way to stimulate
observation. In a paraphrase you will use your own words, obviously, but the
objective is to say exactly what the passage says – no more and no less. That can
be challenging – and enlightening!
We will use Colossians 1:15-18 for examples of each activity in inductive
Bible study. Before we start, here is the text of that passage:

15

He is the image of the invisible God, the firstborn of all creation. 16 For by Him all
things were created, both in the heavens and on earth, visible and invisible, whether
thrones or dominions or rulers or authorities—all things have been created through Him
and for Him. 17 He is before all things, and in Him all things hold together. 18 He is also
head of the body, the church; and He is the beginning, the firstborn from the dead, so that
He Himself will come to have first place in everything.
The following are some example observations from Colossians 1:15-18:
•

Related to “the image of the invisible God” (v. 15): God is so far
beyond this earth that He has to simplify in images for us to even get a
concept.

•

“By Him all things were created” (v. 16): There is nothing that exists
which He did not create.

•

“Visible and invisible” (v. 16): There are created things that I cannot
see (angels for one).

•

“All things have been created through Him and for Him” (v. 16):
Nothing was created through itself or for itself, but through Him and
for Him.

Observation requires persistent effort. A story is told of a famous scientist
from the early 20th century, Louis Agassiz. He once made a new student stare at
a dead fish in a bottle for three days, making observations. Dozens of
observations the first day were deemed insufficient. The student was surprised
that he gained more new insights the second day, but Agassiz sent him back for
still more. Imagine, three days looking at the same silly fish! You can be sure
that by the end, the student really knew that fish! It would be great if we gave
that much effort to know our Bibles well. Like the student, you may be surprised
how you benefit if you just keep on looking at a passage to see what it says.
Observation is a very significant step in Bible study. Good observation is
essential because all later steps build on it. A person can neither interpret nor
apply what he has not first observed. This is your first opportunity to use that
most important of all Bible study tools, your pencil! So put it to work for you!
This Will Be Easy. Once I was asked to lead a small group Bible study at our
church. The group decided to study the book of Ephesians. So I went looking to see if I
had any notes from prior studies. I was pleased to find three different sets of notes. I

thought, “This will be easy!” But that was before I looked at the notes. What I found
was not very helpful, because there were a lot of notes with no references to particular
verses. A couple of thoughts sounded a bit strange, but I could not track them back to the
source so I could evaluate them. One set of notes was all personal applications, but not
based on any particular observation or interpretive work. So there was a big lesson here
about the necessity of tracking verse references in your Bible study. Sadly in this case,
instead of being easy, it was back to square one and start all over. Personally, I prefer the
idea of cumulative progress over time. That is where the Scriptures Alive approach helps
me.
The next page shows an example of observations using Psalm 23 with the
Scriptures Alive approach. The blue text represents your observations.

Psalm 23
The Lord is My Shepherd
TM

Scriptures Alive!
Context:
David wrote nearly half of the Psalms,
including this one. David is described as a man after
God’s own heart. He is certainly an example for us in
trusting God to keep and protect him.
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A Psalm of David.

 The Lord is my shepherd,
− This says something about the Lord – He cares for people like
a shepherd cares for his sheep
− This says something about David – He knew he needed a
shepherd and rested in the shepherd’s care



•

I shall not want.
− David knew he would not lack, because God would provide

•

2

•

3

•

He guides me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake
− Look at the verbs – leads, restores, guides

4

•

He makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside quiet
waters.
He restores my soul;
− God provided soul-level encouragement and restoration

Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death,
I fear no evil,
• for You are with me;
− Here the psalm becomes intensely personal – it changes from
describing God as “He,” to addressing God as “You”
• Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me.

Bridge the Gap … with Scriptures Alive!TM
… a bridge from hard copy Bible study to the 21st century use of computers
for Bible study – it works well with either
… an excellent tool for small group Bible study and discussion
… a creative new approach to maximize your effectiveness in Bible study
… a simple visual method to organize your study notes
… a great way to build your competence and confidence in Bible study

“Use this tool to energize your spiritual life”
Howard Hendricks, Dallas Theological Seminary

“Here is a tool that will make it easy to jump-start
the process of regular, in-depth Bible study”
Lon Solomon, McLean Bible Church
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