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Introduction 
 

 The Bible is the “Word of God” (John 10:35). It is “the embodiment of knowledge and truth” (Romans 2:20). A 
record of normative revelation, it contains all that God wants us to know, requires us to do, that binds our 
consciences, and is necessary for salvation. It is where we as Christians must turn to tell us what is true and what is 
false, what is right and what is wrong; to answer our questions; to settle our disputes; and to judge us when we sin. 
Within the covers of the Bible, we find all truth necessary for salvation and Christian living, such that Paul could write 
to his disciple Timothy, saying, “From childhood you have known the sacred writings which are able to give you the 
wisdom that leads to salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus. 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 3:15-17). As such, we must commit ourselves to the careful and 
comprehensive study of God’s Word that we might know its true meaning and live accordingly. 

AN INDUCTIVE APPROACH TO SCRIPTURE 

 Steps to Bible Knowledge is a handbook of inductive Bible Study methods that will help you to understand the Bible. 
It will teach you how to study the Bible book-by-book, providing instruction on how to research a book’s historical 
background; to discover the author’s outline, theme, and purpose; to determine the correct meaning of the words in 
the text; to compare the text with similar passages elsewhere in the Bible; to apply sound rules of interpretation; and 
to draw from the text principles and truths by which to live. 

 The approach taken in this handbook is inductive. What is meant by this is that the methods presented here are 
designed to help you draw general principles about the overall meaning of Scripture through the careful observation 
of its individual books, paragraphs, verses, and words. This approach differs from the deductive approach in which a 
teacher presents doctrine and then proceeds to demonstrate that those doctrines are derived from Scripture. The 
deductive approach, sometimes described as a top-down approach, has its uses, for instance when teaching difficult 
doctrines that require a broad knowledge of Scripture to understand. The deductive approach also has its misuses, 
such as when a teacher presents doctrines that are incorrect and then distorts the Scriptures in an attempt to argue 
that those doctrines are indeed taught in God’s Word. 

 Inductive Bible study is sometimes described as a bottom-up approach, for the student begins with the individual 
words, clauses, sentences, and paragraphs of Scripture and moves toward a general understanding of God’s Word as a 
whole. As the student becomes familiar with the books of the Bible and his or her knowledge of God’s Word 
broadens, true doctrine manifests itself. 

 This handbook presents more than thirty inductive Bible study methods. These can be compared to tools in a 
workman’s tool chest. For each day’s task, the workman takes from the chest the specific tools that he will need. 
Some days it is many; some days it is few. Some tools he uses often, even daily; some only rarely for specialized tasks. 
Seldom, if ever, does he use every tool in a given day. In a similar manner, the Bible study techniques presented in this 
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book are intended for use as needed. When studying some texts, only a few Bible study methods will be necessary. 
When studying more complex passages, more techniques will need to be applied to grasp the full meaning of the text. 
Some methods will work well for you. From the first time you use them they will fit well in your hand, like a well-
worn ax handle. Other techniques will feel awkward in your grip, especially at first. Do your best to learn all the steps. 
You can decide later which ones work best for you and apply them more regularly. 

 An important aspect of inductive Bible study is the role of discovery. As you apply the steps presented here, you 
will gain fresh insight into the person and work of God. You will learn new truths communicated by God to prophets 
centuries earlier and preserved by the Holy Spirit for you to discover and to apply to your life. As you learn these 
truths for yourself, the teaching of God’s Word will become personal convictions by which to live. This is an exciting 
and rewarding process. It can be easily spoiled, however, if, you refer to outlines and notes in study-Bibles, published 
commentaries, and other reference material. For this reason, do not refer to reference materials or the appendices in 
this book until you have completed your own study of the text.  

STUDY THE BIBLE AS A WHOLE 

 God used various men to write the Scriptures, but He is the author of it all. We should not think of the Bible, 
therefore, as sixty-six independent works, but as a unified whole with a single message and purpose.  

 God’s revelation in Scripture is progressive. By this we mean that over time the Lord has revealed truth gradually 
and with increasing clarity. Through the earlier prophets—Moses, Samuel, David, Isaiah, and other Old Testament 
men of God—the Lord revealed truth partially and with calculated opacity. Through later prophets—Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, John, Paul, and the other writers of the New Testament, God unveiled much more. His greatest revelation was 
through His Son, the Lord Jesus. As a result, some things in Scripture, particularly in the Old Testament, are difficult 
to understand, while other things are clearer and explained more fully. We should use, therefore, that which is clear in 
Scripture to interpret that which is obscure and our primary method of interpretation should always be the use of 
Scripture to interpret Scripture, the whole aiding in the interpretation of the parts. This requires, of course, that we 
study the entire Bible and not neglect any portion of God’s revelation. 

STUDY THE BIBLE BY THE BOOK 

 God reveled the Scriptures to us one book at a time. Each has its own human writer, historical setting, theme, 
outline, and purpose. Accordingly, we should study God’s Word as He delivered it to us, one book at a time, rather 
than a verse here and a verse there. This approach to Bible study has several benefits. 

 As we study the Bible book-by-book, we appreciate it on a deeper level. The personality of each book manifests 
itself and its message becomes vibrant and alive. Consider, for example, Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy. Here Paul 
exhorts his young disciple, “I solemnly charge you in the presence of God and of Christ Jesus, who is to judge the 
living and the dead, and by His appearing and His kingdom: preach the word; be ready in season and out of season; 
reprove, rebuke, exhort, with great patience and instruction” (2 Timothy 4:1-2). We can learn much from this verse 
about the importance of preaching God’s Word. Paul’s instruction becomes much more personal and powerful, 
however, when we study these verses within the context of the letter as a whole. Paul is writing from prison. He is 
elderly, about sixty-seven years old. He is about to be executed. Paul writes, “I am already being poured out as a drink 
offering, and the time of my departure has come” (2 Timothy 4:6). Here he likens his life to the daily libation of wine 
proscribed under the law to be offered by the Jewish priests morning and evening (Numbers 28:3-8). Poured out 
upon the hot stones of the altar, the wine vaporized and ascended as a cloud unto God soon to disappear. This is how 
Paul saw his life. His lifeblood was about to be poured out as an offering to God. In a final instruction to his beloved 
Timothy, Paul tells his disciple to preach God’s Word and to continue to do so after he, Paul, had departed. This 
greater import of the text only becomes apparent as we study these verses within the context of the book. 

 When we study the Bible one complete book at a time, we come to understand the flow of the author’s argument. 
This is often the key to unlocking his intended meaning. Consider, for example, Paul’s Second Letter to the 
Thessalonians. There Paul writes, “But we should always give thanks to God for you, brethren beloved by the Lord, 
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because God has chosen you from the beginning for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and faith in the 
truth” (2 Thessalonians 2:13). It would be easy to assume that this verse is telling us why one person is saved and 
another person is not: “God has chosen you from the beginning for salvation” (2 Thessalonians 2:13). Many interpret 
the verse this way, including well-known preachers. The context, however, is not about why one person is saved and 
another not. Paul’s purpose in writing to the Thessalonians was to clarify earlier teaching regarding the timing of the 
Lord’s second coming. Some in Thessalonica were under the misconception that the judgments of the Day of the 
Lord had already begun. Paul explains in his second letter to the Thessalonians that this is not the case. The Day of 
the Lord will not being “unless the apostasy comes first, and the man of lawlessness is revealed” (2 Thessalonians 2:3). 
Paul describes the difficult times that follow these events and how the world will be deceived by Satan (2 
Thessalonians 2:4-12). Paul contrasts their plight with that of the Christian alive in the days preceding the these 
events. Paul writes, “But we should always give thanks to God for you, brethren beloved by the Lord, because God 
has chosen you from the beginning for salvation through sanctification by the Spirit and faith in the truth” (2 
Thessalonians 2:13). In other words, from the beginning God had chosen to deliver believers from End Time 
deception through the sanctifying work of the Holy Spirit and the believer’s faith in the truth. The Thessalonians need 
not fear the that the day of the Lord’s final judgment upon the earth had begun for God was going to save them from 
it. This can only be understood when 2 Thessalonians 2:13 is studied and understood within the context of Paul’s 
Second Letter to the Thessalonians as a whole. 

 When we study the Bible book-by-book, learning one book thoroughly before moving on to the next, we are able 
to speak with confidence about its message and the interpretation of the verses it contains. Good Christians may 
differ on the interpretation of this verse or that, but the one who has studied the verse within the context of the book 
in which it resides is far more likely to be right. He is also far more confident that he is right and able to support his 
interpretation with sound reasons. 

 Finally, when we study the Bible book-by-book, we are far more able to retain what we learn. The Bible is a large 
book containing a huge amount of information. We cannot hope to remember it all if we store it in our memories as 
thousands of bits of unrelated and unorganized information. Thankfully, God has organized it for us. He has 
conveniently preserved His revelation for us in sixty-six file folders, each with a specific theme, purpose, and 
structure. These serve as an efficient system for quick access to biblical truth.  

AN ORGANIZED STUDY OF SCRIPTURE 

 To complete an inductive study of the entire Bible would require years of dedicated work. The work is not as 
overwhelming as it might at first appear if one breaks it down into achievable units. It would probably be best to 
begin in the New Testament because of its greater relevancy to us as Christians. An initial goal might be to complete 
the first eight steps presented here for each of twenty-seven books of the New Testament. These steps are: 

First Eight Steps 

Step 1 Pray 

Step 2 Read the Book 

Step 3 Study the Book’s Background 

Step 4 Observe the Text as a Scroll 

Step 5 Identify the Speaker, Point of View, and Tone 

Step 6 Identify Topical Shifts, Transitions, and Sectional Breaks 

Step 7 Make a Provisional Outline 

Step 8 State a Provisional Theme and Purpose 

 How long would it take to complete these eight steps for each of the books of the New Testament? A ten chapter 
book could be completed in about twenty hours, or at a rate of about two hours per chapter. At that pace, one could 
complete a study of the 260 chapters of the New Testament in 520 hours. If one were to put aside one evening a week 
and study for two and a half hours, the New Testament could be completed in four years. That would require a 
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significant commitment to Bible study, but think what it would mean to have twenty-seven binders on your shelf, one 
for each book of the New Testament. Inside each you would have your own background study, the text of the book 
marked with observations, the primary connectives labeled, an outline of the book, and the theme and purpose of the 
book identified. Such would form a solid foundation for all future Bible study. 

 Your next goal might be to study the Old Testament. One could complete Steps 1, 2, 3, 7, 8, and 9 in about six 
hours for a ten chapter book. To complete such a study of the 1,074 chapters of the Old Testament would require 
644 hours. At a rate of two and half hours per week, one could complete the task in five years. Again, think of the 
benefits of having your own outlines for each of the thirty-nine books of the Old Testament. 

 Once these goals have been reached, one might next consider completing verse-by-verse studies of the New 
Testament epistles. It would be best to begin with the shorter books in order to gain experience. Tables on the pages 
that follow provide a summary of the number of verses or chapters in each book of the Bible. 

BIBLE SEMINAR CURRICULUM 

 Though not as thorough as an inductive study of Scripture using the techniques of Steps to Bible Knowledge, another 
approach to studying the whole Bible would be to complete the fourteen courses of the Bible Seminar Curriculum. 
These provide a good overview of the Scriptures and apply the same Bible study techniques as found in Steps to Bible 
Knowledge. At a pace of two courses per year, one could complete a study of the Bible in seven years. Because of the 
New Testament’s importance to Christians, Bible Seminar 1 begins with a study of the Gospel of Luke and the first 
half of the Acts of the Apostles. These provide a review of Christ’s life and the history of the early church. Bible 
Seminar 1 then presents the first two books of the New Testament to be written: The Letter of James (30 to 49 AD) 
and Paul’s Letter to the Galatians (49 AD). Bible Seminar 2 through 5 present the remaining chapters of the Acts of 
the Apostles and books of the New Testament in approximately chronological order, proceeding from Paul’s Letters 
to the Thessalonians (57 AD) to the Book of Revelation (95 AD). Bible Seminar 6 is an in-depth study of the Book of 
Colossians in which the student applies inductive study methods presented in earlier courses and summarized in Steps 
to Bible Knowledge. Bible Seminar 7 through 13 covers the Old Testament, again presenting the books in approximately 
chronological. Bible Seminar 14 is an in-depth study of the Book of Jonah using Steps to Bible Knowledge. 

  

BIBLE SEMINAR COURSES 

New Testament 

Bible Seminar 1 Gospel of Luke, Acts 1-9, James, Acts 10-14, Galatians, Acts 15:1-35 

Bible Seminar 2 Acts 15:36-18:22, 1 and 2 Thessalonians, Acts 18:23-20:3, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Romans 

Bible Seminar 3 Matthew, Acts 20-28, Ephesians, Colossians, Philippians, Philemon 

Bible Seminar 4 Mark, First Timothy, First Peter, Titus, Second Timothy, Second Peter, Hebrews, Jude 

Bible Seminar 5 John, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, Revelation 

Bible Seminar 6 An Inductive Study of the Book of the Colossians using Steps to Bible Knowledge 

Old Testament 

Bible Seminar 7 Genesis 1-11, Job, Genesis 12-50, Exodus 

Bible Seminar 8 Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua 

Bible Seminar 9 Judges, Ruth, 1 Samuel, 2 Samuel, Psalms I 

Bible Seminar 10 1 Chronicles, Psalms II, 1 Kings 1-11, Ecclesiastes, 2 Chronicles 1-9, Proverbs, Psalms III 

Bible Seminar 11 Psalms IV, Song of Solomon, 1 Kings 12-22, Joel, 2 Kings, Jonah, 2 Chronicles 10-36, Psalms V 

Bible Seminar 12 Amos, Micah, Hosea, Isaiah, Nahum, Zephaniah, Habakkuk, Jeremiah 1-33 

Bible Seminar 13 Jeremiah 34-52, Lamentations, Obadiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Ezra, Haggai, Zechariah, Esther, Nehemiah, Malachi 

Bible Seminar 14 An Inductive Study of the Book of Jonah using Steps to Bible Knowledge 
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New Testament Books Old Testament Books 
 
 
 
 

Book Verses Chapters  Book Verses Chapters 
2 John 13 1  Obadiah 21 1 
3 John 14 1  Haggai 38 2 

Philemon 25 1  Nahum 47 3 
Jude 25 1  Jonah 48 4 
Titus 46 3  Zephaniah 53 3 

2 Thessalonians 47 3  Malachi 55 4 
2 Peter 61 3  Habakkuk 56 3 

2 Timothy 83 4  Joel 73 3 
1 Thessalonians 89 5  Ruth 85 4 

Colossians 95 4  Micah 105 7 
Philippians 104 4  Song of Solomon 117 8 

1 Peter 105 5  Amos 146 9 
1 John 105 5  Lamentations 154 5 
James 108 5  Esther 167 10 

1 Timothy 113 6  Hosea 197 14 
Galatians 149 6  Zechariah 211 14 
Ephesians 155 6  Ecclesiastes 222 12 

2 Corinthians 257 13  Ezra 280 10 
Hebrews 303 13  Daniel 357 12 

Revelation 404 22  Nehemiah 406 13 
Romans 433 16  Judges 618 21 

1 Corinthians 437 16  Joshua 658 24 
Mark 678 16  2 Samuel 695 24 
John 879 21  2 Kings 719 25 
Acts 1007 28  1 Samuel 810 31 

Matthew 1071 28  1 Kings 816 22 
Luke 1151 24  2 Chronicles 822 36 

    Leviticus 859 27 
    Proverbs 915 31 
    1 Chronicles 942 29 
    Deuteronomy 959 34 
    Job 1070 42 
    Exodus 1213 40 
    Ezekiel 1273 48 
    Numbers 1288 36 
    Isaiah 1292 66 
    Jeremiah 1364 52 
    Genesis 1533 50 
    Psalms 2461 150 

  
Based on the New American Standard Bible 
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Step 1 

Pray 

Bible study is primarily a spiritual exercise rather than an academic one. Paul writes,  

Now we have received, not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might 
know the things freely given to us by God, which things we also speak, not in words taught by 
human wisdom, but in those taught by the Spirit, combining spiritual thoughts with spiritual words. 
But a natural man does not accept the things of the Spirit of God; for they are foolishness to him, 
and he cannot understand them, because they are spiritually appraised. 

 1 Corinthians 2:12-14 

 We must have God’s help to understand His Word. For this reason, we should begin each study-session in prayer, 
asking God to assist us and we should pray often as we study. When we encounter a difficult verse, we should stop 
and pray again. When God gives us insight, we should pause and thank Him. As we understand Him better through 
His Word, we should bow in worship. Often it is found that the most productive time of Bible study is spent on one’s 
knees. 

 If we ask God for wisdom, He promises to grant it to us, but we must ask in faith (James 1:5-6). Paul writes, “For 
whatever was written in earlier times was written for our instruction, that through perseverance and the 
encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope” (Romans 15:4). This tells us that God wants to instruct us 
through His Word. We should pray accordingly. 

 Personal examination and confession are also important. To effectively study the Scriptures, we must be walking 
with God and in spiritual communication with Him. 

 

ASSIGNMENT 

Spend time in prayer, thanking God for His Word. Ask God to help you to understand the of the Bible, especially the 
book you are presently studying. 
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Step 2 

Read the Book 

The books of the Bible were meant to be read. Moses read the book of the covenant to the Jewish people (Exodus 
24:7). Every seventh year when the Jews came together in Jerusalem, the priests read the books of Moses to the 
people (Deuteronomy 31:10-11). God commanded Joshua, “This book of the law shall not depart from your mouth, 
but you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do according to all that is written in it; for 
then you will make your way prosperous, and then you will have success” (Joshua 1:8). When Israel entered the 
Promised Land, Joshua read the law to the people (Joshua 8:34). In the same manner, Ezra read the book of the law 
to the Jewish people of his day (Nehemiah 8:18). Paul likewise exhorted Timothy, “Give attention to the public 
reading of Scripture, to exhortation and teaching” (1 Timothy 4:13). Many godly Christians continue this practice 
today, reading the entire Bible each year. In this way they keep the panorama of God’s Word constantly before them.  

 When studying a particular book of the Bible, consider as an initial step reading the book several times, five or ten 
or twenty times. With each reading, the book’s message will become clearer and the flow of its argument more 
apparent. To help maintain your focus, concentrate on one feature of the book each time you read it. For example, 
one time you might read the book looking for references to God. The next you might read it looking for words which 
repeat; the next time for warnings and exhortations. Alternately, with each reading you might ask one of the following 
questions: 

• What is the flow of the argument? 
• To whom does the passage apply? 
• What phrases or ideas are repeated? 
• Where does the subject change? 
• What is the main point being made? 
• Where is the location referred to and does it change? 
• What are the reasons for the statements? 
• What are the stated purposes? 

Consider also reading the book in various versions of the Bible. This will keep the material fresh and your mind more 
active. Take note of differences in the translations and consider investigating them later. 

ASSIGNMENT 

Read the book you are studying three to five times. Focus on a different aspect of the book each time. If you find this 
step particularly helpful, considering reading the book several more times. 
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Step 3 

Research the Book’s Background 

Our goal in Bible study is to understand the intended meaning of the divine Author. To accomplish this, we must ask: 
What did the Lord want the original readers to do? In the Old Testament, for example, God spoke through prophets 
to the Jewish people. When interpreting this portion of the Bible, we must keep the Jews, their culture, and their 
history in mind. The primary application of these Scriptures belongs to them, Jews living under law. Only then can we 
consider how we as Christians might benefit from this Old Testament teaching and draw secondary applications from 
the text. 

 We find an example of this in 1 Corinthians 10:1-13. There Paul demonstrates how Christians living under grace 
can apply the Old Testament to their lives. He reviews Israel’s experience in the wilderness and explains that the entire 
nation received the same blessings and benefits. Nevertheless, “with most of them God was not pleased” (1 
Corinthians 10:5). Applying their experience to the situation in Corinth, where Christians were eating food that had 
been sacrificed to idols, Paul writes, “Now these things happened to them as an example, and they were written for 
our instruction, upon whom the ends of the ages have come” (1 Corinthians 10:11). 

 In a similar manner, we must understand the times and culture of the books of the New Testament if we are to 
interpret them correctly. For example, what does it mean that Christians were eating food that had been sacrificed to 
idols? What is the spiritual significance of this? What does it have to do with us today? To answer these questions, we 
must know something of Roman and Greek religion and their sacrificial practices. Only then can we understand what 
Paul is speaking about in 1 Corinthians 10. 

 The best reference book for understanding biblical times is the Bible itself. Every time we open it, we are learning 
about life in biblical times, the history of the Jews, their religious practices, and the cultural and historical setting of the 
New Testament epistles. Unlike the times in which we live, life and technology changed little during the fifteen 
hundred years from when Moses first penned the opening words of Genesis to when John wrote the closing words of 
Revelation. As a result, if we are observant, every time we read the Scriptures we learn more about the background of 
the books of the Bible. 

 Other reference works can also assist us in understanding the background of the books of the Bible. Bible 
dictionaries, encyclopedias, commentaries, atlases, and surveys of biblical times are available to help us better 
understand the Bible’s cultural setting. 
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Questions to Ask 

When Studying the Background of a Book of the Bible 

 

Geographical 

• What is the physical setting? 

• From where was the book written? 

• To where is the book addressed? 

• Does the location change within the book? 

• What access do the people have to water and other 
natural resources? 

• What are the major travel routes in the region? 

• What ethnic groups are present? 

• What are the major population centers? 

• What are the surrounding cities and nations? 

• Is the setting of the book rural or urban? 

• What is the economy of the people? 

• What is their culture? 

• What kinds of tools, weapons, and materials are 
available to the readers? 

 

Religious 

• What is the religious setting? 

• Who are the religious leaders? 

• Who are the current Jewish prophets? 

• Who are the current church leaders? 

• Where is the place of worship? 

Historical 

• When was the book written? 

• How does the book fit into the chronology of the 
writing of the other books of the Bible? 

• What historical events occurred about that time? 

• Is there independent evidence to confirm the 
historical accuracy of the book? 

• What is the political setting of the book? 

• Who are the rulers? 

• What is the form of government? 

• What nations are allies and enemies in the region?  

• Who are the neighboring political powers? 

• Who were the world powers at the time? 

 

Literary 

• Who wrote the book? 

• What internal information confirms his authorship? 

• What do we know about the author? 

• Who were his contemporaries? 

• What time span does the book cover? 

• What was the author’s purpose in writing? 

• To whom was the book written? 

 

ASSIGNMENT 

Research the background of the book you are studying and write a two to five page paper summarizing what you 
learn. You may use the Internet for this research but include also information from at least two resources published in 
print, such as a Bible dictionary, encyclopedia, atlas, or survey. Do not refer to Bible commentaries at this time. 
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Step 4 

Observe the Book as a Scroll 

Careful observation is foundational to sound Bible study. Here we ask the question: What does the Bible say? Our 
goal is to consider what is written, to take note of the words the author uses, the way he puts them together, the 
meaning of each sentence, and the point of each paragraph. Stepping back and looking at the book as a whole, we 
want see if there are words or themes that are repeated and the flow of the argument. 

 As an aid to observation, print the book being studied on several pages using triple spacing. The texts of various 
Bible translations are available online and in Bible software. Use a text that is free of headings, outline information, 
and footnotes. 

 Layout the book with about ten verses on each page. Then tape the pages together 
side-by-side to form an elongated copy of the book that reads from left to right. You 
may want to add a strip of paper about four inches wide to each end and tape these to 
lengths of wooden dowel so that you can roll up the copy and store it like an ancient 
scroll. A mailing tube can be used to store the scroll. 

 Lay the elongated copy of the book out on a long table or on the floor. You are 
going to need a lot of space to do this. A one-hundred verse book will stretch about seven feet. 

 Spend a good amount of time observing the text. Use colored pencils and pens to annotate the scroll with your 
observations. Underline important statements. Highlight key words. Label conjunctions and prepositions with the 
connective relationships that they express. Connect similar concepts with lines. Number words in a list. Take note of 
words, phrases, and ideas that repeat. Identify commands, exhortations, conditional statements, comparisons, 
contrasts, and the like. Circle rhetorical questions and their answers. Draw figures to identify themes and references to 
people, objects, and ideas, for example: tablets for references to the law of Moses, a dove for the Holy Spirit, a book 
for the Word of God, a happy face for praise, a sad face for rebuke. Be creative. Write comments to preserve insights. 
Avoid over-marking the text with trivial information, however, lest it become so cluttered that it becomes useless. 

 Try not to engage in interpretation, asking: What does the text mean? That will come later and will only be 
effective after you have given adequate time to observation. 

 The more time you spend observing a text, the more you will benefit from it. Ask God to give you insight and 
take your time. Read the text over and over and think deeply about what it says. When you think you have gotten 
everything you can out of the text, take a break, and then examine it again. Repeat this process until you are sure there 
is nothing more to find. 
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THE IMPORTANCE OF OBSERVATION 

The following is an edited version of Samuel H. Scudder’s account of an anonymous student’s first learning experience under the 
tutelage of Louis Agassiz (1807-1873), Swiss ichthyologist, professor of zoology and geology at Harvard University, and founder 
of the Harvard Museum of Comparative Zoology. This oft-told story has helped many Bible students appreciate the importance of 
careful observation. 

 

 More than fifteen years ago, I entered the laboratory of Professor Agassiz. I introduced myself as a 
student of natural history. The Professor asked me a few questions about my background and my goals in 
education. He asked whether I wished to study any special branch. “Zoology,” I answered. “I am especially 
interested in insects.” 

 “When do you wish to begin?” he asked. 

 “Now.” 

 “Very well.” He removed from a shelf a large jar containing 
a specimen in yellow alcohol. “Take this fish and examine it. We 
call it a Haemulon. Later, I will ask about what you have 
observed.” 

 Professor Agassiz left the room but returned a moment 
later. “No man is fit to be a naturalist who does not know how 
to take care of specimens. Treat it with care.” He instructed me 
to keep the fish in a tin tray and moisten it with alcohol 
regularly, always taking care to replace the stopper in the jar 
containing the fluid. 

 I spent the next ten minutes gazing at the fish. A sense of 
disappointment came over me. Why, if I wish to learn about insects, 
must I examine this fish? 

 Believing that I knew all that could be known about the fish 
through observation, I went in search of Professor Agassiz. He was nowhere to be found. I busied myself 
looking at a collection of animals stored in the laboratory. When I returned my fish was dry. I dashed fluid 
over it as if to resuscitate it and hoped for the return of its original watery appearance. The feat accomplished 
and the excitement over, I had nothing to do but to gaze at my mute companion. Half an hour passed; an 
hour; another hour. The fish became loathsome to me. I turned it over and around. I looked it in the face. 
Ghastly. I looked at it from behind, beneath, above, sideways, at a three-quarters view. Just as ghastly. Despair 
engulfed me. I concluded that an early lunch was necessary. With infinite relief, I placed the fish in its jar and 
left the laboratory. For the next hour I would be free. 

 On my return, I learned that Professor Agassiz had been to the laboratory and had departed again. He 
was not to return for several hours. I hoped for conversation with fellow students but they were too busy to 
be disturbed. I drew forth my hideous fish. With a feeling of desperation, I examined it again. I could not use 
a magnifying glass for the Professor had prohibited the use of all instruments. My two hands, my two eyes, 
and the fish—it seemed a most limited field. I pushed my fingers down its throat to test the sharpness of its 
teeth. I counted the scales in various rows until convinced it was nonsense. 

 At last a happy thought struck me—I would draw the fish. Now with surprise, I began to discover new 
features in the creature. Just then Professor Agassiz returned. 

 “That is right; a pencil is one of the best eyes. You have kept your specimen wet and your bottle corked. 
Good.” He looked me in the eye. “What have you learned?” 

Professor Agassiz 
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 I described the structure of parts whose names were still unknown to me: the fringed gill-arches and 
movable operculum; the pores of the head, fleshly lips, and lidless eyes; the lateral line, the spinous fin, and 
forked tail; the compressed and arched body. 

 He waited as if expecting more. “You have not looked very carefully. You have failed to see one of the 
most conspicuous features of the animal.” 

 I looked again at the fish. 

 “It is as plainly before your eyes as the fish itself.” 

 I looked at him in despair. 

 “Look again; look again!” 

 He left me to my misery, irritated and ashamed by 
failure. More of this wretched fish. 

 I committed myself to the task with new vigor and 
with time discovered one new feature after another. I 
came to realize just how true the professor’s criticism had 
been. Several hours passed. 

 “Well, do you see it?” Professor Agassiz asked. 

 “No, I am certain that I do not, but I see now how little I saw before.” 

 “Next best thing. Put away your fish and go home. Perhaps in the morning you will have an answer for 
me. I will examine you first thing before you look at the fish.” 

 I walked home by the Charles River distracted and perplexed. What did he expect? Not only was I to think 
of my fish all night and to determine what this unknown, but most visible, feature might be, but I was to give 
an account to the Professor aided only by my poor memory. 

 “Well, what is it?” the Professor asked, greeting me the next morning. 

 “Perhaps,” I said, certain that I was wrong, “the symmetrical sides with paired organs.” 

 “Of course,” the Professor said. “Of course.” His enthusiasm repaid my wakeful hours the previous 
night. He discoursed happily and enthusiastically on the importance of this point. 

 “What shall I do now?” I asked when he had finished. 

 “Examine your fish!” 

 Again? 

 Professor Agassiz returned an hour later. “Anything new?” 

 I listed several fresh insights. 

 “Good, good! Continue.” 

 For three long days I observed that fish. Professor Agassiz checked on me regularly. “Look, look, look,” 
he repeatedly ordered. The experience proved to be an invaluable lesson, one that continues to affect my 
every study. It is the legacy of the great Professor Agassiz. 

 

ASSIGNMENT 

Print the book you are studying and tape the pages together to form a scroll. Carefully observe what the content of 
the text for two to four hours. Preserve your insights by marking the text with colored pens and pencils. 

 
 

Haemulon 
The fish in Professor Agassiz’ laboratory was 
the haemulon, commonly called the grunt 
fish because of its ability to make pig-like 
sounds by grinding teeth in its throat. 
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Step 5 

Identify the Speaker, Point of View, and Tone 

AUDIENCE 

Most of the Bible was written for a Jewish audience. Some portions were written for Jews and Gentiles. A few books 
were written mainly for a Gentile audience. Taking note of the intended audience significantly colors the 
interpretation of a text. For example, under Jewish law religious leaders had the authority to put to death rebellious 
sinners for a variety of reasons. Applying these texts to Christians living under grace, as if these books had been 
written to them, would be a serious error in interpretation. And so, one of the first questions to ask about a book is: 
To whom was this portion of the Bible written?  

 Often the answer to this question is clearly stated in the book. The Book of Leviticus begins: “Then the Lord 
called to Moses and spoke to him from the tent of meeting, saying, ‘Speak to the sons of Israel and say to them, . . .” 
(Leviticus 1:1-2). The command “Speak to the sons of Israel” occurs throughout the book, repeating fifteen times. 
The same is true of the Book of Numbers, the same command occurring twelve times. Clearly these books are 
prophetic messages given by God to Moses for the Jewish people. 

 Several New Testament writers also identify their intended audience in the opening lines. Peter, for example, 
begins his first letter, writing, “Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ, to those who reside as aliens, scattered throughout 
Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia, and Bithynia, . . .” (1 Peter 1:1). Here Peter states that he is the writer and his 
intended audience is Christians scattered throughout Asia Minor. 

 The intended readership of some books of the Bible is less clear, but no book is without some indication of who 
the writer is writing to. A distinctive feature of the Gospel of Mark, for example, is that he explains five Aramaic 
statements. This indicates that Gentiles were probably his intended audience, rather than Judean Jews, who spoke 
Aramaic. Similar clues indicating the intended readership occur in every book of the Bible.  

POINT OF VIEW 

Much of the Bible is historical narrative, the retelling of the history of God’s people through stories. As you read these 
true stories, take note of the narrator’s perspective, that is, his relationship to the story or his point of view. There are 
four possible point of view perspectives: 

• First Person Point of View: Here the narrator is a character in the story. He tells the story from his 
perspective. Nehemiah uses the first person point of view in telling his story, writing, “Now it happened in 
the month of Chislev, in the twentieth year, while I was in Susa that capitol, . . .” (Nehemiah 1:2). Similarly, 
the Apostle John wrote the Book of Revelation in the first person. He writes, “I was in the Spirit on the 
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Lord’s day, and I heard behind me a loud voice like the sound of a trumpet, . . .” (Revelation 1:10). John 
proceeds to give us a first-person account of what he saw and experienced. 

• Second Person Point of View: Here the story is about you the reader. You become part of the story as one 
of the characters, and the story is told from your perspective. This perspective is difficult to maintain and very 
limited. For this reason, it is rarely used in literature and is not used in Scripture. 

• Third Person Point of View: Here the narrator tells the story from the perspective of one of the characters 
in the story. We see and experience what he or she sees and experiences. The Book of Jonah is told through 
the third person perspective of Jonah, the central character of the story. The reader follows Jonah from Israel, 
to sea, into the belly of the great fish, onto dry land, to the city of Nineveh, and finally to the outskirts of the 
city to sit and stew under a blazing hot sun. Though the book is generally believed to have been written by 
Jonah, there is no statement in the book that the author is writing about himself. It should also be said that 
some books written from a third person point of view begin with the perspective of one character in the story 
and then change to the perspective of another character. Sometimes they change several times. 

• Authorial Point of View: Here the narrator speaks as the author retelling the story from his perspective and 
with seemingly full knowledge of the events and related circumstances. The author knows what all characters 
say, their motivations, and what everyone in the story is doing with almost God-like knowledge. For this 
reason, this perspective is also called the Omniscient Point of View. This is the most common storytelling 
point of view. It is similar to Third Person Point of View in that the author writes about what others do, say, 
and experience. If differs from Third Person Point of View in that the author does not limit himself to the 
perspective of one person and speaks authoritatively about the story as if he has a nearly perfect knowlege of 
all associate events. The Gospel of Matthew is written this way. Matthew reports the circumstances 
surrounding Jesus’ birth, John’s Baptism, Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness, the Lord’s teaching and 
ministry, and His death and resurrection. Matthew also knows about the Pharisees’ conspiratorial plotting 
(Matthew 22:15-16); the deliberations of the Sanhedrin, the Jewish supreme council (Matthew 26:57-68); 
Peter’s denials (Matthew 26:69-75); Pilate being warned by his wife (Matthew 27:19); the chief priests’ request 
before Pilate that guards be places at Jesus’ tomb (Matthew 27:62-66); the reaction of the guards to Jesus’ 
resurrection (Matthew 28:2-4); and the guards reporting to the chief priest that Jesus had risen (Matthew 
28:11-15). 

 Sometimes an author will change his point of view midstream. We see this, for example, in the Book of Ezra, 
which was written by Ezra. In the first six chapters, Ezra tells the story of Zerubbabel rebuilding the temple in 
Jerusalem. Ezra uses the Authorial Point of View or Omniscient Point of View. In chapters seven through ten, Ezra 
tells of his own work in Jerusalem, building up the Jewish people. In this section of the book, he is the main character. 
He again writes from an Authorial Point of View, for example: “This Ezra went up from Babylon, and he was a scribe 
skilled in the law of Moses, which the Lord God of Israel had given; and the king granted him all he requested 
because the hand of the Lord his God was upon him” (Ezra 7:6). Occasionally, Ezra shifts to a First Person Point of 
View, writing, for example: “Thus I was strengthened according to the hand of the Lord my God upon me, and I 
gathered leading men from Israel to go up with me” (Ezra 7:28). 

 Daniel makes similar changes of point of view in his book. In Daniel 1:8, he writes, “But Daniel made up his 
mind that he would not defile himself with the king’s choice food,” as if writing about someone else. Later he writes, 
“And I looked in the vision, and it came about while I was looking, that I was in the citadel of Susa, which is in the 
province of Elam; and I looked in the vision, and I myself was beside the Ulai Canal” (Daniel 8:2). 

 Luke does the same in the New Testament. In the early chapters of Acts, Luke writes of Christ, the twelve 
apostles, Paul, and Barnabas. He continues his account of Paul’s journeys in the sixteenth chapter, writing, “And he 
came also to Derbe and to Lystra” (Acts 16:1). Following Paul’s vision of a man in Macedonia appealing to him to 
come and help the people of his country, a shift in point of view occurs. Luke writes, “And when he had seen the 
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vision, immediately we sought to go into Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them” 
(Acts 16:10). Note Luke’s use of the second person plural pronouns “we” and “us.” Apparently, Luke joined Paul in 
his journeys at this point, requiring a shift in point of view. 

 Not all of the Bible is historical narrative. The Psalms are poetry, the lyrics of Jewish songs. Lamentations, as the 
title indicates, is a collection of five poems lamenting the destruction of Jerusalem and the Jewish temple by the 
Babylonians in 586 BC. Much of the New Testament is letters written by various apostles and early leaders to the first 
Christians. These are first person exhortations and teaching letters in which the author addresses his readers directly. 
Paul, for example, states in the opening of his Letter to the Romans, “I thank my God through Jesus Christ for you 
all. . .” (Romans 1:8). In this letter, Paul uses the personal pronoun “I” 118 times. In his First Letter to the 
Corinthians, he uses “I” 124 times.  

SPEAKER 

 Most books of the Bible have a single primary speaker, the narrator and author of the book. A surprisingly large 
amount of Scripture also includes direct quotation and dialogue. In the Bible, we find the words of Adam and Eve, 
Abraham and Sarah, Moses and Aaron, and scores of other people. We even read direct quotations from Satan. With 
this in mind, it is essential when interpreting Scripture to know who the speaker is. If God or one of His prophets is 
speaking, as is the case in most of the Bible, the text is trustworthy. If Satan, the “father of lies” (John 8:44), is the 
speaker, though recorded in the Bible, what Satan says is not necessarily true. We can know that he truly said it, but 
what he said is not necessarily true, indeed, it is highly likely that it is untrue. The same can be said of much of the 
content of the Book of Ecclesiastes. Much of it is the foolish ponderings of Solomon as he viewed life from a human 
perspective, viewing life from a man’s perspective “under the sun,” a term he uses twenty-nine times. “Vanity of 
vanities! All is vanity” (Ecclesiastes 1:2), Solomon decries in the opening words of his book. Much of what follows is 
just that—vanity, the empty philosophy of a foolish king. Much of the counsel of Job’s four friends is also suspect. In 
large part what they said was just plain wrong, as God points out in the latter chapters of the book. 

 Sometimes the speaker changes abruptly and without notice. One example is Daniel 4:34-37, where King 
Nebuchadnezzar finishes his own story and praises the Most High. Speaker changes are common in the Psalms. The 
six verses of Psalm 1 have a single speaker, the Psalmist who wrote them. The twelve verses of Psalm 2, on the other 
hand, have four speakers. 

Speaker PSALM 2 

The Psalmist 1 Why do the nations rebel? Why are the countries devising plots that will fail? 2 The 
kings of the earth form a united front; the rulers collaborate against the LORD and 
his anointed king. 3 They say,  

Rulers of the World “Let’s tear off the shackles they’ve put on us! Let’s free ourselves from their ropes!” 

The Psalmist 4 The one enthroned in heaven laughs in disgust; the Lord taunts them. 
5 Then he angrily speaks to them and terrifies them in his rage, saying, 

God 6 “I myself have installed my king on Zion, my holy hill.” 
The Psalmist 7 The king says,  

Christ the King “I will announce the LORD’S decree. He said to me:  

God ‘You are my son! This very day I have become your father! 
8 Ask me, and I will give you the nations as your inheritance, the ends of the earth as your 
personal property. 9 You will break them with an iron scepter; you will smash them like a 
potter’s jar!’“ 

The Psalmist 10 So now, you kings, do what is wise; you rulers of the earth, submit to correction! 
11 Serve the LORD in fear! Repent in terror! 
12 Give sincere homage! Otherwise he will be angry, and you will die because of your 
behavior, when his anger quickly ignites. How blessed are all who take shelter in him! 
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 When we interpret imprecatory Psalms, those passages in which David and others cry out to God to exact 
vengeance upon their enemies, we must also keep the speaker in view. Are we reading the words of God or the words 
of men recorded in the Word of God? Often it is the latter, David or another Jewish writer dishearten by tragedy and 
trial and speaking as a man speaks. For example, the Jewish exiles in Babylon express their grief in Psalm 137. How 
are we as Christians to interpret their words? Consider the first eight verses of this nine-verse psalm. 

By the rivers of Babylon we sit down and weep when we remember Zion. On the poplars in her 
midst we hang our harps, for there our captors ask us to compose songs; those who mock us 
demand that we be happy, saying: “Sing for us a song about Zion!” How can we sing a song to the 
Lord in a foreign land? If I forget you, O Jerusalem, may my right hand be crippled! May my tongue 
stick to the roof of my mouth, if I do not remember you, and do not give Jerusalem priority over 
whatever gives me the most joy. Remember, O Lord, what the Edomites did on the day Jerusalem 
fell. They said, “Tear it down, tear it down, right to its very foundation!” O daughter Babylon, soon 
to be devastated! (Psalm 137:1-8, NET). 

 The speakers are deeply troubled Jews, who, having been torn from their homeland, are now being mocked by 
their captors. They are exiles because of their waywardness and many sins, now possibly repentant, but nonetheless 
under the judgment of God in a foreign land. They cry out against the Edomites, who urged the Babylonians to totally 
destroy Jerusalem and its temple. They look to the day of God’s judgment upon their Babylonian captors: “O 
daughter of Babylon, soon to be devastated!” 

 With this in view, we must interpret Psalm 137 not as the words and sentiments of God, though they are 
recorded in the Word of God, but rather the words and sentiments of Jewish exiles. Yes, a writer guided by divine 
inspiration penned these words, even as all portions of Scripture. But as Moses’ recorded Satan’s words in Genesis 3 
and Solomon recorded his own vain reasonings in Ecclesiastes, so the writer of Psalm 137 recorded the words of the 
Jewish exiles. The psalm is an expression of the hearts of desperate and vengeful Jews, not God. Their psalm 
concludes with the most horrific imprecation in Scripture. They address it to the Babylonians, crying, “How blessed 
will be the one who repays you for what you dished out to us! How blessed will be the one who grabs your babies and 
smashes them on a rock!” (Psalm 137:9, NET). Their desire is horrific. As Christians, we cringe at these monstrous 
words. Yet, when we consider the context and the speaker, we understand them. These words express the true 
feelings of Jewish exiles experiencing the terrible consequences of their sins. Understanding this,  we interpret them 
accordingly. We do not condone or excuse their hatred. Neither do we attribute their sinful words to God. He is no 
more responsible for their wicked thoughts than he is for Satan’s lies in Genesis 3 or Solomon’s folly in the Book of 
Ecclesiastes. 

TONE 

 As you study the Scriptures, take note of the writer’s tone. Is it pleasant, affirming, upbeat, and encouraging? Is its 
it harsh, critical, corrective, and judgmental? Is the author instructing, informing, correcting, rebuking, training, or 
questioning? Asking such questions causes us to step back and look at the text as a whole. 

 Recognizing the tone helps us to interpret books such as Paul’s Letter to the Galatians. Read its opening verses. 
Then compare them to the opening verses of Paul’s letters to the Ephesians or to the Philippians. The contrast is 
telling. Paul is obviously very upset with the Galatians. His letter is a rebuke from start to finish, harsh in the opening 
verses and more instructive as the letter progresses, but deadly serious nevertheless throughout. 

 Look also for changes in tone as you read the Scriptures. For example, Paul signals one such shift in his First 
Letter to the Corinthians when he writes, “Now in giving the following instruction I do not praise you, . . .” (1 
Corinthians 11:17). This tells us that in the previous instruction he was giving praise. In the next instruction, a 
reprimand is to be expected. Such clues help us to interpret the text.  



Steps to Bible Knowledge © 2012 James G. McCarthy 22 

ELEMENTS 

 Some books of the Bible have a uniform structure throughout. For example, Genesis is a historical account of 
events spanning from God’s creation of the world to the deaths of Jacob and Joseph. Other books are comprised of 
different elements. Taking note of these helps us to interpret the text. For example, Paul’s New Testament letters are 
typically comprised of the following elements. 

Greetings—In the openings of his letters, Paul typically identifies himself as the author, greets his readers, and asks 
God to bless them. In closing his letters, Paul passes on greetings from others, greets individuals he knows among 
those receiving the letter, and asks God once again to bless his readers. 

Encouragement—Paul often begins his letters with a word of encouragement, seeking to build his readers up. He 
reminds them of their blessings and exalted position in Christ, recalls his prayers for them, and recounts their godly 
conduct. 

Worship—Paul frequently breaks into spontaneous praise and worship, addressing his writing directly to the Lord. 

General Instruction—Paul used his letters to present the doctrines of the Christian faith to his reader and to tutor 
them in righteous living. Much of the body of his letters is made up of such instruction. 

Corrective Instruction—Paul often addressed known problems, correcting bad behavior and false teaching. 
Sometimes he appears to be answering a question. Other times he is countering false teaching by emphasizing a truth 
that is being compromised. 

Apologetics—Much of Paul’s writing is a defense of true doctrine or right conduct. 

Historical Narrative—Paul often recounts his experiences that his readers might better understand his ministry for 
the Lord and draw lessons from it. 

Logistical Information—Paul includes in his letters information about his future plans, travel information, and 
instructions for his fellow workers. 

 To visualize the elements comprising a book, consider charting them in a table such as the one below. Begin by 
listings as many elements as the book contains in the left-hand column. Do not limit yourself to the elements listed 
above, but rather created titles for additional ones as needed. List the numbers of the verses across the top of the 
table. Then plot the elements in boxes associated with the verses in which they occur. 

 

 

Example of Charting a Book’s Elements—The Book of Jude 

Verse  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

Greetings ___ ___                        

Purpose Statement   ___ ___                      

Warning     ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___          

Exhortation                 ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___ ___   

Worship                        ___ ___ 
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ASSIGNMENT 

Answer the following questions about the book you are studying. 

1. Who is the book’s intended audience? 

2. From which point of view did the author write? Does it change? 

3. Who is the book’s speaker/speakers and what portion did he/they write? 

4. What is the book’s tone and are there any significant changes in tone? 

5. What elements make up the book? If there are several, plot them in a chart as in the example of the Book of Jude 
above. 
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Step 6 
 

Identify Topical Shifts, Transitions, and Sectional Breaks 

The goal of this step is to evaluate the book being studied from a literary perspective. The focus will be more on how 
the author said what he said than it will be on the content of what he said. We will be looking for themes, and shifts in 
topic, and transitional statements. Our goal will be to lay the groundwork for outlining the book in the next step. The 
question before us will be: How did the author organized his material?  Our perspective will be wide, viewing the book as a 
whole yet comprised of several parts.  

 Lay the scroll of the book you are studying before you on a long table or on the floor so that you can view the 
entire book at once. Then seek to identify the various sections of the book, marking each with a long horizontal line. 
As you do so, look for the following elements. 

PARAGRAPH BREAKS 

Good writing is comprised of groups of sentences organized into units called paragraphs. Each paragraph should have 
a topic sentence that states its thesis, that is, the point that it is making or proving. The other sentences in the 
paragraph should have this thesis as their focus. Each sentence should contribute to the paragraph’s thesis by 
explaining it, supporting it with additional information, and arguing its reasonableness. It is best to identify the 
paragraph breaks yourself. For this reason, avoid texts with titled paragraphs or outlines. If you want to benefit the 
most from this analysis, work from a text in which the paragraph breaks have been removed. Then read through the 
text and find the paragraph breaks yourself. In this way you will interact with the text far more deeply that if you work 
with a text that is already broken into paragraphs.  

WORD CLUSTERS 

The repetition of words is a good indication of a section’s focus, so when you see a word repeating in the text circle 
each occurrence. For example, when studying the Book of Hebrews you might notice the word “covenant” occurring 
an unusual number of times, starting in chapter seven. Scanning the book, you find twenty-one occurrences. A Bible 
concordance or Bible software with a search feature can greatly speed up this process. You notice that all but five 
occurrences are clustered in chapters eight and nine. This indicates that the theme of those chapters has something to 
do with the concept of covenant. A second look reveals that the writer of Hebrews speaks of a “first covenant” 
(Hebrews 8:7; 9:1; 9:15; 9:18); “a new covenant” (Hebrews 8:8; 8:13, 9:15; 12:24); and “a better covenant” (Hebrews 
7:22; 8:6). This tells you that two or more covenants are in view and are being compared. A search on the word 
“better” reveals that the word occurs thirteen times in Hebrews, another indication of the focus of the book. 
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TRANSITIONAL STATEMENTS 

Modern authors sometimes explain how their material is structured before presenting it so that readers can follow 
along more easily. For example, an author might write, “There are five reasons why I believe the Bible is inspired. The 
first is that. . . .” We immediately know where this author is headed, that he is about to state his first reason, and that 
four more will follow. More often authors use transitional statements to signal topic changes, sectional breaks, and the 
structure of their writing. After stating one reason for why we know the Bible is inspired, an author might write, 
“Additionally, we know that the Bible is inspired because. . . .” In this way he tells the reader that he is moving on to 
his second point. 

 Biblical authors similarly use transitional statements to structure their material. In his first letter to the 
Corinthians, Paul clarifies several areas in which the Christians in Corinth were confused. Five times he uses the 
formula “Now concerning . . .” to signal topic changes: “Now concerning things about which you wrote, . . .” (1 
Corinthians 7:1); “Now concerning virgins. . .” (1 Corinthians 7:25); “Now concerning things sacrificed to idols, . . .” 
(1 Corinthians 8:1); “Now concerning spiritual gifts, . . .” (1 Corinthians 12:1); “Now concerning the collection for the 
saints. . .” (1 Corinthians 16:1). Many more times in 1 Corinthians, Paul simple uses, “Now. . . .” He frequently 
concludes a list of instructions, writing, “Finally, . . .” (2 Corinthians 13:11; Ephesians 6:10; Philippians 3:1; 4:8; 1 
Thessalonians 4:1; 2 Thessalonians 3:1). This signals that he is finishing one topic and will soon start the next. Peter 
uses a similar device to signal the end of a list of exhortations, writing, “To sum up, let all be. . .” (1 Peter 3:8). 
Solomon signals the end of the Book of Ecclesiastes, writing, “The conclusion, when all has been heard, is. . . “ 
(Ecclesiastes 12:13). As we read the Scriptures, we should look for such transitional statements and mark them for 
later use. They are the keys to finding the author’s outline. 

STRONG DECLARATIVE STATEMENTS 

Sometimes biblical authors mark the beginning of a new section with a strong declarative statement. “I am amazed 
that you are so quickly deserting Him who called you by the grace of Christ for a different gospel” (Galatians 1:6), 
Paul writes, transitioning from his salutation into the first point of his rebuke of the Christians in Galatia. “For am I 
now seeking the favor of men, or of God?” (Galatians 1:10) he asks, transitioning into his second point. “You foolish 
Galatians, who has bewitched you . . . ?” (Galatians 3:1), he asks, introducing a third point. 

COMMANDS 

Commands or imperatives are also sometimes an indication of a topic shift. In Paul’s Second Letter to Timothy, there 
are more than thirty commands, a large number for a book of only eighty-three verses. These can serve as an outline 
to the book, which is primarily an exhortation from Paul to his beloved disciple Timothy. 

DIRECT ADDRESS OF THE READER 

Direct address is when a speaker directly addresses another person or thing. When the writer addresses the reader, it 
usually signals that something especially important is being stated. James does this seventeen times in his letter of 108 
verses. It may be the key to the structure of the book. 

THE STRUCTURE OF SIMILAR BIBLICAL BOOKS 

When trying to detect the structure of a book, it is helpful to keep in mind that similar biblical books tend to have 
similar structures. Books of the Bible recording historical narrative generally recount events in chronological order. 
The structure of these books tends to parallel the major events in the book. For example, the outline of 1 Kings and 2 
Kings basically follows the lives of the kings of Judah and Israel recorded in them. The twelve books of the Minor 
Prophets tend to follow the structure of rebuke and judgment followed by hope and future blessing. The four gospels 
trace the life of Jesus. Matthew, Mark, and Luke are closely related and have basically the same outline. Paul’s letters 
typically are comprised of a salutation, an update on his status, doctrinal teaching, practical training in righteousness, 
closing remarks in which he tells of his future ministry plans, and some final greetings. Being aware of these 
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similarities makes it easer to spot common structural elements. 

 

ASSIGNMENT 

Working with the scroll of the book you are studying, analyze the text, looking for the structure of the book. Mark 
topic changes, transitions, and sectional breaks. Annotate the text to preserve insights into the flow of the argument, 
clusters of repeated words, direct address, and other features that may indicate the structure of the book. Remember, 
your goal is find the structure of the book so as to discover the author’s outline. You will be using this information in 
the next step. 
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Step 7 

Make a Provisional Outline 

This lesson will show you how to outline a book of the Bible. This is one of the most important steps for grasping a 
book’s meaning, for an outline shows the structure of a book, displaying the major and minor points of the book in 
an organized way. 

There are six steps to finding a book’s outline. As you study them, refer to the example on of the Book of Galatians 
on the two pages that follow. 

Step 1—List the Paragraphs 

Down the left-hand margin of a piece of paper, list the references for each of the book’s paragraphs. You can use the 
paragraph breakdowns in your Bible or generate your own. Each paragraph should contain a single theme and thesis. 

Step 2—Title the Paragraphs 

To the right of the paragraph Scripture references, write a title for each paragraph. It should express the paragraph’s 
main point. Try to summarize it in three to six words. You can use more words if necessary, but the fewer the better. 
The title should be descriptive of the entire paragraph, not just part of it. Often it is stated for you in the paragraph’s 
topic sentence, which is typically the paragraph’s opening sentence. When possible, try to incorporate words from the 
text into your title. It is also good, when you can, to coordinate your titles, so that each title has a similar style. Clarity, 
however, is more important here than literary flare. 

If you cannot find a single title that can encompass the entire paragraph, it is likely that your paragraph is actually two 
or more paragraphs. Divide it accordingly and write titles for each new paragraph.  

Step 3—Group Similar Paragraphs 

To the right of your paragraph titles, draw a bracket to connect paragraphs that have similar themes. For example, if 
the first three paragraphs speak about marriage and the next three paragraphs speak about child raising, you would 
have two brackets, each of three paragraphs. When grouping paragraphs, you can only bracket paragraphs that are in 
consecutive order. You cannot bracket paragraphs that are separated by other paragraphs. 
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Example 

Paul’s Letter to the Galatians 

 
 
Theme: Justification by Faith 
 
Purpose: To counteract Judaistic teaching which had come into the churches of Galatia 
 
I. Salutation 1:1-5 
II. Galatians Rebuked for Gospel Defection 1:6-9 
III. Paul’s Gospel is from Jesus Christ not Men 1:10-2:10 
 A. stated 1:10-12 
 B. proved from Paul’s personal history 1:13-2:10 
  1. prior to conversion: a zealous Jew 1:13-14 
  2. conversion to year 3: no apostolic contact 1:15-17 
  3. years 3 to 14: brief contact with Cephas and James 1:18-24 
  4. year 14: the apostles consulted 2:1-10 
IV. Justification by Faith not Law 2:11-5:25 
 A. hypocrisy rebuked 2:11-3:5 
  1. Cephas rebuked for Judaistic behavior 2:11-21 
  2. Galatians rebuked 3:1-5 
   a. who bewitched you? 3:1 
   b. remember your start 3:2-5 
 B. the blessings of Abraham are by faith 3:6-18 
  1. those of faith are blessed with Abraham 3:6-9 
  2. those of the Law are cursed 3:10-14 
  3. Abraham’s inheritance is based on promise not law 3:15-18 
 C. the purpose of the Law: to keep in custody 3:19-24 
  1. added temporarily because of transgressions 3:19-20 
  2. not contrary to the promises 3:21-22 
  3. to keep in custody as a tutor 3:23-24 
 D. the result of the redemption: set free from the Law 3:25-5:25 
  1. set free as sons and heirs 3:25-4:7 
  2. Galatians admonished 4:8-20 
  3. reasoned by allegory: Hagar and Sarah 4:21-31 
  4. do not go back to slavery 5:1-6 
  5. who hindered you? 5:7-12 
  6. free to serve not sin 5:13-15 
  7. those led by the Spirit are free from the Law 5:16-25 
V. Judaizers and Their Ways Exposed 5:26-6:17 
 A. avoid pride 5:26-6:3 
 B. boast in your own work 6:4-10 
 C. the letter validated by Paul 6:11 
 D. motives of the Judaizers exposed 6:12-16 
 E. final warning 6:17 
VI. Benediction 6:18  
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Step 4—Title Your Bracketed Paragraphs 

As you titled each paragraph, now title each set of bracketed paragraphs. Once again, the title should summarize the 
common theme of the paragraphs enclosed in the bracket. If it contains four paragraphs, you must come up with a 
title that is general enough to summarize the paragraph titles of all four. For example, if you bracketed three 
paragraphs on marriage and titled them How to Have a Happy Marriage and three paragraphs on raising children that you 
titled How to Have Happy Children, you might title your bracket around these two titles as How to Have a Happy Family. 

Step 5—Group Your Groups 

Next, try to bracket your bracketed paragraph titles. For example, you might find that How to Have a Happy Family is 
preceded by a bracket titled How to Have a Happy Church and followed by a bracket titled How to Have a Happy 
Workplace. You could put a bracket around these three and title it How to Have a Happy Life. The process is seldom this 
easy, but if the book is well organized the structure should become apparent as you continue to bracket the titles of 
your brackets and then bracket these until you can do so no further. Expect your titles to become more general as 
they encompass an increasingly broader range of subject. 

Step 6—Put Your Outline in Standard Form 

By the time step 5 is completed, the book’s outline will be apparent, even if you do not recognize it as so. The titles of 
your final set of brackets are the book’s main points. The titles bracketed by these are the book’s first level of sub-
points, and so on. 

To put the book’s outline in the standard form, assign numbers and letters to each of your titles. Main division titles, 
your outer most bracket titles, should be assigned Roman numerals. Titles one level below these should be given 
capital letters. The third level receives lowercase letters. Usually these are all followed by a period. 

 

I. Main Divisions: Roman Numerals with Period 

 A. First Level: Capital Letters with Period 

   1. Second Level: Numbers with Period 

    a. Third Level: Lowercase Letters with Period 

     (1) Fourth Level: Numbers in parentheses 

      (a) Fifth Level: Lowercase Letters in parentheses 

        1. repeat the pattern, alternating numbers and letters 

  

Refer to the worksheet demonstrating the outlining of the Book of Galatians on the previous page to see how this is 
done. 

 

 

 

 

ASSIGNMENT 

Apply the six steps to finding a book’s outline to the book you are studying. Make a provisional outline of the book, 
placing it in the standard form. 
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Step 8 

State a Provisional Theme and Purpose 

THEME 

The theme of a book answers the question: What is this book about? It is the main topic, the unifying idea running 
throughout the book. It is best stated in one to three words. It need not be a complete sentence. For example, if we 
were to treat 1 Corinthians 13 as a book, rather than a chapter, we could state the theme as love. From beginning to 
end, the chapter is about love. 

 A good way to find a book’s theme is to analyze its outline. What is it about? To generate the outline, you titled the 
book’s paragraphs, grouped them by similar topics, and grouped your groups. You stopped grouping when you could 
group them no further. Return now to your outline and see if you can group all of your titles under a single word or 
statement. Make it broad enough to encompass all your major divisions. This final, all-encompassing statement is the 
book’s theme. In the example of the Book of Galatians on a previous page it was stated as “Justification by Faith.” 
This captures well the emphasis of the book. 

PURPOSE 

The purpose of a book answers the question: What did the author hope to accomplish by writing this book? In other words, 
what was his objective? Sometimes the author states his purpose for you. Look for comments such as, “I have written 
to you in order that. . . .” or, “My purpose in writings is that. . . .” If you find such a statement in a book, simply write 
it down and state the reference. You have the book’s purpose on the authority of the author. 

 Usually finding a book’s purpose is more difficult. You will need to analyze the book and determine where it is 
heading and what the author is hoping to accomplish. Here again your outline is a valuable resource. You know the 
book’s theme and the major points that the author makes. From these you should be able to deduce the author’s 
purpose in writing. Paul’s purpose in writing his letter to the Galatians was: “To counteract Judaistic teaching which 
had come into the churches of Galatia.” We might state the purpose of 1 Corinthians 13 (knowing the context from 
the rest of the book), “To establish love as an essential element in the proper exercise of all spiritual gifts.” 

 

 

ASSIGNMENT 

State a provisional theme and purpose for the book you are studying. Place these at the top of your provisional 
outline. 

 


