Ten steps to understanding a Bible passage

by: Nick Hawkes, Oct 2002

"Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the Word of Truth."   (2 Tim 2:15)

Step 1) Pray, asking God to show you the meaning of the passage you are about to study (Ps 119:18).

Step 2) Read the passage and ponder it.   Ponder what it is that immediately impacts you from the passage.   Don't be in too much of a hurry to get academic.   Allow the passage to speak to you.

Step 3) Do some research to uncover what the historical context was that gave rise to the passage.   Who wrote it and what was going on that might help people understand why it was written?   (Understanding the context of a Bible passage will prevent you from applying the principles of a Bible passage to situations the original author never intended.)

Step 4) What was being written about immediately before and after the passage you are studying?   Is there a reason this passage exists at this point in the text?   Understand its literary context.

Step 5) Divide the passage up into its natural segments and go through each segment of the passage with steps 6,7,8 and 9.

Step 6) Define what sort of writing occurs in each section of passage you are looking at.   For example, is it:

· exhortation (encouragement) 

· teaching

· story

· dialogue (the words of someone [not always a godly person])

· prophecy (speaking God's word to his people)

· analogy (imagery used to illustrate a theological truth)

· apocalyptic (exhortation couched in the form of prophecy about the future written with rich symbolism)

· prayer

· praise

· historical account

· fictional story set in an historic setting to teach a theological truth

· parable (a story to illustrate a truth)

Step 7) What literary features give the passage it character and impact?

Step 8) Uncover the meaning of any difficult words, phrases or imagery used.

Step 9) Ask, "What does the passage teach?"   Remember, the meaning you attach to any one piece of Scripture should take into account the general principles that can be distilled from all of Scripture.   This will prevent you from being unbalanced in your understanding.

Step 10) Ask, "How will you apply the principles of what you have learnt to your life?"

Please don't let these 10 steps become a tyrannous legalistic rule you must follow.   Rather, let them become a discipline you learn to do naturally, almost unconsciously.   The primary concern is to allow God to speak us through Scripture and to apply God's scriptural principles today with integrity.

Disciplines involved in a more academic form of exegesis:

Textural criticism

Is the text what was originally written?   Are their alternative translations of any phrases?   Are the meanings of any of the words disputed?   What should be considered the beginning and end (boundaries) of this particular piece of Scripture?

Form criticism

What type (form) of writing is this?   Is it poetry, teaching, interpreted history, apocalyptic literature, etc.?   Also, are their any literary features being employed in the passage, e.g. chiasma (words linked together in a crossover “X” type of pattern)?

Redaction criticism

Does the text show evidence of having been reworked (redacted) by a later author in the light of new understandings.   (This is not uncommon, particularly in the Old Testament.)   How does this help inform your understanding of the passage?

Historical criticism

What can be considered historical fact concerning the passage?

Context

What is the historical, literary and theological context of the passage?

Verse by verse analysis of the teaching

Caution:

1. Scholarly analysis is to be applauded.   However, the danger is that a scholar can be so focused on “criticisms” that exegesis transmutes into a scholar standing over Scripture judging it (or criticising it) rather than standing under scripture allowing Scripture to judge the scholar.

2. Scriptural exegesis should never be an entirely academic discipline.   Some things can only be learnt with a submissive, open heart towards God which allows the Holy Spirit to apply scriptural teaching to the heart.

3. Beware of being so keen to read between the lines of Scripture that you forget to take note of the lines!

The necessary steps to take in order to understand 

the Bible's teaching about a subject

Understanding these steps will be necessary if you are going to do some “topical” teaching, i.e. teaching on a topic rather than teaching on a specific passage of Scripture.

1) List the main passages in Scripture that teach on the subject.   Read them and linger amongst them.

2) Pray for wisdom and understanding.

3) Are there consistent truths that become apparent?

4) Are some verses inconsistent with the main bulk of the teaching?

5) Can these differences be resolved?   Are these verses inconsistent:

· because they are adding an important qualification to the teaching?

· because they reflect a cultural situation of the time which may not be applicable today?

· because they are a form of literature which is not strict teaching, e.g. they are poetry, allegory, or the sayings of someone who does not speak all of God's truth, e.g. Job's comforters.

· because they reflect an earlier incomplete understanding of people who had yet to receive the full revelation of God, e.g. Ex 21:24 compared with Mt 5:38-39?

6) What was Jesus' attitude?   Is there a record of Jesus giving his definitive teaching on the issue?

7) Note: If Scripture remains vague or inconsistent on an issue, it is generally wise not to be dogmatic about it.

8) Check that your conclusions concerning the Biblical teaching about a subject are consistent with the rest of Scripture.   In other words, let Scripture interpret Scripture.

