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Introduction 
Regardless of whether you are using pre-prepared Bible Studies or are producing a Bible Study from scratch, 
there are four fundamental stages of preparation for Bible Study Leaders. 

• Stage 1 = PRAY to ask God to impart understanding (READ: 1 Corinthians 2:6-13) 
• Stage 2 = Determine what the Bible text 'SAYS’ (declares, states, articulates) 
• Stage 3 = Determine what the Bible text ‘MEANS’ (interpretation, explaining) 
• Stage 4 = Determine how to ‘APPLY’ the interpretation of the Biblical text 

  

!  

QUICK RECAP from earlier training 
The key to considering what the text says is to read it closely. Most of our tools and ideas were helping us to do 
this with care. 
  
Picture a detective, or a doctor, or a motor vehicle mechanic. Collecting as much data as possible, seeking not to 
overlook important details, looking for the unexpected, but not failing to see the obvious. 

1. PUT IT IN CONTEXT 
• Put the passage in its context – of the book, genre, cultural context, Bible 

2. DO THE DETECTIVE 
• Ask a bunch of questions about who, where, when,  how it is argued or described or presented. 

3. GET INTO THE GRAMMAR 
• Look for repetition of words and ideas, consider the different types of communication – questions, 

commands, encouragement, warnings, prayers, stories, illustrations. 
4. LOOK AT THE LOGIC 

• Think cause and effect, linking words (therefore, but, for, now, then, after, if… then…, since, while, 
however, in order that), comparisons and contrasts. 

5. QUIZ IT WITH QUESTIONS 
o What don’t I understand? What is surprising? What background might my group need to know? 

What questions might my group have? What other passages come to bear on this topic/theme/
idea? 
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But What does it MEAN? 
THEN AND NOW 
As we try to understand what a text means, there are two points of reference that we need to consider.  

• 1 – What did the author mean for their original audience? 
• 2 – What does this mean for us today? 

The importance in identifying the difference in 
these steps is that if we jump step one and go 
straight to step two we are more likely to import 
our own meaning and address our own felt-needs 
or hobby horses, rather than hearing the message 
the author was conveying. A key conviction of 
interpreting the Bible as God’s word is that He 
speaks to us through this written word as a 
written word – written by human hands in a 
human context with a message that is relevant to 
all people in all cultures and times since. He 
remains the authoritative author and we look for 
His meaning, not inventing meaning according to 
our own preference. A quick and easy way to 
remember this is the phrase ‘to them for us’ as it 
helps us remember to firstly focus on the 
meaning to the original hearers before 
considering it for us today. 

In all this, we read scripture as Christians, reading 
it in light of Christ – or to use another image, 
through the lens of Christ. We read in the 
conviction that all the Bible points to Jesus, just 
as we see him unpacking on the road to Emmaus 
‘…beginning with Moses and all the Prophets, he 
explained to them what was said in all the 
Scriptures concerning himself’ (Luke 24:27) and 
reiterated again to them ‘This is what I told you while I was still with you: Everything must be fulfilled that is 
written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms.’ (Luke 24:44). 

Whenever we do the stage of INTERPRETATION we are 
assuming some things that may not be immediately 
obvious: 
• We bring our own presuppositions into interpretation 
• The primary meaning of a text is found in its meaning 

for its original hearers; i.e. its literal meaning is to be 
found in its historical, cultural and literary context 

• Our primary focus is the text, which has priority over 
the interpreter. We must allow the text to address us 
and modify or reshape our presuppositions and us. 

• The Bible is not simply written to an ancient audience, 
but also to us; we should therefore EXPECT the text to 
speak into our contemporary situation. 

• The READER is not a passive observer of the text – 
rather he/she actively participates in understanding 
the text. 

• The READER does NOT determine / create the 
meaning of the text; there are enough markers within 
the text and contexts to direct us to an objective 
interpretation. 
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LOCATION, LOCATION, LOCATION 
In all of this it is important to keep an eye on the passage in the wider Biblical context. 

1 - Consider how the GENRE might shape how we understand the passage 

First, pay attention to the GENRE of the passage. ‘C.S Lewis wrote ‘the first qualification for judging any piece of 
workmanship from a corkscrew to a cathedral is to know what it is – what it was intended to do and how it is meant 
to be used.’ We tend to try and read a lot of the Bible like we read a text book, or at least like we might read one 
of the epistles (letters). But poetry / psalms isn’t / aren’t a letter. It doesn’t just convey information because it’s 
meant to engage the emotions. The historical narratives are not going to tell a story in the same way prophetic 
visions do. Each genre is identified by its distinct literary features that can be very helpful in guiding our 
interpretation:  1

• Apocalyptic — Images of God, judgment, hope and spiritual reality 
• Epistle — arguments and relationships 
• Gospel — Jesus and his identity, priorities, death and resurrection 
• History — Origin and progression of God’s people 
• Law — Requirements for living in relation to God, in certain time periods 
• Narrative — Plot and characterisation 
• Parable — Metaphor and simile 
• Poetry — Emotional response and the object that invoked the emotion 
• Prophecy / Revelation — What God intends to do and why 
• Prayer — God’s people communicating with Him 
• Sermon — Proving, explaining or exhorting 
• Wisdom — How to live well in the world 

2 - Look at the Big Picture of the Bible 

Second, in considering the context of the passage, consider the progressive sweep of BIBLICAL THEOLOGY – the 
story of God’s saving work in the world from Genesis all the way through to Revelation. Where the passage sits 
in this plot line will influence how it should be understood. For example, OT passages regarding the promised 
land are seen in fresh perspective in the light of the NT. Some of the questions you may want to ask of the text 
are: 

• How does this passage fit with the whole of the Bible up to now? 
o Is this passage quoted elsewhere in the Bible or does it quote another passage? 
o What major Biblical themes are dealt with in this passage and how do they fit into the wider 

context of the Bible? 
o Does the passage contain fulfilment of promises (from the Bible books before it) or raise 

promises that look forward to their future fulfilment? 
 

Vaughan Roberts God’s Big Picture p167 
Adapted from Graeme Goldsworthy The Goldsworthy Trilogy p36 

 These classifications of genre come from the book ‘Leading Better Bible Studies – Essential Skills for Effective 1

Small Groups’ written by Karen and Rod Morris (on page 56); however more comprehensive genre lists that are 
accompanied with their respective literary features can be found in ‘Introduction to Biblical Interpretation’, Klein, 
Blomberg, Hubbard or ‘The Hermeneutical Spiral’, by Grant Osborne.
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• How does this passage fit into the purposes of God in Jesus Christ (Remember to look forward in the 
Bible because the Bible has a purpose, a direction and a conclusion)?  

o Does the passage contain promises that are fulfilled later (in Christ)? 
o Where does the passage fit into God’s saving work in history? 
o What does the passage say about who Jesus is and the purpose of His coming? 
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3 – Remember the harmony of Scripture that has one divine author  

Consider also the breadth of SYSTEMATIC THEOLOGY – God is consistent in His character and His will for 
human living. So no passage of scripture can be interpreted in a way that contradicts the wider testimony of 
scripture. Therefore, when we come to a passage that includes a comment on slavery, for example, it needs to 
be understood in the breadth of what the Bible teaches about a range of topics: human dignity; love for 
neighbours; respect for authority; human governance; justice; not to mention the promise of ultimate justice 
and restoration in the new creation. 

Two questions might be useful to bear in mind: 

• How does the context of this passage help me see its meaning more clearly? (Think context of the book, 
biblical theology, and particularly the cross)  

• How does the GOSPEL framework help me in understanding this passage? (Consider the key themes of 
a gospel outline: creation, fall and sin, judgement, the cross, forgiveness, Christ’s present rule and the 
gift of the Spirit, Christ’s future return and the final judgement and renewal of all things) 

With all that said, you might feel like there is so much material in a few short verses that it is hard to know 
where to start with your group!  

CUT TO THE CHASE 

The passage may make many points and touch on many truths. In considering what the text means, however, 
we need to try to consider what the primary goal of the author appears to have been. Fortunately, we will often 
find that a writer focuses on a main idea or subject, and the other topics mentioned are directed to this central 
truth. It is a valuable exercise to seek to determine this central truth. This will help keep your focus on the core 
of the passage as you prepare your study. It will also help you weigh the relative costs and benefits of some of 
the tangents that come along the way in the group. Some things that initially seem to be distracting may 
actually help highlight this central truth, while others are easily seen to be less helpful.  

Key questions to ask about Central and Supporting Truths 
• What is the main point of the passage? This can be described as the CENTRAL TRUTH. Your central 

truth for an OT passage will be affected by your discoveries of how it testifies to Jesus. 
• How does the writer establish this main point? These are the SUPPORTING TRUTHS. These may be 

helpful to highlight along the way to assist in recognising and understanding the central truth. Identify 
one or two that are most important in understanding the central truth. 

All of your Observation and Interpretation efforts lead up to the final two steps:  
▪ Summarise the CENTRAL IDEA in one sentence: At the end of the study, I want the group to understand… 
▪ Ask yourself: in the wider context of the Bible, what is this passage designed to do? At the end of the 

study, I want the group to change… 

This naturally leads into our final seminar where we will consider how to apply a passage and package a study 
that helps avoid the ‘tag on’ application that leaves us with no time to consider how God is changing us by his 
word. 
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Exercise: 
1 John 5:1-5 

Use each step to consider ‘What is the central truth/big idea?’ 

PRAY 

Task 1 – What does it say? Read it closely (in this case we’ll seek to be pretty concise about this for today) 

Task 2 – What does it mean? Read it in context (in this case, follow through key themes, ideas, words from the 
letter) 

Task 3 – consider the Biblical Theology 

Task 4 – consider the Systematic Theology using the framework of the gospel 

Summarise the CENTRAL IDEA in one sentence: At the end of the study, I want the group to understand… 

Ask yourself: in the wider context of the Bible, what is this passage designed to do? At the end of the study, I 
want the group to change… 
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Useful Books and Resources 

BOOKS 

Karen and Rod Morris, ‘Leading Better Bible Studies – Essential Skills for Effective Small Groups’, Sydney: Aquila 
Press, 2008  

William W. Klein, Craig L. Blomberg, Robert L. Hubbard Jr., ‘Introduction to Biblical Interpretation’, Nashville: 
Thomas Nelson, 2004  

Grant Osborne, ‘The Hermeneutical Spiral’, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2006 

Andrew Reid, ‘Postcard from Palestine’, Sydney: Matthias Media, 1997 (available as a PDF eBook for $5 from 
matthiasmedia.com.au)  

Colin Marshall, ‘Growth Groups: A Training Course in How to Lead Small Groups’, Sydney: Matthias Media, 1995 

John Mallison, ‘Building Small Groups in the Christian Community’, West Ryde, Sydney: Renewal Publications, 1980 

John Mallison, ‘Creative Ideas for Small Groups in the Christian Community’, West Ryde, Sydney: Renewal 
Publications, 1980 

James Sire, ‘How to Read Slowly: Reading for Comprehension’. Second edition. Downer’s Grove: 
InterVarsity, 1978. Now available in a reprint by Waterbrook 

James Sire, ‘The Universe Next Door: A Guide Book to World Views’. Second edition, Updated and 
Expanded. Leicester: InterVarsity, 1988 

D. Brent Sandy and Ronald L. Giese, ‘Cracking Old Testament Codes: A Guide to Interpreting the 
Literary Genres of the Old Testament’. Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 1995 

Scot McKnight, ‘Introducing New Testament Interpretation’. GNTE. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1989 

OTHER RESOURCES 

Online Bibles and Bible Study: 
Bible Gateway  https://www.biblegateway.com  
Bible.org - https://bible.org 

http://matthiasmedia.com.au/
https://www.biblegateway.com
https://bible.org

