
How To Study The Bible
The Bible consists of 66 books, written by over 40 different authors, in three different languages, on three different continents, over a period of 1500 years.  Despite its diversity of time, geography, authorship and language, The Bible tells an amazing cohesive story with one main character-the Person of Jesus Christ.  

The 66 Books are contained in two Testaments-The Old (or Older) Testament, which contains 39 books, and the New Testament, which contains 27 books.  Here’s a simple way to remember these-three letters in the word “Old.”  Nine letters in the word “Testament.” Three and Nine are 39.  Then for the New Testament.  Three letters in the word “new,” and nine letters in the word “Testament,” 3 times 9 is 27. 

The Old Testament books are grouped as follows: The Torah or Pentateuch is the first five books (Genesis to Dueteronomy).  Then you come across the books of History (Joshua to Esther).  The Books of Poetry (Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Song of Solomon, Ecclesiastes and Lamentations) come next. Then finally, the Books of Prophecy (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel are the Major prophets, and Hosea to Malachi are known as the Minor prophets.)
The New Testament books are grouped as follows: The Four Gospels are the four Biographies of Jesus’ life (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John). The Book of Acts is a historical account written by Luke, documenting the birth and early growth of the Church.  The Pauline Epistles are the Apostle Paul’s letters written to various churches in different cities (e.g. Romans was sent to the church in Rome) and individuals (e.g. Timothy), and they include all the books from Romans to Philemon.  The General Epistles include Hebrews, James, Peter’s two letters, Jude’s little letter, and John’s three letters, along with His Apocalypse , or Book of Revelation.

The longest Chapter in the Bible is Psalm 119, and the entire chapter is a testament to the wonder of the Scriptures. Verse 97 says, “O how I love your Law.  It is my meditation all the day.”  Verse 67 demonstrates how much the Psalmist loves the Word.  It says, “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I keep your Word.”  Similarly, verse 71 says, “It is good for me that I have been afflicted, that I may learn your statutes.” 

Elsewhere in the Psalms we see how precious the Scriptures are to those who love the Lord.  Psalm 1 says the Blessed man delights in the Law of the Lord. Joshua 1:8 says, “Do not let this book of the Law depart from your mouth.  Meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do everything written in it.  Then you will be prosperous and successful.”  Psalm 19 says the Scriptures are sweeter than honey and the honeycomb.
How To Study the Bible

James 1:21-25 is a comprehensive approach to studying the Bible and contains some very helpful principles for Bible study.

The Attitude for Bible Study. 

V21 says “Therefore lay aside all filthiness and overflow of wickedness and receive with meekness the implanted word.”  The proper attitude for studying the Bible is a receptive heart, and a teachable spirit.  Jesus makes the same point in the parable of the soils.  When the sower sows the seed of the gospel and Biblical truth, it is the condition of the heart, rather than the nature of the sower, or the style in which he sows the seed, that is the primary issue in whether the seed takes root and grows and produces a crop. A quarrelsome, argumentative, cynical attitude will not reap much benefit in the process of Bible Study.  So when you come to study the Bible, begin with prayer, asking the Lord to open your heart and your understanding, than you might have eyes to see and ears to hear, what the Spirit wants to say to you through the Scriptures. 
The Power of Bible Study
James calls the Scriptures the “implanted Word.”  This demonstrates how important the Word is.  It’s not simply for head knowledge.  It is designed to penetrate deep into your life, like a heart transplant.  Jeremiah likens the Scripture to fire.  That means it penetrates, and burns through everything in its path.  The Scriptures burn into the heart and life of those who receive it appropriately.  In Luke 24, Jesus does a Bible study on the Road to Emmaus with a couple of disciples.  Later they said, “When He talked with us, did not our hearts burn within us when he opened the Scriptures to us?” (Luke 24:32). That’s the power of Bible Study.  
The Influence of Bible Study

James goes on to say, that the implanted word “is able to save your souls.” In Psalm 19:7, King David said the same thing when he said, “The law of the Lord is perfect, converting the soul.”  The Scriptures are the most powerful and influential tool for transforming a person’s life.  Jesus said, “You will know the truth and the truth will set you free.”  Newspapers provide you with news.  Magazines provide you with background information behind the news.  Novels provide you with entertaining stories.  But God’s Word transforms lives. 
The Purpose of Bible Study

James says in verse 22, “But be doers of the Word, and not hearers only.”  The purpose of Bible study is to produce obedience. The goal of every Bible Study is to produce repentance in some area of your life.  Someone said, “Bible Study without obedience is abortion.”  David said, in Psalm 119:9,11, “How can a young man keep his way pure?  By living according to your Word...  I have hidden your Word in my heart, that I might not sin against you.”  James illustrates this point with a simple domestic picture.  When you get up in the morning and stumble into the bathroom, you look in the mirror to survey the damage from a night’s sleep.  Then you grab a brush or a face cloth and begin the work to repair the damage. It would be silly to look in the mirror, see the work that needs to be done, and then walk away without fixing what needs to be fixed. That’s what James means when he says, “If anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man observing his natural face in a mirror, for he observes himself, goes away, and immediately forgets what kind of man he was.” (1:23,24).  James gives a couple of practical examples of the sort of change that should occur when you study the Scriptures.  The first has to do with changed language, when he says “If anyone among you thinks he is religious and does not bridle his tongue but deceives his own heart, this one’s religion is useless.”(v.26).   The second has to do with loving those less fortunate.  “Pure and undefiled religion before God and the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their trouble...” (v.27). 

The Beauty of Bible Study

James uses a number of words to describe the Scriptures in verse 25.  He says first that it is Perfect.  It is impossible to improve on the Scriptures.  Then he goes on to call it the Law of Liberty.  That means the Word of God liberates and sets people free. Then finally he says the person who studies the Word will be blessed in what he does.  What precious beauty.

The R.U.L.s of Bible Study

James, in v25, provides a brilliant and simple plan for studying the Bible.  There are three simple rules, easily remembered by using the acronym R.U.L.  these are the R.U.L.s of Bible study.
Rule #1.-Read the text.

That’s the R of R.U.L.s. James says, “But he who looks into the perfect law of liberty...”  The greek word for “looks into,” can also mean “looks carefully,” or “looks  intently at.”  In other words, you have to read the passage.  But James goes on to describe how the passage is to be read. He says it needs to be read:

1. Carefully.  That’s the idea of looking intently at, or carefully into.  You read the passage slowly, like a CSI forensic detective at a crime scene meticulously looking at every detail in the scene.  Overlooking nothing, understanding that nothing is insignificant, and that something very significant could be buried in the smallest of details.  Psalm 1 says, “Blessed is the man who “meditates on the Law day and night.  To meditate is to reflect on, and chew over, the way a cow chews the cud. 
2. Respectfully.  James calls the scriptures the “Perfect Law.”  They are without error, or mistake.  They are infallible, and are worthy of being approached and handled with the upmost of care and respect.  Muslims keep their Koran on the highest shelf in their home, and will never set a Koran on the floor.  How much more should we honour the Holy Scriptures?

3. Expectantly.  James says the Scriptures liberate.  They set people free.  Therefore they should be read with expectation.  They are supernatural in their nature, and they are a fire that penetrates, and so we should read them with an expectation that they will produce this liberty in our hearts. 
4. Consistently.  James goes on, “and continues in it.” That means he will read it on a regular basis.  He won’t read in fits and starts.  The idea here is that it will be a consistent daily routine.  The word also infers that you will read the passage more than once.  You will read it repeatedly.  You will get much more out of a passage if you read it ten times over, than if you read it just once.        
5. Permanently (memorizing). The text says he will not be “a forgetful hearer.” 

A helpful tool when engaged in this first step of Bible Study is to ask the following five questions of the text you are studying.  Who is mentioned? What is happening or being discussed?  Where is the events of the passage taking place?  When do the events happen?  Why are certain things said and done?
So much for the first step of Bible study.  The “U” of the Bible study R.U.L.s is 
Rule #2. Understand the text. 

James describes the person who studies the Word as a “hearer” of the Word.  The word “hearer” infers that they also understand what they hear.  Because he goes on to say that they should be a doer of the work. It is impossible to do, or obey,  what you hear, unless you understand what you hear. It’s one thing to read the passage, it’s another thing altogether to understand it.  Suppose you hear someone speaking a language you do not understand.  You can hear them speaking, but you don’t understand a word they’re saying.  
Here are six simple keys to apply that will help you understand a passage.
1. Understanding the language

This may seem self evident and it is.  But you can only understand what you read if you understand the words you read.  Sometimes you will come across a word you don’t quite understand.  And remember, the original language the words were written in were either Greek for the New Testament, and Hebrew for the Old Testament. And sometimes it will be helpful to do a word study to understand the full meaning of the word. Reading a number of different translations of the Bible can help here.  You will see different words used in different translations to translate the same original word.

It will be helpful also to invest in a Bible dictionary, or use biblegateway.com to look up words where you will find concise definitions of words.
2. Understanding the context
Understanding what comes before the passage or after the passage is important to understand the meaning of the passage.  For example, the Bible says, “There is no God.”  This would be rather alarming if you didn’t know the full context, which says, “The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no god.’”  Philippians 4:19 says, “My God will meet all your needs according to his riches in glory in Christ Jesus.” That is a marvellous promise that believers have for centuries taken great comfort in.  However, it’s a conditional promise.  The verses immediately preceding talk about the Philippian Church’s great generosity in helping Paul in His ministry, and this great promise is given in response to their faithfulness.  So we learn from the context that the promise is conditional on the faithful generosity of God’s people. 
3. Understanding other relevant Scriptures

A tool like The Treasury of Scripture Knowledge is very helpful in discovering other verses in the Bible that relate or say the same thing as the passage you are studying.  For example, Mark3:13 records that Jesus went up on a mountain and called the twelve disciples to Himself.  This is the famous selection of the Twelve.  But Luke 6:12, recording the same story, tells us that Jesus spent the entire night in prayer before He made the selection. The other relevant passage helps us to see the importance of prayer before making important decisions. 
4. Understanding the culture

Every book of the Bible was written in a cultural context, and some understanding of the culture will be helpful in understanding certain passages. For example, in the story of the Prodigal Son, when the father sees his boy in the distance coming home, the father runs to his boy.  In that culture, a grown man would never run.  It would be considered undignified and even shameful.  Jesus demonstrates the tremendous love of the father, by having him throw off all social and cultural norms and embarrasses himself, because the boy is all that is on his mind.  
5.Understanding the geography

This is particularly helpful when studying narrative passages.  For example, The Sea of Galillee is surrounded by mountains, and the winds flow down through the valleys between the peaks and shoot out across the lake producing flash storms that catch sailors off guard.  This explains why the Disciples on several occasions find themselves in the middle of a storm in the middle of the lake. When Jesus preached the Sermon on the Mount, undoubtedly he would have been surrounded by beautiful flowers, and green grass.  This brings colour to Jesus’ words when He says, “Consider the lilies of the field, how they do not labour nor toil...”
6.Understanding the history

Commentaries are helpful sources of historical background to shed light on the meaning of a passage. For example, in the New Testament era, The Roman Government had a law that allowed a Roman soldier to commandeer any Jewish person to carry hthe soldier’s bags a distance of, but not more than, one mile.  The Jewish people understandably hated this law.  But to refuse would have brought harsh punishment.  Jesus comes along and says, “If anyone asks you to go one mile, go with him two miles.”  And in that commentary on a historical law of the day, Jesus demonstrates that His way is a counter cultural lifestyle. 
So, we have talked about reading the text, and Understanding the text.  The “L” of the R.U.L.s  of Bible Study is to 
Rule #3. Live the text
James says the true Bible Student will be one who is “a doer of the work.” This is a repeat of his words in verse 22, “But be doers of the Word, and not hearers only.”  Jesus emphasizes the importance of obedience in Matthew 7:24 at the end of the Sermon on the Mount, when he adds, “Therefore whoever hears these words of Mine, and does them, He will be like a wise man who built his house on rock.”  This is the application segment of Bible Study.  The way to live the passage is to ask the question, “How should I respond to what I have read?”  Here are some additional questions that will help in this application.  Is there an attitude, language, belief, actions, motives, thoughts, relationship in my life that needs to change?
Here’s another way to process the application of the Study.  Use the S.P.A.C.E.P.E.T.S.  model.  It works like this.  Is there a....
S-sin to confess

P-promise to claim

A-attitude to change

C-command to obey  

E-example to follow

P-prayer to pray

E-error to avoid

T-truth to believe

S-something to praise God for

Turn to Matthew 14:22-33 and practice the three R.U.L.s of Bible Study.  See how much you’ve learned.  
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