
how to study the bible
a summary of points and tips



1. the definition This document is  a summary of the material covered in the class 
“How to study the Bible” taught at Matteson Mission School.

It’s original purpose is to remind students of the different ideas 
presented in the class, and is therefore no substitute for the class 
itself. However, we hope that these notes are clear, practical and 
useful so that, although one may not have participated in the class, 
enough information is given to help the reader in studying their 
Bible.

May God richly bless you as you seek to search Him out, as He has 
promised that those who do so, with all their heart, will find Him.

This study guide was written by Adam Hazel. For more questions or 
information on the material presented, email adam@matteson.no

For more information about Matteson Mission school, visit 
www.matteson.no 
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“Whoever will prayerfully study the Bible, desiring to know 
the truth, that he may obey it, will receive divine 

enlightenment. He will understand the Scriptures...”
- Ellen White



1. the definition
finding a clear definition of the term

Tom, a student in one of the large cities of England, was visiting his 
granddad. The day went on, and they were enjoying the time together. 
Tom, being a nice guy, thought to help his granddad take out the trash, 
and so asked him “Granddad, where is the trash?” His granddad 
looked around, and, after a few seconds of looking around, he pointed 
to Tom’s new mobile phone and said “There it is, lad! You can throw 
that away!”

Definitions. They are important as they help us understand what we 
are actually talking about, and of course affect our actions. What 
“trash” is to one person might not be “trash” to another. 

When we talk about “Bible study”, what are we actually talking about? 
What do you actually mean when you say “Bible study”? Take some 
time to think about your definition of Bible study. What does it mean 
to you?

This guide proposes the following definition of Bible study (but, of 
course, you have to develop your own!):

“Bible study is the process of discovering the truth of the Bible, with the 
sincere desire of experiencing it.”

This means that “Bible study” is based on the Bible (which sometimes 
isn’t the case). The definition also states that it is a process; it takes 
time. Don’t give up too early! 

Jesus says in John 14:6 that “I am... the truth”. So, as Bible study is about 
discovering truth, ultimately, we are looking for a picture of Jesus. 
There is an old saying that “a picture paints a thousand words”. 
God, instead of giving us just a picture, gave us those thousands of 
words! (Maybe because there is less chance of misinterpreting them 
as compared to a picture).  

Finally, Bible study is all about bringing truth into our practical lives. In 
other words, how does this truth, this picture of Jesus, affect you.



2. the right mindset
points on how we approach the bible

In life, what one has in their mind often affects their actions. 

A husband once came back home to his wife after a long day of house 
duties. “Hi, honey” she said warmly, “did you have a nice day?” “Not at 
all!” he replied. “What happened?” she quickly asked. “I brought only 
half of what we had on our list! We have guests coming tomorrow and 
we don’t have everything we need!” he replied. The wife took some 
time to think, and then asked, “which stores did you go into?” 
There was silence for a while. Then, he answered: “Well, I drove past 
about five stores because I just knew that they would be too 
expensive! So I only got to go into two.” The wife, puzzled, kindly asked 
“You didn’t even go into check the prices?” “No” was the reply from 
the husband, “I just knew they would be too expensive.” The wife 
walked over to the newspaper, and pointed to the front page. “That’s 
funny” she said, “this newspaper just reported that these five shops 
are amongst the cheapest in the city!” The husband was silent.

We are like this husband sometimes, aren’t we? What we think or 
assume about something often affects our actions.

This is no less true with Bible study. Have you ever come to the Bible 
with the thought “I won’t understand it any way!” You might have just 
predetermined the result of your Bible study, as why would you study 
whole-heartedly when you won’t understand it any way?

It’s important that we have a good mind-set when we approach the 
Bible. Here are some points that we can ask God to help us with as we 
approach the Bible:

�y Diligence - Proverbs 2:4, 5/Jeremiah 29:13
�y Honesty to ask for help - Jeremiah 33:3
�y Not being bias to a certain “truth” - Acts 17:10-12

Another good thing to remember is not to attempt too much. Have 
you ever “crammed” for an exam? Trying to stuff a lot of things into 
your head in a short space of time just doesn’t work! It’s kind of the 
same with spiritual things. Often, we understand things better when 
we take time to work through them bit by bit.



3. the beginning
finding a good place to start

“We are going somewhere special for a couple of weeks, James!” 
James knew what that meant; holiday! Almost immediately he began 
to pack: winter coat? Check! Ski goggles? Check! Thermals? Check! 
With a massive smile, he ran downstairs to his mother, “Mom, I’ve 
packed already!” “Really?” she replied, “that’s strange, I saw your 
shorts hanging on the clothes line.” James thought for a second, and 
then calmly stated “I don’t need them... Actually, where are we going?” 
The answer came back with a small chuckle, “Jamaica”. 

James preparation was not ideal at all. Why? He just didn’t know 
where he was going. In like manner, when it comes to Bible study, 
often we put a lot of effort into our Bible study, going here and there, 
and yet coming to no result. Why? Well, there may be many reasons, 
but one reason is quite simple; we had no aim. In many things of life, 
our knowledge of where we want to end up affects the steps we take 
- especially our first one.  It’s the same with Bible study. Having an aim 
in mind actually helps us realise the first step we need to take.

There are at least two main types of aims and corresponding first 
steps . Here it is in a graph (with scriptural examples of how it works):

Aim
To focus on a scripture

(as seen in Acts 8:26-35)
To focus on a topic

(as seen in Luke 24:14-27)
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If your focus is on a scripture, then you know where to begin - at the 
same scripture. If your focus is on a topic (for example, angels) then 
you would try to find where the topic is first mentioned. Ways to do 
this include: using a concordance (physical or digital e.g. eSword) to 
see where a key word of the topic first appears, you could also use a 
“topical index” such as Nave’s Topical bible which lists key verses to 
many (many!) topics. You could also think of verses that you 
remember that speak about the topic that you are focussing on.
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4. the questions
making opportunities to find answers

Have you ever wondered about someone’s age before? After giving it 
some thought, what’s the best way to find out? Just ask! (Although, it’s a 
bit uncomfortable...) The principle is true for many situations; the best 
way to get answers is to ask questions. It’s no less true when it comes 
to Bible study.

After choosing your aim, finding your starting text, you will stand face 
to face with a verse in the Bible. This is kind of where the rubber 
meets the road, where Bible “study” starts. So, what do you do? Let’s 
take an example text first (which applies more to a study that has an 
aim of understanding a scripture or part of the scripture):

A bad example of a question could be “How do I become crucified and 
what is the body of sin if we are born sinful?” What makes this a bad 
example? Well, maybe there is too much in the question. Where is the 
focus? Another (subtle) thing that often makes questions ineffective is 
a placing a personal idea into the question. This adds a bias to the 
question and colours what ever answer you find. It’s good to have 
other thoughts in the mind, but there is a danger that it takes away 
from what the text is actually trying to say. Keep questions short and 
straight to the point.

When studying a topic through the Bible, common questions are 
usually “what does this text say about the chosen theme?” This is 
usually the main objective. Other questions may be asked, but they 
are posed to gain a better understanding of what the text says about 
your chosen theme. So, for example, if your theme is “sin”, and you 
come to Genesis 4:7, you may also want to ask questions like “who is 
speaking?”, “who is being spoken to?”, “what has just happened?” etc. 
Asking questions helps us to digest what the verse is saying in smaller 
chunks, thus making it easier to understand.

“Knowing this, that our old man is crucified with him, that the body of 
sin might be destroyed, that henceforth we should not serve sin.”

(Romans 6:6)

This scripture is made up of different ideas, objects etc. So, ask 
questions that single things out, for example: “Who is “our”?” or 
“what is “the body of sin”?” These questions seek to focus on a 
specific thing. After many questions on small parts, you can put the 
picture together. 
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5. finding answers - using the context
using the surrounding passages to find answers

So, from the title, you probably can see that we are on the part where 
we explore ways to find answers to our questions. By the way, you just 
used a powerful method of finding answers; you just used 
“the context”. How? Well, how do you know what “the title” is? 
It’s only because you kept in mind something you have read or seen 
before. 

In a similar manner, keeping mind of what is before and after your 
passage of focus is very useful, and it might actually contain answers to 
your questions. For example, read Acts 7:6. Question. When it says 
“his seed”, who is “his” referring to? Acts 7:6 gives us no clue, but the 
answer is found in Acts 7:2. That’s reading in context, and using the 
context of a passage to answer a question.

When it comes to using context to answer our questions, it is good to 
remember that there are different “degrees” of context. Think of 
reading in context as something similar to your vision. We do not have 
tunnel vision, we actually have quite a wide angle of vision. However, 
the wider we get, the less clear the vision is.

In a similar way, when reading in context, there are different “degrees” 
that we can look into:

�y Immediate Context (tunnel vision) - Is there anything in the passage 
itself that answers the question

�y Surrounding Context (close range vision) - Is there anything in the 
verses before or after than answers the question?

�y Chapter Context (mid-range vision) - Is there anything in the chapter 
that answers the question?

�y Book Context (wide-range vision) - Is there anything in that particular 
book of the Bible that answers the question?

�y Theme Context (super wide-range vision) - Is there a continual theme 
running through the Bible that answers the question? For example, the 
blessings and curses towards the Israelites may help to understand why 
the Israelites went into captivity over and over again

It may be the case 
that the wider the 
context, the less 
clear it is to see.



5. finding answers - using parallels
using different accounts to find answers

Imagine a friend called Thomas told you that he met a very famous 
person yesterday, and then said “He was wearing a black jacket!”.  Then, 
another friend called Susan came to you and said that she was with 
Thomas and met a very famous person yesterday who talked with 
them for an hour.  Then yet another friend called Bill rang you and said 
“Thomas and Susan were speaking to Barack Obama yesterday!”  After 
all of this, a fourth friend calls and says “Hey! I saw Thomas and Susan 
speaking to a guy in a black jacket yesterday. They must have been there 
for an hour! Do you know who it was they were speaking to?”

What would you answer? Barack Obama, most probably, and the way 
that you came to that conclusion is a great way to come to conclusions 
and find answers in the Bible also.  The Bible often has different 
accounts of the same event or story. For example, the parable of the 
sower is found in Matthew 13, Mark 4 and Luke 8. Each account has 
some unique features that, when combined together, help form a 
clear picture of what is going on. 

So, let’s say you were reading Matthew 13:19, and you saw the 
mention of someone called “the wicked one”. A question that you 
might  t hen  a sk  wou ld  be  “who i s  t he  w icked  one” ? 

The context doesn’t really say,  however, paying attention to the 
parallel accounts does give us an answer. Look at Mark 4:15 and Luke 
8:12 (different accounts of the same event/story). Who is the wicked 
one? It’s Satan/the devil. You can use parallels for larger things also, like 
comparing a record of events in one passage with how it is recorded in 
another passage. For example, comparing how 1 Kings 8 and 
2 Chronicles 6 records Solomon’s prayer, or comparing the story of 
Hezekiah in 2 Kings 18-20 with the same story in 2 Chronicles 29-32.

A good way of finding parallel accounts is to search for key words or 
phrases, so, for example, in the story of Hezekiah, it may make sense 
to search “Hezekiah” to find out where else he is mentioned in the 
Bible. Another way to find parallels is to look for the same patterns of 
events, for example, comparing 2 Kings 15 and 2 Chronicles 26 would 
show that the Bible talks about the same king, but each account gives a 
different name. However, the pattern or sequence of events in both 
chapters is mostly the same, therefore we know it’s the same king. 
References in your Bible may help you to find these types of parallels.



5. finding answers - tracing themes
tracing a certain theme through the Bible

Another way of finding an answer is tracing a theme/word throughout 
the Bible. Imagine an 1000 piece jigsaw puzzle, with its complex 
patterns and pictures. How would 
you solve it? Maybe a good 
beginning would be to find the 
edges. Then, you would probably 
gather together all the pieces that 
are similar in colour, or that contain 
similar features, and, with those, try 
and form a picture. This is the 
similar idea with tracing themes 
through the Bible. Let’s look at an example:

Let’s say you ask a question such as: “Who is Michael?” Michael is an 
angelic being which appears throughout the Bible. Information about 
Him is spread throughout the Bible, a bit here and a bit there, quite like 
an unsolved jigsaw puzzle. Therefore, to answer the question, it could 
be good to try and gather the information together and see if a 
picture forms. Remember that, in gathering information about 
Michael throughout the Bible, it would be wise to use the other 
methods discussed before also (e.g. context, using parallels). 

A good way to start is to search the word “Michael” in the Bible (using 
eSword or some other Bible search system). As you go through each 
passage, you can then ask the question “what does this text tell me 
about Michael?” and then simply take the information that the verse 
gives. For example, the first time the name “Michael” appears is in 
Numbers 13:13, which tells us that “Michael” was a man who had a 
son called “Sethur”. So, maybe that text doesn’t add to the picture of 
Michael the archangel. Remember that context and parallels help 
open the text up also. You may also want to go deeper into the 
information that a passage provides, for example Jude 9 says that 
Michael is an “archangel”, but what is an archangel? You could then try 
and gather the information that the Bible gives about archangels, and 
add this information to your picture about Michael.

There are some th ings  to be aware of  when trac ing 
themes/topics/words through the Bible. Firstly, try and keep on track. 
Remember what your question was, and try and keep on that 
question, unless (like the archangel example) asking a “sub-question” 
would help your first question. Also be aware that some words in 
English (or whatever language you read) may actually be different in 
the languages which the Bible was written in.



5. finding answers - langauge
using the Biblical language to understand

“Can I have some chips?”

What would you give the person that asked you that question? Well, 
depending on whether that person was English or American, what 
they were asking for is actually quite different! Language, and what 
words mean, play a big part in how we understand the information 
which is being communicated to us. This is also the case when reading 
the Bible. To use a random example, notice the following two verses:

“Whose fan is in his hand, and he will throughly purge his floor, and gather his wheat into the 
garner; but he will burn up the chaff with unquenchable fire.” - Matthew 3:12

“Let both grow together until the harvest: and in the time of harvest I will say to the reapers, Gather 
ye together first the tares, and bind them in bundles to burn them: but gather the wheat into my 

barn.” - Matthew 13:30

The word “garner” and “barn” is actually the same Greek word, 
although, unless you know really old English, it could be read as two 
different things. Where this can really play out is when you are 
trying to trace a theme through the Bible. Imagine you wanted to 
understand more about the word “mercy” after you had read 
Genesis 19:19. The Hebrew word which is translated as “mercy” is 
also translated as “kindness” in Genesis 24:12, and it may be that 

the information in Genesis 24:12 (and its context) is quite 
important to understanding the term “mercy”. 

So, how do you find out what the original word is? There exists 
such a thing called “Strong’s concordance”. What Strong’s 
concordance does is that it gives to almost every word a unique 
reference code starting with the letter “H” (which tells you that it 
is a Hebrew word) or “G” (which is a Greek word). On some Bible 
applications or web-pages, such as eSword or Blue Letter Bible, you 
can use these codes to find out the meaning of a particular word, 
and (arguably greater than that), you can search that specific 
Hebrew or Greek word through the Bible. Therefore, no matter 
how the English translates the word, you will read the passages that 
use that particular Hebrew/Greek word (which is very useful). 

However, be wise in this. The meaning of a certain word isn’t the 
ultimate meaning of a word. For example, the Greek word for sin 
means to ‘miss the mark’, but 1 John 3:4 gives a more precise 
meaning: sin is lawlessness. So, don’t be bogged down with trying to 
work out exactly what each word means.



6. Application
bringing what you have learnt into life

Remember the definition of Bible study?

“Bible study is the process of discovering the truth of the Bible, with the 
sincere desire of experiencing it.”

According to this definition, after you have discovered Bible truth, you 
actually haven’t finished unless you walk away knowing how it affects 
your life or what you should do with it. So, how does one get to this 
point? Yet again, I think the answer is to think and ask questions. Often, 
after discovering something, we don’t use time to think about it. It’s like 
tasting a nice piece of cake, but not taking the time to chew it. 
Use time to think about what God has just taught you, and ask 
questions like “what is God trying to say to me?”, “what does God 
want me to do with this?”, “where could this help me?” Answer these 
questions, make decisions based on this questions, and ask God to 
help you remember these decisions and truths throughout the day.

Is it important to remember? Yes. Not that one should remember 
word-for-word everything they have studied, but there is a great 
danger in forgetting. Read 1 Corinthians 15:2.

Someone put it like this:

“Truth only changes you when it has your attention.”

May your Bible study bring about the experience which God really 
desires for us.
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