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Understanding the Bible 
 
authors, texts and readers The meaning of a passage is the meaning intended by the authors – both the human author and the 

divine author (though OT writers did not always fully appreciate how what they wrote would be 
fulfilled). This m eaning is conveyed by the text of the Bible. Our job is to identify the meaning 
intended by the authors by playing close attention to the text. But readers come with their own 
assumptions and prejudices. We need to be careful not to let these distort our reading of the Bible. 
 

the fear of the LORD is the 
beginning of knowledge, 
but fools despise wisdom 
and discipline (Prov. 1:7) 
 

Knowledge is more than facts. It is a relationship with the One who is the Truth. People reject the 
truth about God because they will not submit to him. So we need to read the Bible humbly and 
obediently, praying for the Spirit to open our eyes. And w e need to read it with other Christians so 
they can challenge our distorted understandings and challenge us to live in obedience to the truth. 
 

starting to explore 
a book of the Bible 

Read the book two or three times. To whom is it addressed? (Remember there can be two audiences 
– hearers and readers.) What are their issues, questions, challenges or threats? If it were a 
telephone conversation, what would be going on at the other end? How does the writer respond? 
Have a first go at summarising the overall message of the book. Then divide the book into sections 
and give each section a one sentence summary (not just a heading). 
 

 
 
 

A. What? 
 
 
 
 
B. Why? 

Although the following questions are roughly in order, in practice you 
move backwards and forwards between them. 
 
1. What does the passage say?  
Put it in your own words. Look up difficult words. What is the 
argument or flow of the passage? How does each sentence and 
paragraph fit into the flow of the passage? Are there repeated words 
or phrases, opposites, comparisons, contrasts or other patterns? What 
is the historical and cultural background of the passage? Does this 
help us understand what is being said? Are the geographical 
references relevant? Are there names whose meanings are 
significant? 
 
2. Why does the author say it in this way? 
Why has the author chosen these phrases and arguments. and not others? With stories, are there 
any editorial comments? What is the writer's perspective on the story? Are there any surprises – 
something the author has said that we would not expect? How can we account for these surprises? 
 
3. Why does the author say it here? 
How does this passage fit into its immediate context? What is the overall message of the book? 
What does this passage contribute to the message of the book? How does the overall message of the 
book inform this passage? 

 
 
 
 
 

 4. Why do this passage and book belong at this point in the Bible story? 
How does this passage relate to the Bible’s overall story? How does it point to Christ? What does it 
show us about the gospel? In the case of an OT passage, how is it used in the NT? In the case of a NT 
passage, does it allude to OT passages and, if so, how does their background inform our 
understanding of the NT passage? What else does the Bible say about this theme? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

C. So what? 5. What response did the author want from his hearers or readers? 
To whom was the author writing and why? (Sometimes there are two audiences: parables, for 
example, are addressed to Jesus’ hearers and to the readers of the Gospels.) Why does the author 
tell them what he tells them? What does he want them to think or do? Understanding why the 
author said it then enables you to work out what it says for us today. 
 

 6. What response should we make today? 
How is this passage God’s word for us today? How does this passage link God’s purposes to our 
situation? How should this passage shape our actions? How do our beliefs and behaviour need to 
change? Make links between belief and behaviour. What our hearts believe and desire shapes our 
behaviour (Romans 1:24-25). For example, someone might loose their temper (behaviour) because 
they are anxious and do not trust God’s sovereign control (belief). Apply the truth of the passage in 
this way to specific behaviours.  
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