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Chapter 1

Reviewing the Foundations of Bible Study

Introduction

I took piano lessons three times in my childhood. My #rst two piano teachers had the same approach to 
teaching the instrument:

• Start at Middle C

• Learn the names of the notes.

• Learn about time signatures and how many counts a quarter note gets.

• Start playing simple songs with your right hand only.

• Learn how to read the Treble and Bass Clefs well enough to hit the right note with the right 
#nger.

• Learn and practice scales.

• Learn how to play chords.

• Move to more complicated songs that involve both hands.

• Practice, practice, practice throughout.

!e third time I tried to learn the piano, my new teacher had a very di"erent approach. In my #rst 
lesson, he popped out a piece of music called “Foundations to Blues.” It was a song that required you to 
play notes with both hands at the same time.

• He did not teach me the names of the notes.

• He did not teach me to read the Treble and Bass Clefs.

• !ere were no scales involved.

• !ere was no “practice this easy stu" and, when you can do it, I’ll teach you something a little 
harder.”
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My new teacher’s approach was a sink or swim style. Play this song. Play as much of it as you can, as 
slowly as you need to. Learn how it sounds and how to make those sounds. I assume that eventually I 
would have learned how to read the time signatures, key signatures, clefs, etc. I never got that far because 
I found the sink or swim method to be overwhelming. 

!ink about the two di"erent approaches to teaching piano that I just described:

• Method one starts with basics. !e student advances as he or she practices and masters the 
basics.

• Method two starts by teaching you to make music. You eventually learn the basics (I guess), but 
you start playing right away.

Which of those two piano teaching methods most closely resembles how a Christian 

learns the Bible?

What are the weaknesses of learning the Bible that way?

!e Importance of Bible Study

At some point, Christians need to learn how to study the Bible for themselves. !e Bible teaching you 
receive here at Calvary Bible Church is essential for your growth, but it is not enough. 

In some ways, church is like a music appreciation class. Personal Bible study is like learning to play the 
piano from a competent piano teacher. My goal is to teach you how to learn from the Bible yourself, not 
just how to recognize a good sermon when you hear one. 

I think that my three failures to learn the piano had more to do with motivation than with the skills of 
my teachers. My mother wanted me to learn to play the piano, but I really didn’t care. !erefore, I didn’t 
practice very much or pay very good attention in my lessons.

Likewise, a lot of Christians don’t learn to study the Bible for themselves because they lack motivation. I 
want to begin this class on studying the Gospels and Acts by giving you some reasons why you should 
want to learn to do this for yourself. 
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I. God gave us the Bible to be the instrument of change in our lives.

A. !e Bible is what God uses to save people from sin.

• 1 Peter 1:23: “For you have been born again, not of perishable seed, but of imperishable, 
through the living and enduring word of God.”

• John 20:30-31: “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples, 
which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may believe that Jesus is 
the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name.”

B. !e Bible is what God uses to cause us to grow.

1 Peter 2:2-3: “Like newborn babies, crave pure spiritual milk, so that by it you may grow up in 
your salvation, now that you have tasted that the Lord is good.”

C. !e Bible is what God uses to bring us to maturity.

2 Timothy 3:16-17: “All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, 
correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped 
for every good work.”

II. God promises many bene!ts to those who read & obey the Bible. (Ps. 1:1-3)

A. !e Bible reveals to us our true spiritual condition.

James 1:22-25: “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says. 
Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like a man who looks at his face 
in a mirror and, a$er looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks like. 
But the man who looks intently into the perfect law that gives freedom, and continues to do 
this, not forgetting what he has heard, but doing it—he will be blessed in what he does.”

B. !e Bible addresses many practical human problems:

1. It instructs us about human relationships.

Matthew 5:31-32: “‘It has been said, “Anyone who divorces his wife must give her a 
certi#cate of divorce.” But I tell you that anyone who divorces his wife, except for 
marital unfaithfulness, causes her to become an adulteress, and anyone who marries the 
divorced woman commits adultery..’”

2. It corrects our false ideas about happiness. 

Luke 12:15: “!en he said to them, ‘Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of 
greed; a man's life does not consist in the abundance of his possessions.”

3



III. God gave us the Bible to reveal to us himself.

John 5:37-40: “And the Father who sent me has himself testi#ed concerning me. You have never 
heard his voice nor seen his form, nor does his word dwell in you, for you do not believe the one he 
sent. You diligently study the Scriptures because you think that by them you possess eternal life. 
!ese are the Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life.” 

!e Roadmap for !is Study

If you have the proper motivation to study the Bible, this study will give you the tools you need to do 
that. 

• Introduction: Why learn how to study the Bible
• Translations: Which is the best one to use when studying the Bible.
• Paragraphs: How to #nd a unit of thought to study.
• !e Big Idea: How to #nd and state the point of every paragraph of scripture.
• Universal principles for studying the Bible (no matter what genre of scripture you’re in)
• Interpreting and applying teaching (didactic) sections of the Gospels & Acts.
• Interpreting and applying historical narratives in the Gospels and Acts. !ese are stories 

about Jesus.
• Interpreting and applying teaching narratives in the Gospels and Acts. !ese are stories told 

by Jesus.
• Interpreting and applying Parables, which are a special type of teaching narrative.
• Matthew: Overview and workshop
• Mark: Overview and workshop
• Luke: Overview and workshop
• John: Overview and workshop
• Acts: Overview and workshop
• Conclusion

!e Relationship of !is Class to My Other Class on Bible Study

!is class reviews and builds upon my earlier class, “How to Study, Interpret, and Apply the New 
Testament Letters For Yourself.”

• If you have already taken that class, this class will help you review and expand on what you 
learned about Bible study.

• If you have not already had that class, this class will still help you, but it does not cover the basics 
in as much depth as the #rst class.
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Chapter 2

Getting Started: Translations and Paragraphs

We began the last chapter of this study by talking about acquiring a skill; speci#cally,  we talked about 
how I failed three times to acquire the skill of piano playing. I took lessons on two other instruments in 
my childhood—viola and trumpet. !e viola lessons lasted one year; I am not cut out to play the viola 
and, anyway, I really wanted to play the cello or the bass. !e trumpet, on the other hand, I played 
regularly for ten years and, even though I have not played it actively for more than ten years, I still know 
how to do it. I would have to practice a lot to get back to being a decent player, but I still know how to 
read the music and make the trumpet play all the notes.

Learning to play a musical instrument is still a useful analogy for what I want to teach you in this 
chapter. When you #rst decide to learn to play an instrument, you have to #nd an instrument to play. A 
lot of students start by renting an instrument, as I did when I was taking viola lessons. Some people buy 
the instrument, but they will probably buy a starter instrument—an inexpensive version—or an older, 
used instrument that can be purchased cheaply at a music store, from another person in your band, at a 
%ea market or on craigslist. 

Starting lessons to play an instrument resembles learning to study the Bible in this way: you need to start 
with the right thing. My #rst trumpet was handed down to me by my older brother who also played the 
trumpet. He was good enough and serious enough about it that my parents bought him a silver trumpet 
that was made with better materials and cra$smanship. Consequently, his old started trumpet became 
mine. When some people become Christians, they pick up the old family Bible that has been in the 
family for a while, or they take a Bible that was given to them by the person who led them to Christ. 
!is is #ne, if the person who gives the Bible gives them a good one. 

But what if the family Bible is the Jerusalem Bible? !e Jerusalem Bible a Catholic translation that 
includes several extra passages in Esther and Daniel as well as seven additional books to the Old 
Testament.1 In that case, the person trying to study the Bible will be using an older translation with 
serious textual problems. Even if the new Christian is given a decent Bible version, it might not be the 
best one for reading and studying the Bible.

I’ve been talking about playing “the trumpet,” but in reality there are many kinds of trumpets. !ere is a 
B-%at trumpet, a C trumpet, a piccolo trumpet, a bass trumpet, and others. If you wanted to learn to 
play the trumpet, and bought an old C trumpet at a %ea market, you would be disappointed when you 
showed up for your #rst lesson, because students learn to play the B-%at trumpet #rst. !e C trumpet is 
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an instrument for a more advanced musical student.

Likewise, there are Bible translations that are inappropriate for people who are learning to study the 
Bible. !ere are some that are inappropriate for any kind of Bible study. Others can be helpful if you 
know the advantages and disadvantages of them. Just like a student needs the right instrument to begin 
taking music lessons, so Christians need some guidance about choosing the best translation of the Bible 
for reading and studying God’s word.

In this chapter, we will evaluate the di"erent kinds of Bible translations and I will recommend one for 
you to use for your daily Bible reading and study.

Why Do Bibles Di"er #om Each Other?

Which of these versions of Matthew 6:34 is best?

• !erefore do not be anxious about tomorrow, for tomorrow will be anxious for itself. 
Su&cient for the day is its own trouble. [ESV]

• Give your entire attention to what God is doing right now, and don't get worked up about 
what may or may not happen tomorrow. God will help you deal with whatever hard things 
come up when the time comes. [The Message]

• Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things 
of itself. Su&cient unto the day is the evil thereof. [KJV]

• !erefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has 
enough trouble of its own. [NIV]

!is is a simple statement, and yet every Bible I quoted di"ers signi#cantly from all the others. !ere are 
several reasons why verses in the Bible, even a simple one like Matthew 6:34, read di"erently from one 
Bible to the next. A simple way of putting it is that each Bible di"ers because:

• !e Bible was not written in English.

• !e Bible was not printed for thousands of years, but instead copied by hand.

In order to answer the question, ÒWhich is better?Ó we need some basis for comparing them. 
Therefore, we ask the question:

What Makes a Bible Good?

I. A good Bible is translated from the best Hebrew and Greek Manuscripts.

Compare these two translations of John 5:1-5:
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• A$er this there was a feast of the Jews; and Jesus went up to Jerusalem. Now there is at 
Jerusalem by the sheep market a pool, which is called in the Hebrew tongue Bethesda, 
having #ve porches. In these lay a great multitude of impotent folk, of blind, halt, withered, 
waiting for the moving of the water. For an angel went down at a certain season into the 
pool, and troubled the water: whosoever then #rst a$er the troubling of the water stepped 
in was made whole of whatsoever disease he had. And a certain man was there, which had an 
in#rmity thirty and eight years. [KJV]

• Some time later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem for a feast of the Jews. Now there is in Jerusalem 
near the Sheep Gate a pool, which in Aramaic is called Bethesda and which is surrounded by 
#ve covered colonnades. Here a great number of disabled people used to lie—the blind, the 
lame, the paralyzed. One who was there had been an invalid for thirty-eight years. [NIV]

What is the major di"erence between these two translations of the same passage?

The NIVÕs translation (as well as the NASB, ESV, and others) omits part of verse 3 and 
all of verse 4.

To understand why these two translations di"er from each other, you need to understand a few basic 
facts:

A. !e Bible was handwritten in Hebrew and Greek manuscripts over thousands of years.

As I said earlier, the Bible was not written in English; it was written in Hebrew (OT) and Greek 
(NT). We do not have any of the original writings. !e original document that John wrote 
which we know as the Gospel of John no longer exists, as far as we know, and the same is true 
with every book in the Bible. !e reason they no longer exist is that people read them over and 
over and passed the originals around. Over time, they wore out and were destroyed.

B. !e original manuscripts of the Bible were hand-copied, so the copies are imperfect—they 
contain mistakes.

Fortunately, before the originals wore out, people made copies of them. Of course, they couldn’t 
just go down to Kinko’s and make exact photocopies; they had to copy the Gospel of John (or 
any other book of the Bible) by hand. As time went on, the copies wore out so people made 
more hand-copies from the copies they had. !is process continued for thousands of years.

As people copied books of the Bible, they made mistakes. Most of the mistakes they made 
accidentally. Some of they mistakes they made purposefully in order to correct what they 
thought was someone else’s mistake. !is mostly likely explains the di"erences between the 
KJV’s version of John 5:1-5 and the NIV’s version of that same passage. Let’s look at these 
versions again:
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Verse 
Number

KJV NIV

1 A$er this there was a feast of the Jews; 
and Jesus went up to Jerusalem.

Some time later, Jesus went up to Jerusalem 
for a feast of the Jews.

2 Now there is at Jerusalem by the sheep 
market a pool, which is called in the 
Hebrew tongue Bethesda, having #ve 
porches.

Now there is in Jerusalem near the Sheep Gate 
a pool, which in Aramaic is called Bethesda 
and which is surrounded by #ve covered 
colonnades.

3 In these lay a great multitude of 
impotent folk, of blind, halt, withered, 
waiting for the moving of the water.

Here a great number of disabled people used 
to lie—the blind, the lame, the paralyzed. 
[NIV is missing the last phrase]

4 For an angel went down at a certain 
season into the pool, and troubled the 
water: whosoever then %rst a&er the 
troubling of the water stepped in was 
made whole of whatsoever disease he had.

[NIV does not have this verse at all]

5 And a certain man was there, which had 
an in#rmity thirty and eight years.

One who was there had been an invalid for 
thirty-eight years.

Verses 4 and 5 were added in newer, less reliable manuscripts than the ones the NIV translators 
followed. It is likely that someone copying the text of John thought it was necessary to explain 
why disabled people came down to Bethesda and waited there. !en, people began to make 
copies of this manuscript with the new verse in it and the King James translators used one of 
those manuscripts and translated that verse into the KJV. 

C. We no longer have the original handwritten manuscripts of any book in the Bible and the copies 
we have are not directly copied from the originals either.

As the original manuscripts wore out, people copied them and then burned the originals. Many 
copies were made from the originals and from the copies. As the copies wore out, they too were 
destroyed. So, the manuscripts that we have are very old compared to us, but not very old 
compared to how long ago the original was written. !e result of all this copying of the Bible is 
that we have many, many copies of the Bible, but no two of them agree in every precise detail. 
!at is to say, they contain mistakes.

D. Scholars have studied the copies and discerned what the most likely mistakes were. 

Many of the mistakes that were made by copyists were the same kind of mistakes that you and I 
would make if we were hand-copying handwritten manuscripts. If we were writing down the 
text as someone read it out loud, we might write “there” when the word was actually “their.” If 
we were copying it with the text right in front of us, we might misspell a word or put in a word 
twice or accidentally leave a word out. Most of the variations between the manuscripts we have 
are very minor. !ere are actually very few di"erences between all the copies we have and 
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NONE of the di"erences a"ect any doctrine or historical fact of the Bible. Compared to other 
documents of the same era, the Bible is remarkably well-preserved in all of its manuscripts.

E. !e King James Version and the New King James Version used manuscripts that we know 
contain mistakes.

!e King James Bible, the NT at least, was translated from a group of these copies called the 
Textus Receptus (TR). !is group known as the TR owes its existence to a man named Erasmus 
who complied and published an edition of the Greek NT in 1516. When Erasmus put his 
edition of the Greek NT together, he used the manuscripts he had. Even though better 
manuscripts were available, they were not available to him, so he used the manuscripts he had. 
Over time Erasmus and others made changes and corrections to their edition of the Greek NT, 
but they never used all the best manuscripts.

!e New King James Version follows this same text. !e preface to the New King James Version 
says, “the New King James Version is the #$h revision of a historic document translated from 
speci#c Greek texts, the editors decided to retain the traditional text in the body of the New 
Testament and to indicate major Critical and Majority Text variant readings in the footnotes. 
Although these variations are duly indicated in the footnotes of the present edition, it is most 
important to emphasize that fully eighty-#ve percent of the New Testament text is the same in 
the Textus Receptus, the Alexandrian Text, and the Majority Text.”2

!erefore, the #rst thing you should look at in a translation is the kind of manuscripts the 
translators used. Newer translations like the New International Version (NIV) the English Standard 
Version (ESV), the New American Standard Bible (NASB), and even the New Living Translation 
(NLT) are based on better ancient manuscripts. !ey were translated from a Greek text compiled by 
scholars who compared all the known manuscripts and, using speci#c rules, discerned what the most 
likely original wording was.

II. A good Bible is translated to communicate the message of the original author in language the 
modern reader can readily understand.

!e statement above explains the major di"erence between modern translations. Most modern 
translations are based on the same Greek manuscripts, but they were translated with di"erent ideas 
about how a translation should be made.

• Some translations try to emulate the original wording of the Hebrew and Greek 
manuscripts as closely as possible. 

• Other translations try to follow the wording, but also try to make the translation as readable 
in English as possible. 

• Still other translations care most about readability and will freely add words, rearrange the 
word order of the text, and even paraphrase an especially di&cult verse or section of a verse.
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A. !ere are three basic approaches to translating the Bible—literal, dynamic equivalent, and free.

1. A “literal” translation tries to make the English translation read as much like the original 
language as possible.

!erefore, a literal translation tries to follow the same word order as was in the original 
Greek or Hebrew text and it tries to #nd one English word to correspond to each Hebrew 
or Greek word in the original text.

• !e advantage of this kind of translation is that it does as little interpretation as possible, 
leaving the job of interpretation up to the reader, as much as possible.

Note, though that it is impossible to be completely literal. Consider this example:

 Matthew 24:32 [Greek w/ English transliteration]: 

 !Apo\  deÇ  thv§  sukhv§  maÀqete  th\n  parabolh/n:
 From  but  the  #g tree   learn   the  parable…

 Matthew 24:32 (ESV): “From the #g tree learn its lesson….”

 Matthew 24:32 (NIV): ““Now learn this lesson from the #g tree….”

Mark Strauss writes about the ESV’s translation, “Placing the preposition phrase #rst 
and then adding a resumptive pronoun ‘its’ creates very strange English. !ough happy 
with it Yoda would be.”3

• !e disadvantage of this kind of translation is that it makes for unusual, o$en awkward, 
and frequently unclear English, because it ignores context, grammar and syntax, 
common #gures of speech, and common English expressions in the translation.

Acts 8:23 (ESV): “For I see that you are in the gall of bitterness and in the bond of 
iniquity.”

What are the “gall of bitterness” and the “bond of iniquity?” Why did the ESV (and 
NASB, which is nearly identical) translate this verse this way? 

Again, Mark Strauss writes, “!e ‘gall of bitterness’ is a Greek idiom that means 
bitterly resentful or envious. Very few English readers have any idea what ‘gall’ is. 
!e translation ‘bile of bitterness’ might be better but is still obscure and inaccurate, 
since this was likely a dead metaphor by the #rst century. !e second phrase ‘bond 
of iniquity’ is also obscure and archaic.”4
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!e NIV translates this verse, “For I see that you are full of bitterness and captive to 
sin.”

• Examples of this kind of translation are:
! NASB (New American Standard Bible)
! ESV (English Standard Version)
! KJV (King James Version)
! NKJV (New King James Version)

2. A “dynamic equivalent” translation tries to make what was clear in the original language 
equally clear in the English language so that the English reader can understand the passage 
while reading it.

!erefore, a dynamic equivalent translation will add words in English that are not there in 
Greek or Hebrew, change the word order in a verse, and make interpretive decisions for the 
reader in order to make the passage as clear in English to us readers as possible.

• !e advantage of this kind of translation is that it is easier to read and easier to 
understand. It requires less study and interpretation to get to the meaning of a passage.

Luke 16:8-9 [ESV]: “!e master commended the dishonest manager for his 
shrewdness. For the sons of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own 
generation than the sons of light. And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by 
means of unrighteous wealth, so that when it fails they may receive you into the 
eternal dwellings.”

Luke 16:8-9 [NIV]: “!e master commended the dishonest manager because he 
had acted shrewdly. For the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with 
their own kind than are the people of the light. I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain 
friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal 
dwellings.”

• !e disadvantage is that sometimes the translators confuse the meaning, either by 
choosing an incorrect interpretation. When a dynamic equivalent translation is wrong, 
it is very di&cult to explain to someone why it is wrong.

• Examples of this kind of translation are:
! NIV (New International Version)
! TNIV (TodayÕs New International Version)
! NLT (New Living Translation)

• !ere are variations among this kind of translation. !e NIV is the most conservative, 
seeking a balance between readability in English and the formal wording of the original 
language. !e TNIV is looser than the NIV (especially in gender), and the NLT is even 
looser in every way.

11



3. A “free” translation tries to make the English so readable that correspondence to the original 
is a distant, secondary goal. 

• !is results in an extremely readable translation, but one that is also highly distorted.

Matthew 5:1-3 (NIV): “Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside 
and sat down. His disciples came to him, and he began to teach them saying: ‘Blessed 
are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.’”

Matthew 5:1-3 (!e Message): “When Jesus saw his ministry drawing huge crowds, he 
climbed a hillside. !ose who were apprenticed to him, the committed, climbed with 
him. Arriving at a quiet place, he sat down and taught his climbing companions. !is is 
what he said: ‘You're blessed when you're at the end of your rope. With less of you there 
is more of God and his rule.’

• Examples include:
! LB (!e Living Bible)
! !e Message

• I do not recommend any free translations for Bible reading or study.

B. Every translation is forced to make di&cult decisions.

Every translation distorts the original somewhat, either by leaving it unclear in English (“literal”) 
or by sometimes making interpretive mistakes or decisions that the reader may read too much 
into (“dynamic”). 

!e question is whether the translation favors the reader or the scholar. Translations that favor 
the reader try to make the translation as clear as possible for the reader.

Translations that favor the scholar try to make the translation interpretively neutral. !is leaves 
the meaning unclear, forcing the reader to rely on a scholar to explain the meaning.

!ree major issues here are:

1. Weights, measures, and money.5

Sometimes translators put these in English expressions:

• John 2:6 (KJV): “And there were set there six waterpots of stone, a$er the manner of 
the purifying of the Jews, containing two or three #rkins apiece.”

• John 2:6 (NIV): “Nearby stood six stone water jars, the kind used by the Jews for 
ceremonial washing, each holding from twenty to thirty gallons.” !e ESV, NASB, and 
even the NKJV all put this in gallons, a concession to the English reader.
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Other times, translators leave them in #rst century terms:

• Matthew 18:23-28 (NIV): “!erefore, the kingdom of heaven is like a king who 
wanted to settle accounts with his servants. As he began the settlement, a man who 
owed him ten thousand talents was brought to him. Since he was not able to pay, the 
master ordered that he and his wife and his children and all that he had be sold to repay 
the debt. !e servant fell on his knees before him. ‘Be patient with me,’ he begged, ‘and I 
will pay back everything.’ !e servant's master took pity on him, canceled the debt and 
let him go. But when that servant went out, he found one of his fellow servants who 
owed him a hundred denarii. He grabbed him and began to choke him. ‘Pay back what 
you owe me!’ he demanded….”

• Matthew 18:23-28 (NLT): ““!erefore, the Kingdom of Heaven can be compared to a 
king who decided to bring his accounts up to date with servants who had borrowed 
money from him. In the process, one of his debtors was brought in who owed him 
millions of dollars. He couldn’t pay, so his master ordered that he be sold—along with 
his wife, his children, and everything he owned—to pay the debt. But the man fell down 
before his master and begged him, ‘Please, be patient with me, and I will pay it all.’ !en 
his master was #lled with pity for him, and he released him and forgave his debt. But 
when the man le$ the king, he went to a fellow servant who owed him a few thousand 
dollars. He grabbed him by the throat and demanded instant payment.”

2. Gender issues.

• Sometimes male language is used in the Bible and the interpreter must decided if men 
only are intended or if men and women alike are intended.

! Romans 3:28 (NIV): “For we maintain that a man is justi#ed by faith apart from 
observing the law.” (NASB is similar)

! Romans 3:28 (TNIV): “For we maintain that a person is justi#ed by faith apart 
from observing the law.”

! Romans 3:28 (ESV): “For we hold that one is justi#ed by faith apart from works of 
the law.”

• !ere is great controversy over whether translations should be making this decision and 
over whether modern English readers and speakers still use “man” in a way that includes 
men and women.

• !is is why we use the NIV and have not switched to the TNIV.

3. Idioms and euphemisms.6

!ese are #gures of speech that make sense to natives of the original language, but not to us:
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 6Ibid., p. 45. 


