Developing a Bible Study

GoodNotSafe Home

Someone asked me after a group
discussion about a Bible passage, “How do you
come up with these questions?”” What a great
question! Anyone who leads Bible studies or
teaches groups should be communicating that
process, explaining and modeling how a study is
developed.

Leading a group of six or eight people in
a Bible study, or teaching before an auditorium
of hundreds, or distributing videos to thousands
carries an inherent risk. The better job the leader
does of studying and presenting the beauty and
depth of Scripture, the more danger there is of
group or audience members coming away with
the sense, “That was wonderful and inspiring but
can’t see those kinds of things when | open my
Bible. I just stare at the page and give up after a
few minutes. Then I put in the next video.” The
better the teacher, the greater that risk. A person
may gain great benefit from watching a video, or
listening to a lecture, or even participating in a
discussion. Yet there will seldom be the depth
that grows out of personal engagement in
Scripture. Spiritual formation happens best
through the work of the Holy Spirit in the life of
the believer through the direct connection with
God’s Word.

Whether you are working on a study only
for your own use or preparing to lead a group,

the following process may be useful. There is no

claim that this is the only or even the best way to
develop a Bible study. But this approach
provides a starting point.

Bible study is about the text. With the
wealth of resources available on the internet it is
possible to find numerous different translation to
use and compare. A significant benefit of using
Bible passages printed from the internet sources
is to enable a fresh start every time a passage is
studied. Marking and making notes in a Bible
passage is one of the best ways to follow the
flow of the passage, to see the writer’s thought
process, to understand the logical progression of
teaching or to see the connected actions in a
narrative. The disadvantage of doing this in the
Bible itself (the printed copy you usually use) is
that as helpful as the markings are today, they
will impede your study the next time you look at
the same passage. Using a fresh printed copy
from an internet source (or even photocopying a

page from your Bible) avoids this problem.

For example, www.biblehub.com or

www.biblegateway.com provide the Biblical text

as well as more other resources than anyone can

likely use in a lifetime of Bible study.
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http://www.goodnotsafe.com/
http://www.biblehub.com/
http://www.biblegateway.com/

Using BibleGateway, you can find a

passage of interest:
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John 1 New American Standard Bible (NASB)

The Deity of Jesus Christ

1 @In the beginning was (®ithe Word, and the Word was (ciwith God, and t©)the Word was God
214He was in the beginning with God. 3(®All things came into being through Him, and apart from
Him nothing came into being that has come into being. 4" In Him was life, and the life was ©ithe
Light of men. 5 The Light shines in the darkness, and the darkness did not (sicomprehend it.

The Witness John

6There “icame a man sent from God, whose name was (John. 7i<IHe came [+I¢)as a witness, to
testify about the Light, (*)so that all might believe through him. 81w He was not the Light, but he
came to testify about the Light.

9There was (the true Light isiwhich, coming into the world, enlightens every man. 10He was in the
world, and (the world was made through Him, and the world did not know Him. 11 He came to His
triown, and those who were His own did not receive Him. 12But as many as received Him, to them

He gave the right to become (eichildren of God, even ("Ito those who believe in His name, 13 @iwho

were tiborn, not of tiblood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.

The Word Made Flesh

14 And (=ithe Word (s)became flesh, and (mdwelt among us, and (iwe saw His glory, glory as of

the only begotten from the Father, full of tgrace and twtruth. 15 John *totestified about Him and

cried out, saying, "This was He of whom I said, '"He wha comes after me tmlhas a higher rank than

1, (for He existed before me." 16 For of His (s fullness twe have all received, and i-igrace upon

grace. 17 For (s)the Law was given through Moses; (*cigrace and (“oitruth (siwere realized through

Jesus Christ. 18 “©No one has seen God at any time; («#the only begotten God who is (*)in the

bosom of the Father, (+He has explained Him. .

As you can see, the display of the
passage looks very similar to a printed Bible you
may be familiar with. The text is there along
with verse numbers, paragraph divisions, section
headings, cross-references, footnotes and other

resources.

Once again, Bible study is about the text.
Footnotes, and cross-references and
commentaries are wonderful and helpful tools.
The tools can be used for great benefit, but only
after time has been spent in the text itself. The
benefits easily become distractions. Turning to a
footnote or commentary too soon tends to limit
further thought or investigation. Once we read
another’s opinion we tend to narrow our
exploration and thinking about the passage to
what we read. Or we can jump from cross-
reference to cross-reference, never seeing the

depth of any particular passage. Cross-

references are best used as a way to compare and
contrast related passages after each passage has
been studied in detail on its own. Then the
cross-references can add clarity and precision to
our understanding, rather than adding breadth

without depth.

For this reason, | strongly recommend
taking advantage of another benefit of many
Bible web sites. Use the “Preferences” or
“Configuration” or “Settings” to temporarily turn
off the useful but unnecessary additions. In

BibleGateway, simply clear the checkboxes:
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FOOTNOTES

John 1 New American Standard Bible (NASB)
CROSS REFERENCES

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
beginning with God. All things came into being through Him, and apart from Hi
being that has come into being. In Him was life, and the life was the Light of ma HEADINGS

VERSE NUMBERS

in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it RED LETTER

There came a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness Won® "
the Light, so that all might believe through him. He was not the Light, but he came to testify about
the Light.

There was the true Light which, coming into the world, enlightens every man. He was in the world,
and the world was made through Him, and the world did not know Him. He came to His own, and
those who were His own did not receive Him. But as many as received Him, to them He gave the
right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name, who were born, not of
blood nor of the will of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God.

And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only
begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth. John *testified about Him and cried out, saying,
"This was He of whom I said, 'He who comes after me has a higher rank than 1, for He existed
before me.”™ For of His fullness we have all received, and grace upon grace. For the Law was given
through Moses; grace and truth were realized through Jesus Christ. No one has seen God at any
time; the only begotten God who is in the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him.

This is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent to him priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask
him, “Who are you?” And he confessed and did not deny, but confessed, "I am not the Christ.” They
asked him, "What then? Are you Efijah?” And he *said, "I am not.” “Are you the Prophet?” And he
answered, "No.” Then they said to him, "Who are you, so that we may give an answer to those who
sent us? What do you say about yourself?” He said, “T am & voice of one cavin in THe wiLoerness, "Make

S phet said.” =
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It becomes a simple task of selecting and
copying the text of the passage you want to study
and then pasting the text into a word processor.
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New American Standard Bible (NASB)

Luke 24 John2 >

lohn 1 New American Standard Bible (NASB)

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. He was in the
beginning with God. All things came into being through Him, and apart from Him nothing came into
being that has come into being. In Him was life, and the life was the Light of men. The Light shines
in the darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it

There came a man sent from God, whose name was John. He came as a witness, to testify about
the Light, so that all might believe through him. He was not the Light, but he came to testify about
the Light

There was the true Light which, coming into the world, enlightens every man. He was in the world,
and the world was made through Him, and the world did not know Him. He came to His own, and
those who were His own did not receive Him. But as many as received Him, to them He gave the
right to become children of God, even to those who believe in His name, who were born, not of
blood nor of the will of the fiesh nor of the will of man, but of God

And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only
begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth. John *testified about Him and cried out, saying,
“This was He of whom I said, 'He who comes after me has a higher rank than 1, for He existed
before me.” For of His fullness we have all received, and grace upon grace. For the Law was given
grace and truth were realized through Jesus Christ. No one has seen God at an
otten God who is i the bosom of the Father, He has explained Him

This is the testimony of John, when the Jews sent to him priests and Levites from Jerusalem to ask
him, "Who are you?” And he confessed and did not deny, but confessed, "I am not the Christ.” They
asked him, "What then? Are you Elijah?” And he *said, "I am not.” “Are you the Prophet?” And he
answered, "No.” Then they said to him, "Who are you, so that we may give an answer to those who
sent us? What do you say about yourself?” He said, "I am & voice of one cavin v THe wiLoerness, "‘Maxe
|| s ge/Zsearchsjonn ohet said.” -
e

Once in your word processor you can

format the text any way that helps your study.

Double-spacing and wide margins leave
room for notes and other marks to help in the
observation of the text. Adding line numbers is
helpful if the goal is a group discussion
(especially if verse numbers have been

removed.)

John 1:1-18
New American Standard Version

) Read through the entire passage once, then
1 Inthe beginning was the Word, and the Word was read again end mark the following features:
2 with God, and the Word was God. He was in the Text bos for questions
3 beginning with God. All things came into being
4 through Him, and apart from Him nothing came into
5 being that has come into being. In Him was life, and
6 the life was the Light of men. The Light shines in the
7 darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it.
8 Therc came a man sent from God, whose name was
9 John. He came as a witness, to testify about the Light,
10 so thatall might believe through him. He was not the
11 Light, but he came to testify about the Light. There
12 was the true Light which, coming into the world,
13 cnlightens cvery man. He was in the world, and the
14 world was made through Him, and the world did not
15 know Him. He came to His own, and those who
16 were His own did not receive Him. But as many as
17 received Him, to them He gave the right to become
18 children of God, even to those who believe in His
19 name, who were born. not of blood nor of the will
20 of the flesh nor of the will of man, but of God. And
21 the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and
22 we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten
23 from the Father, full of grace and truth. John
24 “testified about Him and cried out, saying, “This
25 was He of whom I said, ‘He who comes after me
26 has a higher rank than 1, for He existed before me.”™
27 For of His fullaess we have all reccived, and grace
28 upon grace. For the Law was given through Moses;
29 grace and truth were realized through Jesus Christ.
30 No one has seen God at any time; the only begotten
31 God who s in the bosom of the Father, He has
32 explained Him.

Copyright 2015 by Michae! Wisbe John 1_1-18 prologue
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Another benefit of using this kind of
printed text is the ability to make several “fresh
starts” even for the same study (personal or to
lead a group). Digging into a text does not
always produce great results immediately.
Getting beyond superficial questions and
familiar truisms often takes time and even a few

false starts.
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For example, a first pass at this passage
(using the inductive method of observation,
interpretation, and application) resulted in lots of
marks but few coherent ideas of what the

passage had to say:

John 1:1-18
Ste

New American Standard Version

Text box for questions
nning was thel fand thWordhas
(God and thefVorghwasglod) e wis T he

John 1_1-18 protoguer

MW20150128

An important observation was that there
was too much in this passage to cover in a one-
hour discussion (the plan for the study). Without
the verse numbers and paragraph divisions and
section headings, you will need to give some
serious thought (always a good idea) about how
to divide up portions of Scripture, even passing

through chapter divisions.

The second look at this passage with a
reduced scope of just ten verses seemed a little

more manageable:

Gospel of John 1:1-10

New American Standard Version

Read through the entire pass
read again and mark the folle

inning was the Word, and the Word was

the Word was God. He w

God. All thing

ght 2015 by Michas! Wiebe

John 1_1-10 prologue A
MW20150211

HE
5

As has been said before (at least by me),
inductive Bible study is a lot like detective work,
gathering clues, looking for connections, finding
the unexpected without ignoring the
commonplace. Not all “clues” are critical, but
the detective (or the Bible student) cannot know
that ahead of time. The more clues that are
collected, the better the likelihood of finding the

key you are looking for.
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That also means that some clues will lead
to dead ends, investigations that are not
particularly productive. For example, looking at
the passage again with colored pens in hand

produced the following:

John 1:1-10

New American Standard Version

Copyright 2015 by Micheel Wiebe John 1_1-10 protogue A
20150128

After spending some time on that trail it
did not seem to be productive, so | started with
another “clean” copy of the passage and made a

different set of observations:

John 1:1-10

New American Standard Version

John 1_1-10 prologus A

WW20160128

My notes even included a count of the
number of occurrences of what seemed to be
some of the key words in the passage.
Imagination is essential. Keep asking yourself,
“How else might I see what this passage is
saying? What questions have I not asked yet?”
Counting the recurring words is not a formula or
a trick for success. But in this case the fact that
“Light” or “enlightens” is repeated so many
times gave me a new place to start from that
angle, looking at how light might be important in

the passage.
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start resulted in what seemed to have more

potential for my own learning as well as for a

Once again feeling the need for a fresh

group discussion:

John 1:1-10

New American Standard Version

Read through the entire passage once, then

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
———lar el " read again and mark the following features:

with God, and the Word was God. He was in the
PUIRS —_—

beginning with Gd. Allthings came jpto being

through Him, and apart from Him ngthing came into
e

Text box for questions

5 being that has come into being. In Him was Jife and
6 the life was the Light of men. The Light shines in the
he life was the Light of men. The ins in the
7 darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it
8 o came (B rom G whos e v
9 @ He came as .m...n the Cightl
10 so thatall, through him. He was not
11 the Light, but e came €5ty about the ght. |
12 There was thelizyc Light which, Foming into the
world, enlightens gygry ma. He was fn the world,
alzhenggn n ihenedd
14 and the world was made through Him, and the
15 world did not know Him|
——rov
Copyight 2015 by Michosl Wiobe Jon 1_1-10 prologue A
20150128 7 MW20150128

sections — what it said about the Word, what it

said about “a man named John,” and what it said

The passage began to fall into three

about Light.

This approach grew into the plan for the

group discussion:

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was
2 with God, and the Word was God. He was in the
3 beginning with God. Al things came into being

4 through Him, and apart from Him nothing came into

5 being that has come into being. In Him was life, and
6 the ife was the Light of men. The Light[sfinegin the

darknes

came a m. whose name was

and the darkness did not comprehend it.

8 The

10 so that all might believe through him. He was not the
11 Light, but he came t0 testify about the Light. There
was the truc Light which, coming into the world,

13 enlightens every man. He was in the world, and the
14 world was made through Him, and the world did not

15 know Him.

Copyright 2015 by Michaol Wiobe
20150128 - 1

Gospel of John 1:1-10

New American Standard Version

9 John. He came as a witness, to testify about the Light,

Read through the entire passage once, then
read again and mark the following features:

verything the passage says about

thing the passage says about the
John

Box pverything the passage says about “the
Taht

Stmmarize (no more than three words each)
what the passage says about the Word, the man
named John, and the Light.

Word

John

Light

How does the writer relate these to each other?
What is the connection between the Word and
the Light? What is the connection between
John and the Light?

Why do you think the writer moves f
describing the Word to describing the
similarities and differences between

[Spoiler alers]

If you didn’t suspect that the passage was
describing Jesus, what would you think the
writer was falking about?

With this as @ beginning, what would you
expect the rest of the book to be like?

s you read this passag
come to mind? What are you

i« other questions
ious abowr?

John 1_1-10 pr

The result was (in my opinion) a fruitful

time looking at the passage together as a group

and using the process of observation,

interpretation, and application to help the

members of the group to begin seeing for

themselves the things | was finding in the

passage as well as new discoveries for all of us

made during the time of the discussion.
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Marking observations and questions from
the group (using a transparency on an overhead
projector) was helpful in understanding the

passage:

New American Standard Version

-
fae - #3 Gospel of John 1:1-10

20150128 T WW20150130

The excitement of seeing and sharing
insights in the very word of God is exhilarating.
It is critical to remember we are not trying to
invent new ideas or produce clever
interpretations or force the text into a desired
doctrinal position. We are trying to find what
the text says with as much clarity and accuracy
and precision as the Holy Spirit provides to our

finite, creature minds.

Leading a group discussion is not
lecturing and telling the other members all the
wonderful things the leader has discovered.
Rather, questions that will help everyone in the
group to dig into the passage themselves,
whether the person who has never read the Bible

before, or the seminary professor. They may see

what the leader saw, or something even better.

The point of describing the process and
the intermediate steps of the study is for
encouragement. When you begin studying a
passage for your own Quiet Time or in
preparation for leading a group, don’t become
discouraged if great theological insights do not
immediately leap off the page. Dig. Mark.
Underline. Circle. Connect. Then print out
another page and start all over again, all the
while asking the Author of the Scriptures, “Open
my eyes Lord that | may see wonderful things in
your Law” (Psalm 119:18). Good, life-
transforming Bible study is work. | never miss
an opportunity to use the quotation from John
Piper: “Raking is easy, but you only get leaves.
Digging is hard, but you may find diamonds.”

Don’t be satisfied with leaves.

GoodNotSafe Home
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