
 
 
 

“So You Can Be Certain” 

A Study through the Gospel of Luke 
 
 

 
 
 

Luke wrote his Gospel so that we may know for sure the 
truth about Jesus.  Come study the narratives verse by 

verse, be equipped with tools for digging into the text, and 
learn how to follow Jesus in full confidence of faith. 

 
  



 



 
“So You Can Be Certain”:  A Study through the Gospel of Luke 
Week 1 - September 7, 2017 
Luke 1:1-4 
 
 
• Who is Luke? 

 
o Acts 1:1-2 – “In my former book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus 

began to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to heaven, after giving 
instructions through the Holy Spirit to the apostles he had chosen.” 

§ The same author is believed to have written both Luke and Acts 
because of the books’ similar introductions. 
 
 

o Acts 16:10 (there are other “we” verses in Acts) – “After Paul had seen the 
vision, we got ready at once to leave for Macedonia, concluding that God had 
called us to preach the gospel to them.” 

§ Paul’s traveling companion 
§ Possibly Luke was one of Paul’s converts on his missionary 

journeys  
§ Luke was not an original disciple or eye-witness follower, but 

consulted those who were 
 
 

o Colossians 4:14 – “Our dear friend Luke, the doctor, and Demas send 
greetings.” 

§ Doctor 
§ Gentile (from how Paul grouped the names) 

 
 

o Philemon 24 – “And so do Mark, Aristarchus, Demas and Luke, my fellow 
workers [send you greetings]” 

§ Knew Mark 
 

o 2 Timothy 4:11 – “Only Luke is with me. Get Mark and bring him with you, 
because he is helpful to me in my ministry.” 

§ Paul’s prison companion. 
 
 



o Other facts about Luke 
§ Knew Greek very well 
§ Historian 
§ Only Gentile author in the NT 

 
 
 

• When was the Gospel of Luke written? 
 

o We know Luke was written first and Acts was written second from their 
introductions. 
 

o 60s? 
§ The book of Acts ends with Paul’s imprisonment, usually dated 

around 62AD.   
§ There is no mention of the destruction of Jerusalem in Acts. 

 
 

o 70s or 80s? 
§ Detailed descriptions of destruction of Jerusalem in Luke’s gospel. 
§ There had to be time for other writings to circulate. 

 
 
 
• Why did Luke write his gospel? 

o Recipient:  Theophilus 
§ “most excellent” (v.3)  = used to address a Roman official 
§ One Gentile person vs. literary device 

 
 
 

§ Gentile audience 
 
 
 

o Purpose: 
§ To present an accurate account of the life of Christ that could 

stand up under historical investigation 
§ To present Jesus as the perfect, divine Man and Savior. 
§ To give reassurance that Gentiles belonged as God’s people, that 

they could be confident and secure that Jesus is the Promised One 



of God, who brings forgiveness of sins and represents the 
inauguration of the completion of God’s plan. 

 
 
• Why are there four Gospels?  

 
o Different Christian communities had need for a book about Jesus.   
o None of the gospel writers intended his gospel to be read in parallel with 

the others.   
o Mark was written first (55-60AD).  Then it was rewritten twice:  Matthew 

and Luke 
o Synoptic gospels = “with the same vision” or “common-view” 

 
 
 
 
• What themes or topics are emphasized in the Gospel of Luke? 

 
o God’s fulfillment of His promises to Israel  

§ Jesus is the “fulfillment” of Jewish Messianic hopes and 
expectations.   

 
 
 

o How God is forming a new community of people, breaking down all 
barriers 

§ ALL are welcome:  inclusion of Gentiles, women, poor, rejected, and 
sinful 

§ This came about by Jesus being rejected by the Jewish leadership, 
which was part of God’s plan in forming His new community of 
people. 

 
 
 

o Discipleship  
§ Response to Jesus – accept/reject 
§ Training disciples how to follow Him when He’s gone 
§ Parables  
§ Strengthen the Christian movement in the face of opposition 
§ Invitation to participate in this new community of God’s people 

 



 
 

o Jesus’ concern for human suffering and social concerns 
§ Jesus can overcome demons, disease, oppression, discrimination, 

abuse of power, poverty, sin, and death 
 
 

o Jesus as the Perfect, Divine Man 
§ Human side of Jesus  – The Son of Man 

 
 
 

o Role of the Holy Spirit  
§ Present at Jesus’ birth, baptism, in His ministry, and at resurrection 
§ Emphasized more in Acts 

 
  



• How did Luke organize his Gospel? 
 

o Prologue (1:1-4) 
 

o Jesus’ Birth and Family (1:5-2:52) 
 

o Jesus’ Preparation for Ministry (3:1-4:13) 
 

o Jesus’ Ministry in Galilee (4:14-9:50) 
 

o Jesus’ Ministry on the Way to Jerusalem (9:51-19:44) 
 

o Jesus’ Ministry in Jerusalem (19:45-21:38) 
 

o Jesus’ Death and Resurrection (22:1-24:53) 
 

 
Applications 
 

1. We struggle with those core longings of belonging, fitting in, and having 
value and worth.    Jesus takes people on the outside and brings them into 
His care and presence.  You belong in God’s community of people!  
 

2. Luke researched.  He put in effort.  He wanted to know for Himself.  
Carefully investigate for yourself.  Commit to study!   
 

 
 

  



 



Equipping Tool #1: Asking Questions and Drawing Question Marks  
(examples from Luke 1:1-4) 
 
This is the best and most important tool! Do this first… always! 
 
Interact with God through His Word by writing in the margins next to the Scripture 
verses. Ask questions, wonder about things, or just draw a huge question mark if 
something is just plain confusing! 
 
Feeling lost or confused is actually a sign that our understanding is being challenged and 
that learning is about to take place. Embracing feeling lost rather than avoiding it or 
dulling it will actually place us in the best possible position to learn So ask lots of questions 
of the Scripture! 
 
When you learn some of the answers to your questions, it will boost your confidence that 
you are learning and growing in knowledge of God’s Word. The joy of discovery is a thrill! 
 
Questions I had about Luke 1:1-4: 

- Who is Theophilus? Jew? Gentile? Luke’s friend? 
- What does “most excellent” mean? 
- Had Theophilus already been taught some things? What things? By whom? 
- Which eye witnesses did Luke consult? 
- Does “orderly account” mean Luke wrote his book in chronological order? 
- If stories were handed down, are they reliable? 
- How many people tried to write an account of Jesus’ life? More than just 

Matthew, Mark, Luke and John? 
- Was Luke a disciple of Jesus? 

 
 

  



Equipping Tool #2:  Making charts and comparisons  
(examples from Luke 1:5-80) 
 
 
Version #1 
 

Gabriel appears to Zechariah Gabriel appears to Mary 
In the temple Angel says Mary is favored 

Tells him his wife will have a son Mary is afraid 
Name him John She will have a son named Jesus 

He asks, “How can I be sure?” Holy Spirit will come on her 
Silent, unable to speak at the end  

  
 
 
 
 
Version #2 
 

      Gabriel appears to Zechariah   Gabriel appears to 
Mary 



 
 
 
  

Zechariah is an old 
man

Appears in the 
temple in Jerusalem 

Gabriel appears to 
Zechariah first

Mary is a young 
woman 

Appears in a 
common home in 

Nazareth 

Gabriel appears to 
Mary 6 months later 

Afraid 
 
Message: 
Sons will 
be born 
 
Asked 
questions 



Version #3 
 
 

Gabriel appears to Zechariah Gabriel appears to Mary 
Zechariah is an old man (7) 
He is from the priestly line (5) 
 

Mary is a young woman  
She is from the line of David (27) 

Appears in the temple in Jerusalem (11) 
 

Appears in a common home in Nazareth 
(26) 

Gabriel appears to Zechariah first 
 

Gabriel appears to Mary 6 months later 
(26) 

Zechariah was startled and gripped with 
fear (12) 
 

Mary was greatly troubled (29) 

Angel said, “Do not be afraid” (13) 
 

Angel said, “Do not be afraid” (30) 

Angel’s message:   
-Your wife will have a son.  
-You are to name him John.   
-He will be great in the sight of the Lord.   
 
-He will go in the spirit and power of Elijah.  
He will prepare people for the Lord.  (13-
17) 

Angel’s message:   
-You will have a son.   
-You are to name him Jesus.   
-He will be great and be called the Son of 
the Most High.   
-He will sit on David’s throne.  He will 
reign over the house of Jacob forever and 
his kingdom will never end. (31-33) 
 

Zechariah asks, “How can I be sure of this? 
I’m old” (18) 
 

Mary asks, “How will this be?  
I’m a virgin” (34) 

John will be filled with the Holy Spirit even 
from birth (15) 
 

The Holy Spirit will come upon Mary to 
conceive a son (35) 

 
 
  



Version #4 
 
 

 Gabriel appears to 
Zechariah 

Gabriel appears to 
Mary 

Who 
-An old man (7) 
-From the priestly line (5) 
 

-A young woman 
-From the line of David (27) 

Where 
Temple in Jerusalem (11) 
 

Home in Nazareth (26) 

When 
First 
 

6 months later (26) 

Initial response 
Startled and gripped with 
fear (12) 
 

Greatly troubled (29) 

 
Angel’s response to their 

fear 
 

“Do not be afraid” (13) 
 

“Do not be afraid” (30) 

Angel’s message 

-Your wife will have a son.  
-You are to name him John.   
-He will be great in the sight 
of the Lord.   
 
-He will go in the spirit and 
power of Elijah.  He will 
prepare people for the Lord.  
(13-17) 
 

-You will have a son.   
-You are to name him 
Jesus.   
-He will be great and be 
called the Son of the Most 
High.   
 
-He will sit on David’s 
throne.  He will reign over 
the house of Jacob forever 
and his kingdom will never 
end. (31-33) 

Response to message 
“How can I be sure of this? 
I’m old” (18) 
 

“How will this be?  
I’m a virgin” (34) 

Role of the Holy Spirit 

John will be filled with the 
Holy Spirit even from birth 
(15) 
 

The Holy Spirit will come 
upon Mary to conceive a 
son (35) 

 
 

  



Equipping Tool #3:  Defining Terms  
(examples from Luke 2) 
 
Use a dictionary or online dictionary to define words in the passage.   

• Look up words that seem to be important or key words (e.g., manger, census) 
• Look up words you’ve heard before, but really can’t verbalize a definition (e.g., 

custom, stature) 
• Look up repeated words (e.g., treasured, revealed) 
• Look up words that seem out of place or unusual to use (e.g., dismiss) 
• Look up words that are “juicy” or complex (e.g., astonished, pierce) 
• Look up words that are unknown to you (e.g., consolation, consecrated) 

Try to get a deeper understanding of what the English words mean.   
 
Here’s an example: 

 
 

  



Equipping Tool #4:  Using Cross References and Parallel Accounts  
(examples from Luke 3:1-4:13) 
 
Principle:  Scripture is its own best interpreter.  Let Scripture teach Scripture. 
 
Cross References 

• These help to identify commonalities between different parts of the Bible. 
• They help us to understand difficult verses by referring us to related Scriptures 

written by different authors.  Comparing the verse with a similar passage makes it 
more clear and understandable than just reading it as a stand-alone verse. 

• When a New Testament writer refers to an Old Testament passage, it helps to read 
the context of the OT passage to understand why the NT writer may have used it 
and what point he was trying to make. 

• Sometimes these are located in the middle of the page, and sometimes these are 
located on the bottom of the page, like footnotes.   

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Parallel Accounts 

• In the gospels, you can read the account of another 
author to get more insight. 

• Remember, gospel writers did not intend for their 
gospel to be read alongside the others, so read the 
other accounts to appreciate the distinctives, not 
to fill in the details. 

 
 
 
 



You can also search for your own cross references or parallel accounts by using a tool such 
as Bible Gateway (www.biblegateway.com) 
 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

  



Equipping Tool #5:  Reading Various Translations 
 
(Information taken from How to Choose a Translation for All Its Worth by Gordon Fee 
and Mark Strauss) 
 
(Examples from Luke 4:14-44) 
 
 
• God gave us His Word in real historical contexts, and in none of those contexts was 

English the language of divine communication.  It came to us in Hebrew (with some 
Aramaic) and Greek. 

• The task of translation is to transfer the meaning of words and sentences from one 
language (Hebrew or Greek) into meaningful words and sentences of another language 
(English).  The goal is to produce the same historical meaning in a different language.   

 
Here are the major English translations: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Two main approaches to translation: 
 
• Formal Equivalence – A translation philosophy, also known as “literal” or “word for 

word” translation, that seeks to retain the form (grammar and syntax) of the Hebrew 
or Greek as much as possible.    

• Functional Equivalence – A translation philosophy, also known as idiomatic or 
meaning-based translation, that seeks to reproduce the meaning of the text (in its 
context) in natural, understandable English. 

 
And then there’s… 
• Mediating Version – A translation that occupies the middle ground between formal 

and functional equivalence.   
 
Here is a spectrum of which version has been translated in which way: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
So, which version is best?  Which one do I choose? 
• The best translation is one that remains faithful to the original meaning of the text, but 

uses language that sounds as clear and natural to the modern reader as the Hebrew 
and Greek did to the original readers.   

• No version can capture all of the meaning, and different versions capture different 
facets of the meaning.  Both translation approaches have strengths and weaknesses.   

• It is best to use multiple versions from across the spectrum: formal, mediating, and 
functional.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Final Thoughts 
 



• All translation involves interpretation.  Even in word by word translation, before we 
can translate a single word, we must interpret its meaning in context.   
 

• Amplified Version – Provides “amplifications” (synonyms and explanations in 
parenthesis and brackets within the text) 

o Strength:  It acknowledges that no single English word or phrase can capture 
precisely the meaning of the Hebrew or Greek 

o Weakness:  It gives readers the false impression that Hebrew and Greek words 
are “packed” with theological content and can mean many things at once.  Also, 
it lets readers simply pick whichever meaning they like, instead of discerning 
the single correct meaning that fits the context and the meaning that the author 
most likely intended.   
 

• Translation vs. Paraphrase 
o Translation is transferring a message from one language to another. 

§  The Message is a translation! 
o Paraphrase is rewording a message in the same language. 

§ The Living Bible is a paraphrase of the American Standard Version 
 

• Transculturation – Reformulating the historical meaning of the text to fit a new 
cultural situation for more contemporary relevance.  It asks, “If Jesus was here 
teaching, what would He sound like?”  or “If Paul were the pastor of my church, how 
would he say this?”  (The Message or Cotton Patch Version) 

 
Examples: 
Luke 4:21 
• He began to say to them, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing” 

(NASB) 
• Then he started in, “You’ve just heard Scripture make history. It came true just now in 

this place.” (MSG) 
• He said to them, “This passage of scripture has come true today, as you heard it being 

read.” (GNT) 
 
Luke 4:41 
• Moreover, demons came out of many people, shouting, “You are the Son of God!” But 

he rebuked them and would not allow them to speak, because they knew he was the 
Messiah. (NIV) 

• And demons also came out of many, crying out and saying, “You are the Christ,the Son 
of God!” And He, rebuking them, did not allow them to speak, for they knew that He 
was the Christ. (NKJV) 

• Demons left in droves, screaming, “Son of God! You’re the Son of God!” But he shut 
them up, refusing to let them speak because they knew too much, knew him to be the 
Messiah. (MSG) 



Equipping Tool #6:  Listing the 5Ws 
(example from Luke 5) 
 
Jesus Heals a Paralytic Man  
Luke 5:17-26 
 
Who?  
(List the people who were involved; list what they say/do or what we are told about them) 

• Jesus (“Son of Man”, heals and forgives) 
• Pharisees, Teachers of the law (came from all over Galilee and Judea) 
• paralyzed man 
• paralyzed man’s friends (full of faith) 
• crowd (interested in Jesus’ teaching, filled with awe) 

 
What? 
(What are the events?  Retell what happened in your own words. Think: first, next, then, 
finally) 

• Jesus was teaching in a crowded house 
• Men lowered their paralyzed friend on a mat through the roof to get him in front of 

Jesus. 
• Jesus said the paralyzed man’s sins are forgiven. 
• Pharisees and teachers of the law think Jesus is committing blasphemy. 
• Jesus, knowing their thoughts, heals the man physically to prove He has authority 

to forgive sins. 
• Man gets up, takes mat, and goes home praising God. 
• Everyone was amazed. 

 
Where?   
(Where did it take place? Region? Geographic location? City?  Inside/outside?) 

• In the region of Galilee, in a house 
 
When? 
(When did it take place? Time of day?  Time of year? Before and after what?) 

• During Jesus’ ministry in Galilee 
• After Jesus is anointed by Spirit and after Jesus declared His Messianic mission 
• Before much opposition from religious authorities 

 
Why? 
(Why is this included in the gospel?  Why is it placed here? Why does a person say/do 
that?) 

• To show Jesus acting and fulfilling Isaiah 61:1-2 - bringing good news to the poor 
and setting captives free. 

  



Equipping Tool #7:  Making Lists 
(examples from Luke 6) 
• List events or steps in order 
• List reasons or examples 
• List items in a series 
• List names in a group 
• List commands in a teaching 
• List describing words and phrases 

 
 
 
Example #1: List the Apostles’ names 

13 When morning came, he called his disciples to him and chose twelve of them, whom he 

also designated apostles: 14 Simon (whom he named Peter), his brother Andrew, James, 

John, Philip, Bartholomew, 15 Matthew, Thomas, James son of Alphaeus, Simon who was 

called the Zealot, 16 Judas son of James, and Judas Iscariot, who became a traitor.  

 

Example #2: List those who are blessed in the new kingdom 

“Blessed are you who are poor, 

    for yours is the kingdom of God.  

21 Blessed are you who hunger now, 

    for you will be satisfied.  

Blessed are you who weep now, 

    for you will laugh.  

22 Blessed are you when people hate you, 

    when they exclude you and insult you….. 

  

Apostles 
1. Simon 
2. Andrew 
3. James 
4. John 
5. Philip 
6. Bartholomew 
7. Matthew 
8. Thomas 
9. James 
10. Simon 
11. Judas 
12. Judas 
 

1 

2 

3 

4 



Example #3:  List ways enemies treat you 

Example #4:  List the commands about loving your enemies 

      

27 “But to you who are listening I say: Love your enemies, do good to those who hate 

you, 28 bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat you. 29 If someone slaps you 

on one cheek, turn to them the other also. If someone takes your coat, do not withhold 

your shirt from them. 30 Give to everyone who asks you, and if anyone takes what belongs 

to you, do not demand it back. 31 Do to others as you would have them do to you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

How to love enemies: 
• Do good to them 
• Bless them 
• Pray for them 
• Turn the other cheek to them 
• Don’t withhold your shirt from them 
• Give to them what they ask for 
• Don’t demand back what they took from you 
• Do to them as you would want them to do to 

you 

How an enemy treats you: 
• Hate you 
• Curse you 
• Mistreat you 
• Slap you 
• Take from you 
• Ask from you 
 



Equipping Tool #8:  Noting Cause and Effect Relationships 
(examples from Luke 7:1-35) 
 
 
Thinking forward: 
Cause:  What action took place?    Effect:  What was the result? 
 
Thinking backward: 
Effect:  What happened?    Cause:  Why did that happen? 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 
 
 

Luke 7:1-6 

When Jesus had finished saying all this to the people who were listening, he entered 

Capernaum. 2 There a centurion’s servant, whom his master valued highly, was sick and 

about to die. 3 The centurion heard of Jesus and sent some elders of the Jews to him, 

asking him to come and heal his servant. 4 When they came to Jesus, they pleaded 

earnestly with him, “This man deserves to have you do this, 5 because he loves our nation 

and has built our synagogue.”  

 

Luke 7:11-17 

11 Soon afterward, Jesus went to a town called Nain, and his disciples and a large crowd 

went along with him. 12 As he approached the town gate, a dead person was being carried 

C 

E

 

C 

C 

E

 

E

 



out—the only son of his mother, and she was a widow. And a large crowd from the town 

was with her.13 When the Lord saw her, his heart went out to her and he said, “Don’t cry.”  

14 Then he went up and touched the bier they were carrying him on, and the bearers stood 

still. He said, “Young man, I say to you, get up!” 15 The dead man sat up and began to talk, 

and Jesus gave him back to his mother.  

16 They were all filled with awe and praised God. “A great prophet has appeared among us,” 

they said. “God has come to help his people.”17 This news about Jesus spread throughout 

Judea and the surrounding country. 

 
 

  

E

 

C

 

C

 

E

 

E

 

C

 



Equipping Tool #9:  Marking transition and connecting words 
(examples from Luke 7:36-8:21) 
 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

44 Then he turned toward the woman and said to Simon, “Do you see this woman? I came 

into your house. You did not give me any water for my feet, but she wet my feet with her 

tears and wiped them with her hair. 45 You did not give me a kiss, but this woman, from the 

time I entered, has not stopped kissing my feet. 46 You did not put oil on my head, but she 

has poured perfume on my feet. 47 Therefore, I tell you, her many sins have been forgiven—

as her great love has shown. But whoever has been forgiven little loves little.” 

48 Then Jesus said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.” 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Why are these little words important? 
 
• Link the author’s train of thought 
• Show the author’s progression of events or ideas 
• Help the reader understand the big picture or the main point the author was trying to 

communicate 
• Make the reader look closely at the context (which leads to better interpretation) 
• Cause the reader to slow down to ponder and meditate the passage 
• Prompt further questions for the reader 
 

 
 
 
   

  



  Terms of….          Examples 
 

Conclusion therefore, so, for this reason, so then 
 

Explanation for, because, since, for this reason, for example,  
for instance, moreover, further, such as, in that 

 
Purpose or result so, thus, for this purpose, so that, in order that,  

in order to, as a result, consequently, then 
 

Comparison just as, like, likewise, also, so as, so also, too,  
both, in the same way 

 
Contrast 

 
 

although, but, however, yet, even though, except,  
rather, instead, nevertheless, otherwise 

 
Time after, afterward, before, now, then, soon, until, when, while, 

at that time, as soon as, in that day,  
immediately, continually, 

during the reign of, at the feast of 
 

Emphasis indeed, only, even, in fact, truly I tell you 
 

Condition if…then, unless 
 

Instruction and 
Exhortation 

Do, do not, don’t, shall, shall not, let,  
let us, consider, be 

 
 
*This is not an exhaustive list 
*There is some overlap among the categories, for sure! 
*Read a passage in different translations to better understand how the word or phrase is 
used 
*Some words yield further insights and some don’t.  It takes practice!  J 

  



Equipping Tool #10:  Drawing Symbols and Highlighting  
(examples from Luke 8:22-56) 
 
Why? 
• Gives you to another way to interact with the text and look closely at the text 
• Can show you at a glance what a verse is about  
• Gives your pages a personal touch and more visual appeal 
 
How? 
• Create your own symbols or color codes that are simple, meaningful to you, and easy 

to remember. 
• Draw symbols in the margins, above a word, or right on top of a word. 
• Highlight on top of words or make a colored box around words and verses. 
 
Here is a code I created: 
 
Bible Highlighting 
Red -- commands and key verses 
Pink -- critical elements of the book, 
narrative verses 
Orange -- caution and sin 
Coral -- identity in Christ 
Yellow -- heaven, future hope, promises, 
prophecy 
Green -- growth, faith 
Light blue -- what God blesses, how God 
blesses 
Dark Blue -- relationships 
Purple -- Jesus 
Violet -- attributes and actions of God 
and the Holy Spirit 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Here are symbols I found online: 
   (From Precepts Ministries) 

 
  



 



 



 

Introduction to Interpretation 
 
 
Steps for Bible Study: 
 
Step 1:  Observation – “What does it say?”    
Step 2:  Interpretation -“What does it mean?”   
Step 3:  Application – “How does it work?”    
 

 
• Our goal in Bible study is not accumulation of knowledge, it’s transformation into the 

image of Jesus!   
 

• We want to be doers of the Word and not just hearers of the Word. 
 
• Therefore, application is the most important part.  But you can’t apply the text 

correctly if you don’t interpret it accurately.  And you can’t interpret it accurately, if 
you didn’t read it thoroughly. 

 
• The quality of your interpretation will depend on the quality of your observation.  You 

can’t know what a writer means unless you know what the writer says.  Don’t skip the 
observation step.   

 
• Embrace the process:   

Thorough observation à Accurate interpretation à Correct application 
 

• We are called to love God with our minds.  Be prepared:  This is going to take work and 
effort.  But it’s fun!  J 

 
 

 
  



General Interpretation Principles: 
 
1. The Bible is unified by a Story.  Context is key. 

 
o Look at the surrounding verses, paragraphs, chapters, book, and then the entire 

council of God’s Word. 
o Let Scripture interpret Scripture.  
o Do not base your doctrine on an obscure passage of Scripture. 
o Every smaller narrative/story fits into God’s bigger story.   

 
Here are some outlines of God’s Bigger Story that spans the entire Bible: 
 

o Pavi shared this outline at e4 many years ago: 
 
God began    creation 
God started over   from Eden to Babel 
God promised    the Fathers of Israel 
God delivered    the exodus 
God sealed    Sinai 
God gave     the promised land 
God accommodated   from Joshua to Solomon 
God wrestled    from the Kings to the Exile 
God preserved    exile and restoration 

 
God with us    Jesus 
God in us     Holy Spirit and early church 
God for us    Paul and other letter writers 

 
 

o NT Wright (New Testament scholar and author) organizes the drama of God’s 
story into five acts, like a play:  
 
1) Creation 
2) Fall   
3) Israel   
4) Jesus   
5) The Church 

 
 

o Scot McKnight (author) suggests that the plot in God’s Story revolves around 5 
themes, which hold the Bible together: 
 
1) Creating image-bearers (Genesis 1-2) 
2) Cracked image-bearers (Genesis 3-11) 
3) Covenant Community (Genesis 12 – Malachi) 



4) Christ, the perfect image-bearer, redeems (Matthew  - Revelation 20) 
5) Consummation (Revelation 21-22) 

 
 

2. Consider the author’s purpose for writing and the type of literature he is writing. 
a. You would interpret wisdom literature differently from Paul’s letters and 

historical narratives differently from poetry. 
 
 
3. A passage can only have ONE true interpretation (but many applications). 

a. It only had one meaning to the original writer.   
b. A text means what its author meant, not what the reader thinks it means. 
c. We study to try to figure out that meaning. 
d. Barriers to be aware of: 

 
i. Language barriers – translated out of Hebrew, Greek, Aramaic 

ii. Cultural barriers – life in the 1st century, customs, traditions, temple, 
sacrifices, hospitality, foot washing, festivals 

iii. Geographic barriers – distance between here and the middle east, cities 
looked different, cities were named differently, land looked different 

iv. Literary barriers – idioms and figurative language known to them but 
unknown to us; used genres that are unfamiliar to us today 

v. Communication barriers – written thousands of years ago, written with a 
different worldview 
 

e. Christians disagree about what the interpretation ought to be.  In regard to 
debated Scriptures, we need to hold our interpretations with humble and 
teachable hearts.   

 
4. Interpret Scripture literally, whenever possible.   

a. “When plain sense makes common sense, seek no other sense” 
b. God wants to reveal Himself and His ways to us! 
c. Don’t use “it must mean something deeper/different than that…” as an excuse 

for disobedience. 
 
5. The Bible is written for us, but it was not written to us. 

a. What did it mean to the original audience in the 1st century? 
b. It can’t mean for us what it never meant for them. 
c. Example:  Eagle in Revelation 

 
6. Remember, we will not understand everything.  There are some very obscure passages 

in Scripture, especially in the Old Testament.   
a. 2 Peter 3:16 – “There are some points in Paul’s letters which are difficult to 

understand.” 



i. Even Peter acknowledges that some things Paul wrote are 
hard to understand!  That makes me feel better! J 

ii. But we CAN understand what God wants us to understand! 
 
7. Be cautious.  Wrong interpretation can be destructive. 

a. 2 Peter 3:16 – “His [Paul’s] letters contain some things that are hard to 
understand, which ignorant and unstable people distort, as they do the other 
Scriptures, to their own destruction.” 

 
8. Compare your interpretation with other scholars/believers. 

a. Scripture was written to community, so it is best understood when read and 
discussed within a community of believers. 

b. Be wary if in your study you find something that no one else has ever seen 
before. God probably would not blind godly men to truth for almost 2000 years 
and suddenly reveal it to you. 

 
9. There is great joy in discovery! 

a. Never skip over studying the Bible yourself in order to read what other people 
have to say about it in their books. 

b. The Word is inspired.  Other resources are helpful, but they are not the Word of 
God. 

  



Equipping Tool #11:  Asking Questions from an interpretation perspective 
(examples from Luke 9:1-45) 
 

 

Our first observation tool was also asking questions and drawing question marks.   

Interact with God through His Word by writing in the margins next to the Scripture 
verses.  Ask questions, wonder about things, or just draw a huge question mark if 
something is just plain confusing! 
 
This time, also try to ask questions that would help you understand Biblical culture and 
background, which will help in interpreting the text.  
These kinds of questions would relate to: 
 

• Jewish culture, traditions, and taboos 

• Jewish beliefs and worldviews 

• Old Testament Law   

• Politics, Governing authorities, and Leadership 

• Religious and Worship practices  

• Business, Economic, and Agricultural practices 

• Household life and roles in relationships 

• Social customs 

• Methods of warfare 

• Historical events 

• Geographical locations 

• Identity of people or background of groups of people 

• Types or themes of Biblical literature 

• Who wrote a Biblical book and why 

 

Here are some interpretation-type questions I had about Luke 9:1-45: 



• Were there other traveling preachers?  Was visiting towns to share a message a 
normal practice in Jesus’ day?  What were the Jewish customs of hospitality for 
strangers? (v. 1-6) 
 

• Who was Herod the tetrarch?  Is he the same as Herod the great? Or was he related 
to Herod the great? (v. 7-9) 

 
• What role did loaves of bread and fish have in Jewish diet?  Were they staples of a 

typical Jewish meal? Rare? For the poor? (v. 10-17) 
 

• What was the Jewish expectation of the Messiah?  (v. 18-20) 
 

• How did Rome use the cross as a punishment for criminals?  Did they have other 
methods?  Could Roman citizens be crucified?  (v. 21-27) 

 
• What mountain did the transfiguration take place on?  What mountains were in 

Galilee? (v. 28-36) 
 

• How was demon-possession viewed in the first century?  What did they think 
caused it?  How common was it?  (v. 37-45) 

  



Equipping Tool #12:  Using Bible Dictionaries 
 
 
• Organized alphabetically, Bible Dictionaries give explanations of people, places, 

events, and terms in the Bible. 
• I like them because they give facts and information about culture, language, 

geography, traditions, and identity of people, but they don’t interpret for you.   
• Use discernment!  To evaluate a resource, look up a few terms you are familiar with 

and see how it explains them. 
• Read multiple dictionaries for better accuracy and a more thorough understanding.  

It’s good to hear many “voices” when you’re studying. 
 
 

Examples of printed resources: 
1. Zondervan Illustrated Bible Dictionary 
2. The Baker Illustrated Bible Dictionary  
3. Holman Illustrated Bible Dictionary 
4. Tyndale Bible Dictionary 
5. Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible 
6. Dictionary of New Testament Background edited by 

Craig Evans 
 

 
Examples of online resources (some are available as apps) 
I am not too familiar with these, so I can’t say too much about them.   
Use discernment! 

1. StudyLight.org 
2. BibleStudyTools.com 
3. BlueLetterBible.org 
4. BibleHub.com 
5. Bible.org 

 
 
The one app I have used and can recommend is Olive Tree Bible Study App. 

 
Here is the entry for “Samaritan” in the Zondervan Illustrated Bible Dictionary. 
 



 
 



 



Equipping Tool #13:  Bible Handbooks 

 
Bible Handbooks are like an almanac or an encyclopedia for the Bible. 
They are usually organized by books of the Bible.  But sometimes, they are organized by 
topics. 
 
They may include some or all of the following: 

• important details on each book, including each book’s author, date, original 
audience, and themes 

• original setting of the book and what was going on in the world at that time  
• overview or outline of the book  
• summaries of each section or division of Scripture 
• historical background information about people and places 
• cultural traditions 
• archaeological evidence 
• timelines 
• charts 
• maps 
• photographs 
• diagrams 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Recommended Resources: 

• Zondervan Handbook to the 
Bible 

• Halley’s Bible Handbook 
• What the Bible is All About: Bible Handbook by Henrietta Mears 
• Holman Illustrated Bible Handbook 
• The Unger’s Bible Handbook 
• The Baker Illustrated Bible Handbook 
• The New Manners and Customs of Bible Times by Ralph Gower 
• A Cultural Handbook to the Bible by John Pilch 
• The Illustrated Guide to Bible Customs and Curiosities by George W. Knight 

  



 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 



  



  



Equipping Tool #14 – Interpreting Parables 
(example from Luke 12) 

There are different kinds of parables, so it’s hard to give guidelines that will address them 
all.  What makes them different is their function. 
 
• True parables are stories with a beginning and an ending.  The story itself is the 

message.   Examples include the Prodigal Son or the Good Samaritan.   
• Similitudes are more like illustrations.  They describe aspects of real life that are 

always true.  Examples include the parable of the sower, yeast, or mustard seed.   
• Parabolic sayings are metaphors and similes.  An example is “You are the salt of the 

earth” 
• Epigrams are short, witty sayings or expressions.  An example is, “Do people pick 

grapes from thorn bushes or figs from thistles?” 
 

General guidelines about interpreting parables: 

• The parable itself IS the message.  (It is not told to illustrate a message.) 
• It is told to capture the hearers’ attention, bring them up short about their own 

actions, or to call forth a response or action. 
 
• Parables are not allegories.  An allegory is where many of the details in the story are 

intended to represent something else. 
• A parable illuminates one aspect of truth.  It has one point.   
• Remember, parables were spoken, so the story was told in such a way that the hearers 

had to be able to interpret it after hearing it once (not after reading and studying it). 
 
• The key to understanding a parable is to determine the circumstances and the original 

audience to which it was spoken.  (Although, some parables are “contextless”.) 
• A parable usually has points of references, or parts of the story that create ordinary 

expectations.  Then, the story takes an unexpected turn to “catch” the reader.   
• The point of the story is to be found in the intended response. 
• When parables were originally told, they seldom needed interpretation. 
 
• Jesus intended His parables to be understood, at least at some level.  The problem 

wasn’t that people couldn’t understand; the problem was that people couldn’t perceive 
it because it didn’t match their expectations, or that people didn’t want to alter their 
behavior in order to respond to it.  

 
• Our goal when interpreting the parables is to recapture the “unexpected turn” of the 

parables in our own times and circumstances. We need to translate that same point 
into our own context, with new points of reference, so that we will feel the same 
intended responses that the original hearers did. 

 



All parables, in some way, proclaim the kingdom of God.   
 
To determine the point of the parable, look for themes of: 
 

• The nature of the Kingdom of God 
• The character of God (gracious, forgiving, generous) 
• Salvation freely offered to all; joy 
• Urgency due to impending judgement  
• Character transformation (anger, pride, unforgiveness, lack of love, hypocrisy, 

unfaithfulness) 
 

 
Parable of the Rich Fool - Luke 12:13-21  

 
 13 Someone in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the inheritance 
with me.” 
14 Jesus replied, “Man, who appointed me a judge or an arbiter between you?” 15 Then he 
said to them, “Watch out! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; life does not consist 
in an abundance of possessions.” 
16 And he told them this parable: “The ground of a certain rich man yielded an abundant 
harvest. 17 He thought to himself, ‘What shall I do? I have no place to store my crops.’ 
18 “Then he said, ‘This is what I’ll do. I will tear down my barns and build bigger ones, and 
there I will store my surplus grain. 19 And I’ll say to myself, “You have plenty of grain laid up 
for many years. Take life easy; eat, drink and be merry.”’ 
20 “But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life will be demanded from 
you. Then who will get what you have prepared for yourself?’ 
21 “This is how it will be with whoever stores up things for themselves but is not rich 
toward God.” 
 
Circumstances/Audience:  Man wants his brother to divide the inheritance; attitudes 
toward possessions 
 
Points of reference:  Rich man thinks he has secured his life and rests complacently 
 
Unexpected turn:  “that very night” his life was demanded 
 
Point of the Parable:  The urgency of the present moment.  It is foolish to live for 
possessions and self-security when the Kingdom of God is at hand. 
  
 

 



Equipping Tool #15 – Pulling out Principles 
(examples from Luke 13) 

 
A principle is a spiritual truth about God and/or people. 

It is true for all people in all cultures at all times. 

It captures that main truth(s) that the passage teaches. 

It must be consistent with the whole counsel of Scripture. 
 
 
Basic questions to ask: 
 

• What do we learn about God? 

• What do we learn about man? 
 
 
 
More questions to ask: 
 

• What attributes of God’s character are displayed in this passage? 

• What do I learn about God’s heart for people? 

• What does God want us to know from this passage? 

• What truths are revealed about people’s relationship with God? 

• What truths are revealed about people’s relationships with others? 

• How does this passage point to the person and work of Jesus Christ? 

• What does this passage reveal about people’s complete need for a Savior? 

• What warnings are included in this passage? 

• What commands are included in this passage? 

• What encouragements or promises are in this passage? 

• Is there an example to follow?  Is there an example not to follow? 

  



Examples of principles from Luke 13: 
 
 
I. Jesus warns about repentance and fruitfulness (13:1-9) 
 

• Judgment will overtake all people, unless they repent. 
• Those who face tragedy are not necessarily those whose sinfulness qualified them 

for it.   
• The unrepentant temporarily escape God’s judgment because of God’s mercy. 
• God is patient, wanting all to come to repentance.   
• Repentance yields fruit. 
• Now is the time to repent and live fruitful lives. 

 

 

II. Jesus heals a crippled woman on the Sabbath (v. 10-21) 
 

• Jesus came to set the captives free and release people from darkness. 
• The kingdom is made present in seemingly small acts of love. 
• Exclusiveness has no place in the Kingdom of God. 
• Though sometimes unperceivable, God is always working to further His kingdom 

agenda. 
• True change and growth comes from the inside. 

 
 
 

III. Jesus teaches about the narrow door and the fate of Jerusalem (v. 22-
35) 

 
• The only way to enter the Kingdom of God is through Jesus, the door. 
• Salvation cannot be inherited. 
• The opportunity to repent has a time limit. 
• All who repent are welcome in the kingdom of God. 
• Jesus willingly died on the cross to rescue people from judgment, but we have to be 

willing to receive his rescue. 
 
 

  



Equipping Tool #16 – Read Great Books 
 
 
“Do not conform any longer to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of 
your mind. Then you will be able to test and approve what God's will is – His good, pleasing and 
perfect will.”  (Romans 12:2) 
 

• First and foremost, read the Bible!!! 
 

Beyond that…. 
• Develop a plan to read one book every month or two 
• Reading great books enlarges your perspective, transforms your mind, changes 

your heart, sharpens your skills, and refreshes your soul 
• “Enjoy the journey. It is not how many books you read, it’s how deeply the ones you 

read sink into your life.”  - Chip Ingram 
 
Abby’s personal recommendations  
 

• The Prodigal God – Timothy Keller 
• The Return of the Prodigal Son – Henri J.M. Nouwen 
• The Knowledge of the Holy -  A.W. Tozer 
• Knowing God – J. I. Packer 
• The Blue Parakeet – Scot McKnight 
• The Practice of the Presence of God – Brother Lawrence 
• The Anatomy of Peace – The Arbinger Institute 
• As Iron Sharpens Iron – Howard and William Hendricks 
• Free of Charge – Miroslav Volf 
• A Celebration of Discipline - Richard C. Foster 

 
 

• The Good and Beautiful God – James Bryan Smith 
• The Good and Beautiful Life – James Bryan Smith 
• The Good and Beautiful Community – James Bryan Smith 

 
 
Favorite Authors: 
 

• NT Wright 
• Timothy Keller 
• Gordon Fee 
• John Ortberg 
• Dallas Willard 

 
Also, consider reading biographies of influential Christians  



Equipping Tool #17 – Reading Commentaries 
(Example from Luke 15) 

What is a commentary? 

• A Bible commentary contains explanations and interpretations (and sometimes 
applications) of Scripture.  Commentaries can provide deeper understanding and 
insight into the text.   
 

• Many times, scholars have done the work of looking at the original languages, 
studying the first century culture, and reading other resources and then complied 
all of their learning over their lifetime into a commentary.   
 

• Commentaries can analyze the entire Bible or just an individual book of the Bible.  
They usually go through the text, chapter by chapter and verse by verse.  

What is the best way to use a commentary? 

• Study the Scripture for yourself first, trusting the Holy Spirit to help you observe 
and interpret the text.  Then, use commentaries to confirm, correct, and enhance 
your study.  Resist the urge to by-pass the Bible and go straight for the 
commentary! 
 

• There are so many commentaries out there!  Use discernment as you read and 
study. 
 

• Interesting thought: “The best commentators are those who have written upon 
only one book. Few men can comment eminently well upon the whole Bible.” 
(Spurgeon) 

 
Commentaries I’ve enjoyed: 

• “For Everyone” series for the New Testament by NT Wright (e.g., Luke for 
Everyone) 

• “For Everyone” series for the Old Testament by John Goldingay (e.g. Genesis for 
Everyone) 

• The New International Commentary on the New (or Old) Testament 
• IVP Bible Background Commentary 
• Zondervan Illustrated Bible Background Commentary 
• NIV Application Commentary 
• Life Application Bible Commentary 
• The Eerdmans Companion to the Bible by Fee and Hubbard 

 
 



The one app I have used and can recommend is Olive Tree Bible Study App. 
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Equipping Tool #18:  Understanding Biblical Literary Genres 

The various books of the Bible are written in different forms or genres.  You cannot 

correctly interpret the verses in the book without knowing the style of literature that the 

author purposed to write.   

 

6 Major Genres Found in Scripture: 

1. Law 
a. Defined: Rules to determine right from wrong, to maintain a proper 

relationship with God, and to govern the nation of Israel 
b. Examples:  Exodus à Deuteronomy 
c. Guidelines for interpretation: 

i. Determine whether the law is moral, ceremonial, or civil. 
ii. Look for the principle behind the law. 

 

 

 

2. Narrative 
a. Defined:  Stories and historical accounts; structured around a plot; 

characters go through psychological and spiritual development 
b. Examples: Genesis, Ruth, Luke 
c. Guidelines for interpretation: 

i. Summarize the theme of the story. 
ii. Look for what God is up to in the story. 

iii. Decide what’s descriptive and what’s prescriptive. 
  

 

 

3. Exposition or Epistles 
a. Defined:  A straightforward argument or explanation of objective truth; 

moves from point to point in a logical fashion; the aim is agreement and 
action 

b. Examples:  Paul’s letters 
c. Guidelines for interpretation: 

i. Discover the historical background (What circumstance occasioned 
the letter?). 

ii. Read the whole letter before trying to interpret parts of it. 
iii. Summarize the main point of the passage. 



 

4. Poetry 
a. Defined: Appeals to the emotions and the imagination; often meant to be 

sung and not read; uses parallelism, repetition, exaggeration, and 
contrasting thoughts 

b. Examples:  Job, Psalms, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs, Lamentations 
c. Guidelines for interpretation: 

i. Note the historical background. 
ii. Unpack the figurative language. 

iii. Look for truths about God. 

 

 

5. Proverbs and Wisdom Literature 
a. Defined: Short nuggets of truth that are practical and focused on 

consequences in order to point us in the right direction 
b. Examples: Proverbs 
c. Guidelines for interpretation: 

i. Remember that proverbs are principles (“This is how life basically 
works.”), not promises (“This is how life always works”). 
 

 

 

6. Prophecy and Apocalyptic  
a. Defined: Often has a tone of warning and judgment; Not necessarily 

predicting the future, but more so authoritatively proclaiming the words of 
the Lord; Contains symbols, vivid images, and object lessons in hopes of 
motivating change 

b. Examples:  Isaiah à Malachi, Revelation 
c. Guidelines for interpretation: 

i. Distinguish between what has already been fulfilled and what has yet 
to be fulfilled. 

ii. Distinguish between figurative and literal descriptions. 

 

 

 (Ideas taken from Living by the Book by Howard Hendricks and Context: How to 

Understand the Bible by James Nicodem) 



Equipping Tool #19:  Figuring out Figurative Language 

The Bible contains figures of speech, vivid images, hyperbole, symbols, graphic object 

lessons, and other unusual language. How do we know when to read the Bible literally and 

when to read the Bible figuratively? 

Here are some principles to guide us… 

1. Use the literal sense unless there is some good reason not to. 
a. “When the plain sense makes common sense, seek no other sense.” 

But what if the “plain sense” doesn’t make common sense? 

2. Use the figurative sense when the passage tells you to do so. 
a. Dreams and visions (e.g., Gen. 41 and Daniel 7-12) 

 

3. Use the figurative sense if the expression is an obvious figure of speech. 
a. Similes, metaphors, personification, idioms (e.g., “fell asleep”) 

 

4. Use the figurative sense if a literal meaning is impossible or absurd. 
a. “Out of his mouth came a sharp, two-edged sword” (Rev. 1:16) 

 

5. Use the figurative sense if a literal meaning would contradict other Scripture. 
a. “Unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink His blood, you have no 

life in yourselves.” (John 6:53) 
 

6. Use the figurative sense if a literal interpretation goes contrary to the context. 
a. “The Lion of the tribe of Judah” before the throne of God (Rev. 5:1-5) 

 

7. Use the figurative sense if a literal interpretation goes contrary to the genre of the 
book, type of literature, or author’s purpose. 

a. Prophetic literature and poetry often only make sense if read figuratively 
and imaginatively. (e.g., “In the shadow of Thy wings I sing for joy” (Ps. 63:7)) 

b. Literary devices, such as parables (Prodigal Son – Luke 15) and allegories 
(Vine and the Branches - John 15), have to be interpreted differently.   
 

8. Use the figurative sense if a literal interpretation would involve a contradiction in 
doctrine. 

a. “Do you not know that you are a temple of God, and that the Spirit of God 
dwells in you?  If any man destroys the temple of God, God will destroy 
him…” (1 Cor. 3:16-17).  Taken literally, this contradicts the doctrine of 
eternal security.    (Adapted from Living by the Book by Howard Hendricks) 



Equipping Tool #20:  Rely on the Holy Spirit  

 
The Holy Spirit helps believers interpret the correct meaning of the Bible's statements, 
commands, and questions.  He is from God and He is God.  He is the Spirit of Truth.  He 
guides us into all truth.  He is our Helper.  He helps us understand what God has freely 
given us.  He makes Jesus known to us and testifies about Him.  He reveals God’s thoughts 
to us.  He was involved in the writing of prophesy and Scripture.   
 
Remember, even with the help of the Holy Spirit and diligent Bible study, the precise 
meaning of some verses cannot be fully ascertained this side of heaven.   
 
• 1 Corinthians 2:10-12 - The Spirit searches all things, even the deep things of God. For 

who knows a person’s thoughts except their own spirit within them? In the same way 
no one knows the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. What we have received is 
not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, so that we may understand 
what God has freely given us.  

 
• John 15:26-27 - “When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the 

Father—the Spirit of truth who goes out from the Father—he will testify about me. And 
you also must testify, for you have been with me from the beginning. 

 
• John 16:13-15 - But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all the 

truth.  He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell 
you what is yet to come. He will glorify me because it is from me that he will receive 
what he will make known to you. All that belongs to the Father is mine. That is why I 
said the Spirit will receive from me what he will make known to you.” 

 
• 2 Timothy 3:16-17 - All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, 

correcting and training in righteousness, so that the servant of God may be thoroughly 
equipped for every good work. 

 
• 2 Peter 1:20-21 -  Above all, you must understand that no prophecy of Scripture came 

about by the prophet’s own interpretation of things. For prophecy never had its origin 
in the human will, but prophets, though human, spoke from God as they were carried 
along by the Holy Spirit. 

  



Equipping Tool #21:  Asking Application Questions 
(Examples from Luke 19) 
 

“The Word of God does not bear fruit when it is understood, only when it is applied.” 
– Howard Hendricks, Dallas Theological Seminary 

 
 

“Interpretation is one; application is many.  That is, there is only one ultimate interpretation of a 
passage of Scripture.  But that passage can be applied in different ways to different situations.  

The truth of God’s Word is adaptable, in that the same truth addresses a variety of 
circumstances.  The truth doesn’t change; the circumstances do.” 

-From Living by the Book by Howard Hendricks, p. 329 
 
 

James 1:22-25 -- 22 Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what 
it says. 23 Anyone who listens to the word but does not do what it says is like someone who 

looks at his face in a mirror 24 and, after looking at himself, goes away and immediately 
forgets what he looks like. 25 But whoever looks intently into the perfect law that gives 

freedom, and continues in it—not forgetting what they have heard, but doing it—they will 
be blessed in what they do. 

 
• Applications move the truths of the Scripture from the mind to the heart. 
• Applications help you apply your learning to your life. 
• Applications are practical. 
• Applications cause evaluation and reflection of your present life and often motivate 

making a change going forward. 
 
 
Questions to ask yourself to determine applications from a passage of Scripture: 
 

1. How will this passage make a difference in my life?  What step will I take? 
2. What might God want to change about the way I think and act? 
3. Is there an example for me to follow? 
4. Is there a sin to avoid? 
5. Is there a promise to claim? 
6. Is there a prayer to repeat? 
7. Is there a command to obey? 
8. Is there a warning to heed? 
9. Is there an attitude/action to confess? 
10. Is there a pattern of thinking to change? 

 
Remember, our goal is not accumulation of knowledge but life transformation!   
We don’t just want to know about Jesus, we want to become like Jesus! 
 



• Ask application questions of yourself before asking them of anyone else.  
(Use “me”, “my”, and “I”) 

 
• Avoid questions that are limited to a “yes” or “no” response.  Instead, start questions 

with Who, What, Where, When, or How. 
(For example, not “Has my life changed since following Jesus?” but rather “Since I 
started following Jesus, what has been the biggest change in my life?”) 

 

 
Examples of application questions from Luke 19: 
 
IV. Zacchaeus, the chief tax collector, follows Jesus (19:1-10) 

 

• How would I describe my relationship with the lost and rejected:  seeking them out or 
blocking them out?   

• What group of people do I tend to avoid or judge because of their low social status?  
How will I show love instead this week? 

• How do my actions (or behaviors) reflect the freedom that has happened within my 
soul? 
What changes do I need to make? 

 
 
V. Jesus tells the Parable of the Ten Minas (v. 11-27) 
 
• Would I describe my stewardship - of the time, money, resources, and abilities that 

God has given you - as faithful or wasteful?  Why? 
• What new ideas/opportunities excite me of how I could invest in people and the 

Kingdom as I wait for Jesus’ return? 
 
 
VI. Jesus enters Jerusalem as King (v. 28-44) 
 
• How does Jesus’ weeping over unbelieving Jerusalem show me how I should think 

about those who don’t yet know Him? 
• Whose salvation can I pray for this week? 
• What has God done that I praise Him for? 
 
 
VII. Jesus cleanses and teaches at the temple  (v. 45-48) 

 
• How have I turned my place of worship (church, community group) into a place a 

business or personal gain? 
 



Equipping Tool #22 – Scripture Meditation  
 
Biblical meditation involves filling our minds with the truths of Scripture, pondering them, 
and allowing them to transform our thinking and readjust our lives. 
 

Lectio Divina 
Lectio divina is a Latin term literally meaning “divine reading.”  It is a method of reading 
the Bible that involves listening with the heart.  In lectio divina we turn to a passage of the 
Bible – usually no more than a few verses – and read it over and over, very slowly, 
reflecting on each word and phrase, all the while paying attention to the impact the words 
have on our hearts.  In this way we are “praying the Scriptures.”  It is very different from 
studying Scripture, in which we come to the text to try to understand its meaning.  In 
lectio divina, the Bible passage “studies us.” 
1. Select a passage of the Bible 
2. 1st reading – Read the passage through one time slowly.  Pause between each clause.  

Then be silent for a minute or two. 
3. 2nd reading – Read the passage slowly once again, pausing between phrases.  But this 

time pause even longer and be aware if any of the words or phrases catch your 
attention or seem to stand out in some way.  Make a mental note. 

4. 3rd reading – Reread the passage up to the word or phrase that touched you in some 
way.  When you reach that word or phrase, stop and repeat it a few times. 

5. Pondering – Reflect for a while on the phrase that moved you.  Repeat it a few more 
times.  Let the words interact with your thoughts, your memories, or any other Bible 
passages that come to mind.  Let it touch your heart, desires and fears.  Begin to 
wonder, “What might God want to say to me specifically?” 

6. Prayer – Turn that last question into a prayer asking God, “What is the word you have 
for me in this passage?  Is there anything you want to say to me today?”  Listen. 

7. Rest – Be still and silent for a while.  Enjoy being in the presence of God.  In this step 
you move from doing to being.  Simply be for a while.   

8. Response – Ask yourself and God, “What am I being called to do as a result of the word 
I have been given?”  Perhaps you are feeling challenged to love God more, or to accept 
some aspect of who you are, or to serve someone you know, or to begin changing some 
aspect of your character.  Whatever it is, write it out.   

Taken from:  The Good and Beautiful God by James Bryan Smith 
 

  



Equipping Tool #23:  Praying God’s Word 
 
2 Corinthians 10:4-5 – “The weapons we fight with are not the weapons of the world. On the 
contrary, they have divine power to demolish strongholds. 5 We demolish arguments and every 
pretension that sets itself up against the knowledge of God, and we take captive every thought to 
make it obedient to Christ.” 

• Two of the “divine weapons” we have are God’s Word and prayer 
• Imagine their power if we put them together! 

 
 
Ephesians 6:17-18 – “Take the helmet of salvation and the sword of the Spirit, which is the 
word of God.18 And pray in the Spirit on all occasions with all kinds of prayers and requests. With 
this in mind, be alert and always keep on praying for all the Lord’s people.” 

• The armor of God includes using the sword of the Spirit (the Word of God) and 
praying in the Spirit in order to be strong in the Lord and in His mighty power (Eph. 
6:10).   

• Praying God’s Word is speaking His language.  It’s talking to Him using His Words.  
When you pray Scripture, you know your prayers are being heard because your 
prayers are aligned with His Will. 

 
 
Ideas for Praying God’s Word: 
 

1. Restate God’s truth, affirming your faith: Lord, Your Word is unchanging and it will 
never pass away (Luke 21:33). 
 

2. Talk to God about passages you don’t understand: Your Word says that “this 
generation will not pass away until all these things have happened”  (Luke 21:32).  What 
is the generation You are talking about?  What things are You referring to?   

 
3. Ask God for what you need: Father, please help me to not be weighed down by the 

anxieties of life, but to live expectantly and pray for your return  (Luke 21:34,36). 
 

4. Confess sin and ask God to change your life:  Father, please forgive me for the ways I 
have used my power and my position in leadership to manipulate others or lead them 
astray in any way.  Please help me to walk in humility and in truth (Luke 20: 46-47). 

 
5. Praise God with your paraphrase of Scripture:  I praise You, Jesus, that you are Son 

of Man and You are coming back with power and great glory (Luke 21:27). 
 

Adapted from:  Living Free by Beth Moore. 



Equipping Tool #24:  Scripture Memorization 
 
Psalm 119:9-11 - How can a man keep his way pure?  By living according to your word. 
10 I seek you with all my heart; do not let me stray from your commands. 11 I have hidden 
your word in my heart that I might not sin against you. 
 
John 15:7-8 -  If you remain in me and my words remain in you, ask whatever you wish, 
and it will be given you. This is to my Father's glory, that you bear much fruit, showing 
yourselves to be my disciples. 
 
Proverbs 7:1-3 - My son, keep my words and store up my commands within you. Keep my 
commands and you will live; guard my teachings as the apple of your eye. Bind them on 
your fingers; write them on the tablet of your heart. 
 
Colossians 3:16 - Let the word of Christ dwell in you richly as you teach and admonish one 
another with all wisdom, and as you sing psalms, hymns and spiritual songs with gratitude 
in your hearts to God. 
 
Benefits: 

• Sanctification (Become more like Christ) 
• Stand against temptation and overcome sin 
• Guides our thinking and our decisions 
• Able to teach and encourage other believers and build up the church 
• More equipped to share the Gospel with non-believers 

 
Options: 

• Memorize 1 verse 
• Memorize a passage of multiple verses 
• Memorize a chapter 
• Memorize a book of the Bible 

 
How: 

• Start small and add a little each day.   
• Review and repetition is key! 

o Review while washing dishes, driving, or exercising 
• Be patient with yourself; you will forget.  Just don’t give up! 

 
Resources: 

• App to use:  Remember Me   
• Websites to use:  

o www.memverse.com (tracks your progress)  
o www.mcscott.org (verse card maker) 

• Book to read: His Word in My Heart by Janet Pope 

  



 
Equipping Tool #25 – Soul Training Exercises (Spiritual Disciplines) 
 
 
James Bryan Smith wrote three books in what he calls The Apprentice Series.  
 
 
One of the central principles is that we live at the mercy of our ideas and narratives.  What 
we think determines how we live.  We need to ask ourselves, “Is this understanding of God 
consistent with the God Jesus revealed?” 
 
 
Also, he stresses the importance of knowing who we are and where we live.  He says: “As a 
Christian, I am a child of God, with Christ dwelling in me, and I live in the unshakeable 
kingdom of God.” 
 
 
The series is built on a basic formula for transformation that includes:  

• a mental side (changing narratives) 
• a physical side (practicing spiritual exercises) 
• a communal side (doing the first two in the context of community) 
• a spiritual side (the work of the Holy Spirit) 

 
 
 
Each chapter follows a similar pattern:   

• Looking at false narratives that hinder our lives 
• Looking at true narratives found in Jesus’ teaching and the rest of the Bible 
• A soul-training exercise that is chosen specifically to help with the narrative 

change.  They are wise practices that train, heal, and transform our hearts.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  



Here is an overview of the three books: 
 

1) The Good and Beautiful God focuses on the character of God and how we move into 
a life of intimacy with God.  (Loving God) 

 
 
 
 

2) The Good and Beautiful Life introduces us to the Kingdom of God and focuses on our 
inward character and virtue.  It is based on the Sermon on the Mount.  (Healing our 
souls) 

 
 
 
 

3) The Good and Beautiful Community focuses on how to live as apprentices of Jesus in 
our ordinary, everyday lives.  It is about combining personal piety and social action.  
(Loving our neighbor) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 

  



 
 
 

 
The Process 

Step 1 - Observation:  What do I see? 
Step 2 - Interpretation:  What does it mean? 

Step 3 - Application:  How does it work? 
  
 
Tools for Observing the Text 
 

1. Asking Questions; Drawing Question Marks 
2. Making Charts and Comparisons 
3. Defining Terms 
4. Using Cross References and Parallel Accounts 
5. Using Various Translations 
6. Listing the 5Ws 
7. Making Lists 
8. Noting Cause and Effect Relationships 
9. Marking Transition and Connecting Words 
10. Drawing Symbols and Highlighting 

 
Tools for Interpreting the Text 
 

11.  Asking Interpretation Questions  
12.  Using a Bible Dictionary 
13.  Using Bible Handbook 
14.  Interpreting Parables 
15.  Pulling out Principles 
16.  Reading Great Books 
17.  Reading Commentaries 
18.  Understanding Biblical Literary   

 Genres 
19.  Figuring out Figurative Language 
20.  Relying on the Holy Spirit 

 
Tools for Applying the Text 

 
21.  Asking Application Questions 
22. Meditating on Scripture 
23. Praying God’s Word 
24. Memorizing Scripture 
25. Incorporating Soul Training Exercise



 


