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INTRODUCTION
This study is intended for those who have recently come to faith in Jesus Christ, and
desire to learn the basics about the Bible and how to read it. Over the years I have heard many
stories of people who have tried reading the Bible and ended up confusing themselves, giving up
in frustration. This is tragic! The Bible is an amazing collection of writings, given to us by God
so that we might be encouraged and transformed. However, those who have little or no
knowledge of the Bible’s nature and structure will often find themselves asking a dizzying
amount of questions: What are the difference between the Old and New Testaments? How do I
read them? How do I interpret them? Why do they matter? Did God really say that? Did this
actually happen? Does this apply for today? How is this relevant for my life? It is no wonder that
the Bible can be a frustrating thing, but it does not take much work to learn and understand how
to approach the Bible in a meaningful way.
Chances are, you became a Christian because someone else read their Bible and
transferred some of its life-giving information to you. We could conclude then, that the Bible has
already done a remarkable work in your life. Yet what you have experienced is only the
beginning of the journey that God has called you into! My prayer is that the Lord would use this
study to give you something to set your feet on as you gaze at the pages of His message to us.
May God richly bless this time and fill you with knowledge, confidence, and excitement for His
Word, that it might continually transform you into the likeness of Jesus.

-Matthew J. Tingblad
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Lesson 1: Overview
For this lesson we will be answering the following questions:
o
o
o
o

What is the Bible?
How is the Bible Structured?
How did we get the Bible?
What is the Bible’s role in our lives?

No Ordinary Book
The Bible (a.k.a. “Scripture” or “God’s Word”) is a collection of writings from about 40
different authors, across 1400 years, which tell the story of God and God’s people. The authors
of the Bible were guided by God’s leading so that what they communicated would always be true
and trustworthy. In a very real sense, God Himself is the sole author of the Bible, but He used
human persons as a medium for His writing. Today God uses these writings to teach us about
who He is, who we are, and how we can grow spiritually and engage with the plan that God has
for our lives. The Bible is no ordinary book! It was designed by God to transform us from the
inside-out. Those who take scripture seriously and heed its words will never be the same again.
The Bible is divided into two main parts: The Old Testament and the New Testament.
The Old Testament houses all of the writings prior to Jesus, and come from the perspective of
God’s Old Covenant (i.e., God’s old relational agreement with His people). The New Testament
houses all of the writings after Jesus, and speaks from the perspective the God’s New Covenant
(i.e., God’s current relational agreement with His people).
In total, there are 66 written works in the Bible—39 in the Old Testament and 27 in the
New Testament. Some of these writings were written down to preserve historical events. Other
writings were written down as a message from God to His people at a particular time within
history (prophecy). Other writings were written to transfer wisdom, or written to teach and
encourage a local church in the first century A.D. All of these writings are often referred to as
“books,” though technically, some of them are actually letters or compilations. It is important to
know all of these different genres of writing when you read the Bible, because the genre will
determine how you are to understand it and apply it to your life. This will be the focus of the
majority of this study.
The writings within the testaments are not organized in chronological order. For the most
part, they were organized by category, with chronology as a secondary consideration. Therefore,
you should not feel compelled to start at the beginning of the Bible and work your way through
to the end. In fact, it is often advised that you start with the Gospel of John and then remain in
the New Testament for a while before exploring the Old Testament. See the appendix for a
breakdown of all the books in the Bible.
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The Divine Impact
The Bible came to us in stages. As you may have already inferred, it did not descend
down from the sky or materialize in the hands of some spiritual guru. The first five books of the
Bible were written by a man named Moses who lived as a leader of the Hebrews (God’s chosen
people) in the 13th century B.C.1 These books provide the history of God’s people and they
describe the covenant (relational agreement) between God and God’s people, which was
delivered to Moses directly by God on Mt. Sinai. Because of the miraculous circumstances
surrounding the events of these first five books, they were recognized as sacred and authoritative
at the very beginning.
From the times of Moses until
the time of Jesus, God continued to
Then the LORD said to Moses, “Write down these words, for speak to other people called “prophets”
who wrote down what they heard.
in accordance with these words I have made a covenant
These writings concerned God’s
with you and with Israel.” – Exodus 34:27
people as a whole, and were eventually
added to the collection of sacred
writings because of their divine origin.
Meanwhile, other people decided to record history, lessons, worship songs, prayers, or words of
wisdom. Many of these works also made it into the corpus of sacred writings. The reason for
these writings being given sacred status is not entirely known, but suffice it to say that the
community recognized the reputation of the authors, the divine importance that their messages
carried, and the way that God used them to impact lives. Indeed, the continue to impact lives
today.
Then in the first century A.D., God came to earth as a man, Jesus Christ. He had a team
of disciples (students) whom he taught and trained to tell the world that God was doing a new
thing. This “thing” was His death and resurrection from the cross to pay for the sins of the world
and to give life to all who believe. These disciples, along with others in close relation with Jesus
wrote down the life, history, and message of Jesus. They also penned a handful of letters to
various new churches to teach, strengthen, and encourage them. God used those writings
powerfully to transform lives, such that they became widely circulated and accepted as sacred
scripture.
Today we have many copies of these writings that have survived through the centuries.
Although these writings were originally written in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, they have been
brought into English through many different translations so that we have options to choose from
to suit our needs and literary preferences.

“Alive and Active”
The Bible is God’s primary
method that He uses to communicate to
us. The purpose of this communication
is for reasons we have already
1

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for
teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in
righteousness, that the man of God may be complete,
equipped for every good work. - 2 Timothy 3:16-17

Barry, J. D., Bomar, D., Brown, D. R., Klippenstein, R., Mangum, D., Sinclair Wolcott, C., … Widder, W. (Eds.).
(2016). “Moses” In The Lexham Bible Dictionary. Bellingham, WA: Lexham Press.
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discussed—that we would know who God is, who we are, how we grow spiritually, and how we
engage with the plan that God has for our lives. However, these reasons fall under an even higher
purpose: that God would be glorified and honored among His people. If we forget this ultimate
purpose, we mistakenly treat the Bible as a commodity instead of a means by which God is
glorified. As such, we find ourselves “underneath” the Bible. In other words, we are to be
educated and transformed by the Bible according to God’s purpose. We do not “educate” and
transform the Bible according to our purpose!
This means that that process of the Bible’s work can be difficult for us. There are things
we discover about God and about ourselves that will challenge us. This must be so, as
transformation is never an easy
process. However, God loves us and
He understands us better than we know “For the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any
ourselves. Everything God says, does, double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and
and commands is never outside of His
spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and
wisdom, His goodness, and His holy
attitudes of the heart.” –Hebrews 4:12
love.
The Bible is also a way that
God engages with us. God joins us as
we open the pages of the Bible, and He exercises His power over the Bible’s words that they
might “come alive” for us, drawing us into a deeper relationship with God Himself. We are never
alone when we read the Bible.

Central Passage: John 14:15-21
Let’s get started! The following is a passage from the Gospel of John, one of the authors
who wrote about Jesus and the things that Jesus said and did. What you are about to read are
some of Jesus’ final words to His disciples (students) before He died on the cross to pay for our
sins. Throughout this course, we will be using a translation is called the New International
Version or NIV.
John 14:51-21
“If you love me, keep my commands. And I will ask the Father, and he will give you
another advocate to help you and be with you forever—the Spirit of truth. The world cannot
accept him, because it neither sees him nor knows him. But you know him, for he lives with
you and will be in you. I will not leave you as orphans; I will come to you. Before long, the
world will not see me anymore, but you will see me. Because I live, you also will live. On
that day you will realize that I am in my Father, and you are in me, and I am in you. Whoever
has my commands and keeps them is the one who loves me. The one who loves me will be
loved by my Father, and I too will love them and show myself to them.”
Let us step back a minute and apply what we have learned so far. This passage is a
quotation of Jesus, written down by a human author who was used by God to ultimately convey
who God is, who we are, how we grow spiritually, and how we engage with the plan that God
has for our lives, to the glory and honor of God Himself. This passage has stood the test of time,
having been accepted as sacred writing because of the way that God has used it to impact the
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lives of countless people before us. These words are trustworthy and true, and they come from a
God of wisdom who loves us.
Today, God wants to engage with you and transform you through His Word. Therefore,
spend a several minutes with this passage. Since God hears all of our thoughts, start by silently
talking to God, asking Him to impact your life through these words. Next, read through the
passage slowly a few times until it starts to sink in. Think about the passion Jesus has for those
who follow Him. Think about how amazing it is that God has chosen to be with us. Think about
the kind of deep relationship that Jesus is inviting us into. Think about how these promises affect
us in our everyday living. Do not worry if you do not understand everything, but let this stir a
desire in yourself to learn more!

Summary
For the summary of each lesson, we will provide a short answer for the questions which
appeared at the beginning. Before you read the summary, we encourage that you return back to
the beginning to see if you can confidently answer them on your own. Then compare your
answers with our responses below. Although the process may seem redundant, this will help you
lock these important concepts into memory.

What is the Bible?
The Bible is God’s written message to us, composed by human authors who were
guided by God so that everything it contains is trustworthy and true. It tells us who
God is, who we are, how we grow spiritually, and engage with the plan that God
has for our lives.
How is the Bible Structured?
The Bible is broken up into two main parts, the Old Testament and New Testament,
divided by the arrival of Jesus. Within these testaments are a host of different types
of writings such as history, prophecy, and letters.
How did we get the Bible?
The writings of the Bible were considered sacred a long time ago for a variety of
different reasons. These reasons include their supernatural origin, the authority of
the author, and the way that God used them to impact lives throughout history.
What is the Bible’s role in our lives?
The Bible is God’s primary way of communicating to us so that we would be
transformed according to God’s good plan for our lives. It is also a way that God
engages with us so that our relationship with God would grow. All of this is done
for the glory of God.

Page |6

Lesson 2: Meaning
For this lesson we will be answering the following questions:
o Who determines the Bible’s meaning?
o How is meaning discovered?
o What “top-most” perspectives guide our interpretation?

“I knew what I meant”
Norman Geisler and Frank Turek transcribed a debate between an atheist and a Christian
in the appendix of their book I Don’t have enough Faith to be an Atheist. Part of the
conversation goes as follows:
Atheist: I think that there are many interpretations of a sentence or a Bible verse that are
true. That's why you get so many denominations.
Christian: So you are saying that sentences can be interpreted in only one way.
Atheist: No! … Didn't you hear what I just said? I said exactly the opposite is true. There
are many valid interpretations.
Christian: If there are many valid interpretations, then why did you just correct me for
misinterpreting what you said?
Atheist: I did?
Christian: Yes, you just told me that I misunderstood you. In effect, you said that my
interpretation was wrong! Why did you do that if there are many valid interpretations?
Atheist: Because I knew what I meant, and it should have been obvious to you.
Christian: You're right. So let me ask you this: why is it that when you make a statement,
you expect others to know what you mean, but when God makes a statement in the Bible,
you give yourself the option of pouring any meaning you want into it?"
If you were to sit down in a typical Western Bible study group, chances are you will read
through a passage of scripture together and then open the passage up for discussion. Many Bible
studies will break the ice with the following question: “What does this passage mean to you?”
Let’s imagine the passage is Romans 8:18, where the author says “For I consider that the
sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to
us.” Carla explains that she finds this passage encouraging because she is mocked in school for
believing in Jesus, and she believes that these “sufferings” will turn into “glory” when she enters
Heaven. Jacob says that he is encouraged to continue lifting weights because his “sufferings”
will reveal a “glorious” body in the future. But this is not meaning at all; this is significance.
Significance is important, but meaning is a totally different concept, and this Bible study has
skipped it entirely. Meaning is what the original author intended to communicate to his audience.
We cannot speak of significance until we consider meaning. Romans 8:18 is from a letter
written by a man named Paul. He wrote this letter to a church in Rome that was being persecuted
for their faith. In Romans 8:18, Paul is encouraging this church to endure persecution because he
knows that their reward in heaven will be worth their struggle on earth. In our theoretical Bible
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study group, Carla has found significance that is relevant with the intended meaning of Romans
8:18. Just like the church in Rome, she can set her focus toward an eternal perspective as a
source of comfort in this present time. Jacob, on the other hand, missed the point completely.
Although he is right in believing that exercise will pay off, he has only flattered himself into
thinking that Romans 8:18 can be used to endorse his activity. As you can see, to ignore the
author’s intended meaning is to place the Bible under yourself instead of placing yourself under
the Bible. This is a very dangerous habit that could lead people into all sorts of activity that the
Bible never authorized!

Top-Down Perspective
Consider the word “run.” What do you picture? If we add some more words to this, we
could form the phrase “I don’t like to run.” It seems pretty straight-forward, doesn’t it? Let’s add
more to it: “I don’t like to run errands.” That’s a totally different concept! Or further still: “I
don’t like to run errands without a shopping list.” Notice how the meaning of the words
completely changes every time we back up into the larger context of the sentence. What if I
showed you the paragraph this sentence came from, where a hired assassin is conversing with a
client? You might think to yourself “That’s dark!” Not necessarily; maybe this paragraph comes
from a comedic satire.
The point is that meaning comes from the top-down. In other words, the meaning starts in
its broadest context, works its way down through the genre, then the paragraph, then the
sentence, then the individual words. This is always how context works. The smaller parts “pass
through” the larger parts in order to uncover how they fit within the whole. In the Bible, our
top-down model of context works as follows:
The Message of the Bible as a Whole
The Testament
The Genre
Main Idea of the Book
The Big Idea Surrounding the Paragraph
The Paragraph
The Sentence or Verse
The Word
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You can use general intuition to determine the big idea surrounding the paragraph and the
elements that come below. All it requires is an honest, careful, and thoughtful approach to the
wide-scale contours and flow of logic that the author is using. However, these techniques are
useless unless they first pass through these top-most perspectives. To there we turn next.

The Bible is not about you!
Everything within scripture must somehow fit within the overall message of the Bible as
a whole. Therefore, we must know this well before we begin interpreting anything.
Some people believe that the Bible is a self-help book. It teaches us to do this and don’t
do that. It tells us how to succeed at life, and how to avoid trouble. It tells us that everything will
be great as long as we follow A, B, and C. Other people believe that the Bible is primarily an
extra asset we can add to our collective list of things that fulfill us. Both of these viewpoints are
false. The main problem they face is that the subject is you. Not so. The Bible is not about you.
Although our western culture may cause us to think in terms of “self,” the Bible is about God.
The Bible describes God’s plan working out through human history is a way that maximally
glorifies Himself. This plan took form with the nation of Israel, that they would bless the rest of
the world. Today, it continues with the church, eventually leading to the restoration of Israel
where God’s kingdom is fully established on earth.

God
God has a
plan He is
working out
in human
history…

Israel in
the past
(Old Testament)

…A plan which
maximally glorifies
Himself…

Christians in
the present

Israel
Restored in
the future

…to establish
His Kingdom
on earth and to
bless all the
people groups
of the world
through faith.

(New Testament)

[Diagram adapted from Walt Russell, Playing with Fire]
Following the overall message of the Bible, we must consider the testament that a
Biblical passage belongs to. As you can see in the diagram above, the Old Testament covers
Israel and the New Testament speaks to the church today and the eventual restoration of Israel.
As I briefly mentioned in the previous lesson, the testament also corresponds with what is
called a “covenant.” In the Old Testament, Israel was under the “Old Covenant” with God. A
covenant is like the terms of agreement between two parties. God set rules and regulations for
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Israel to follow, and in return they would prosper. God also set regulations for how Israel was to
interact with Him so that their sinful nature would not cause them to die in the presence of a holy
God. You will learn about this covenant in more detail in lesson 4. For now, recognize that this
covenant was in effect for the majority of the Old Testament, and it helps us to determine the
meaning of Old Testament passages. For example, if you are reading the Old Testament, and you
feel bogged down by an overwhelming list of do’s and don’ts, something went wrong. You do
not relate to God according to these Old Covenant ways.
The new covenant, which underlines the New Testament, is wildly different. For starters,
it applies to the church of believers instead of the nation of Israel. Secondly, it is a covenant that
is focused around the death and
resurrection of Christ, and the freedom
“Therefore, brothers and sisters, since we have confidence that Christians have to approach God
to enter the Most Holy Place by the blood of Jesus… let us because they no longer stand before God
as sinful people. It is a glorious thing, and
draw near to God with a sincere heart and with the full
it revolutionized the way that God and
assurance that faith brings”–Hebrews 10:19-22
humanity co-existed. If you are reading
something in the New Testament and you
feel that the passage makes God seem like
someone you could never approach, something went wrong. That is not the nature of the New
Covenant you belong to.
When we look at a passage in the Bible, we must first consider the overall message of the
Bible. Second, we consider the testament and the corresponding covenant in effect between God
and His people. Third, we look at the genre. In the same way, you would never read the
newspaper without first recognizing whether you are in the comics, sports, obituaries, current
events, or opinion section. We take this same common sense into our approach of the Bible. The
study of Biblical genres is vast, so we will be looking at them separately in the following lessons.

Central Passage: Colossians 3:5-6
Let’s look at another letter from Paul to apply some of the things we have learned. This
passage is Colossians 3:5-6 written to the church of Colossae:
Put to death, therefore, whatever belongs to your earthly nature: sexual immorality, impurity,
lust, evil desires and greed, which is idolatry. Because of these, the wrath of God is coming.
At first glance, this might seem like an instruction to behave yourself lest God will smite
you with His wrath! Is this correct?
The first thing to observe is that the text I have given you is a measly two sentences!
Take some time to look up the larger context in your bible. (If you do not have one, you can
download Bible, The app by Life.Church onto your smartphone.) From the table of contents, find
Colossians in the New Testament, and read through chapters 2 and 3. Don’t worry; this will only
take you about 5-10 minutes.
Now we are ready to understand Paul’s intended meaning when he wrote Colossians 3:56. We are observing a church under God’s new covenant, so whatever Paul is saying must be in
light of Jesus who died on the cross for our sins. We can therefore exclude the notion that these
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exhortations are a means to being saved or loved by God. The larger context also tells us that this
cannot be the case, because Paul has already assured his audience that they are already saved
(Colossians 2:6-7) and loved (Colossians 3:12) by God. Furthermore, notice that Paul says upfront that he desires for this church to be encouraged (2:1-2). His intent is not to communicate
bad news!
What then, is the purpose of these instructions? And why does Paul mention God’s wrath
if these people are already saved? We learn in 2:8 that Paul is concerned that this church has
stumbled into some false teachings, and we see him addressing some of these issues in 2:16-23.
His defense against these false teachings is the supremacy of Christ himself, which those false
teachings ignore. At the beginning of Chapter 3, Paul comes closer to the core of the problem:
these people have not been seeking the things of Christ. His solution is to remind them how close
to Christ they already are! Our passage, Colossians 3:5-6, naturally follows. This is not because
they need to attain Christ by obeying these commands lest they face the wrath of God. Rather,
since they are already united Christ, they have no need for that kind of activity anymore. That
stuff is subject to God’s wrath, which is simply not relevant to one who is “raised with Christ.”
By giving these instructions, Paul is helping these people to think like a Christian. This church
(us included) is to obey these instructions, but we obey them because of salvation, not for
salvation! The difference is profound!
Notice how far we were able to get with a bit of context. By engaging with the larger
context first, we adhere to the top-down order by which meaning is understood. Now we are
ready to take these words of the Bible, and submit ourselves under their authority. By doing so,
we are transformed into the life that God has called us to, for the praise of His glory!

Summary

Who determines the Bible’s meaning?
It is the author, guided by God, who determines the meaning of the passage. Our
job is to discover what the author intended to communicate so that the Bible can
take its proper place in our lives. However, our situations in life can make the
passage significant to us in different ways.
How is meaning discovered?
Meaning comes from the top-down, such that the smaller parts of the text are
understood through the larger parts. Context is the single-most important factor
when determining meaning.
What “top-most” perspectives guide our interpretation?
The Bible is about God working through history with mankind for the sake of Him
being maximally glorified. It contains two testaments, each with their own
covenant, to help us understand how God has chosen to relate with His people.
Within the context of these covenants are different genres of writing that determine
meaning in their own unique ways.
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Lesson 3: Narratives
For this lesson we will be answering the following questions:
o
o
o
o

What are the narratives in the Old Testament all about?
How am I formed by Old Testament Narratives?
What are the narratives in the New Testament all about?
How am I formed by New Testament Narratives?

Old Testament Narrative: God’s story
A narrative, quite simply, is a story. It is the narratives in the Old Testament that tell the
story of God and His people, Israel. Specifically, these are historical narratives because they are
written from a historical perspective. Since the Bible was written by people who were guided by
God, we can be confident that the historical narratives in the Bible are true events.
However, the authors of the Old Testament narratives had much more in mind than to
simply preserve history for the interest of those who would read it years later. As was expected
by their culture, they convey applications that were intended for their contemporary readers.
Those who wish to read and understand them
today do well to unlock these important
underlining truths.
“Then Joseph said to his brothers, ‘Come close to
The main character in every Old
me.’ When they had done so, he said, ‘I am your
Testament narrative is God. He is the hero,
brother Joseph, the one you sold into Egypt! And
every time. Although it may seem obvious,
this is a very important perspective to take as
now, do not be distressed and do not be angry with
we approach the Old Testament, because our yourselves for selling me here, because it was to save
focus naturally shifts toward the human
lives that God sent me ahead of you. For two years
figures. These people are still important to
notice, but they are of secondary focus. As we now there has been famine in the land, and for the
have already stated, the Bible describes God’s next five years there will be no plowing and reaping.
plan working out through human history is a
But God sent me ahead of you to preserve for you a
way that maximally glorifies Himself. This is
remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great
the large-scale perspective that gives us
deliverance.’” –Genesis 45:4-8
context for every book of the Bible, and the
narratives were intended to champion that.
The Old Testament narratives can also
pose a great challenge. There are stories of war, murder, and severe judgment against Israel and
other nations that are instituted by God. Put mildly, these stories can be horrifying to Christians,
especially new believers in the faith. There are volumes of sermons, articles, and books on the
subject by thoughtful Christian teachers. Such an issue is outside the scope of this lesson.
However, let us point out a few things. First, the narratives do not give us right to make value
judgements of God. The good, loving, wise, holy character of God is already given for us among
those same pages. Secondly, and most importantly, we are dealing with a Holy God who
despises sin, but also a God who does not relish in the destruction of any person. Although it is
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not always clear in the narratives, the cry of Ezekiel 11:33 is always true of God, who proclaims
“I take no pleasure in the death of the wicked, but rather that they turn from their ways and live.”
This matters so much to God that He sent His Son to endure the most brutal, bloodcurdling
image of judgment in the entire Bible. The cross is as if God the Son looked at the penalty of sin
over humanity and said “over my dead body!”
In terms of application, The Old Testament narratives give us deeper insight into God and
His plan for Israel. They help to shape our worldview of a holy God and give us some
perspective into God’s unfolding plan from a bird’s-eye view. Secondly, the Old Testament
narratives give us insight into the lives of Biblical characters. Their struggles can speak into our
own lives, and their model can be important for us to follow. However, practically every major
character in the Old Testament is shown to be morally flawed. This serves to remind us of their
human nature, and that the Old Testament narratives speak loudly about grace.
Therefore, as you read through the Old Testament narratives, ask these questions: What
does this passage teach me about God, His plan, His character, and His purpose? What kind of
lesson does the author intend communicate by recording this event? What are the positive and
negative models that I see among the human figures that I should seek to follow or avoid?

New Testament Narrative: The Good News
The narratives in the New Testament can be understood similarly to the Old Testament
narratives in many ways. God is still the hero. The stories are still meant to preserve history and
teach important lessons to God’s people. However, these narratives take on a new light because
they usher in the New Covenant and present Jesus as our ultimate model.
“Gospel” means “good news” and that is exactly why we call the works of Matthew,
Mark, Luke and John “Gospels.” Everything in the Old Testament has been leading up to this,
the advent of Jesus Christ. He is “Immanuel” – God with us. The narratives of the four gospels
tell us about the most important event in human history. They contain the teachings of Jesus and
give us insight into His life that He might serve as our model. Everything that Jesus taught and
commanded His disciples (students) was written down so that it might be taught onto us (See
Matthew 28:19-20).
But why four? These four authors tell the
story of Jesus from four different perspectives and
“But these are written that you may believe with four different purposes. Matthew wrote to the
that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, Jews, those who knew the Old Testament well and
and that by believing you may have life in his were expecting a savior king according to their
prophets. Matthew emphasizes Jesus as this king, the
name.” –John 20:31
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy. Mark wrote
to the non-Jews in Rome. He presents Jesus as a
suffering servant. Luke wrote to the Greeks and
strived toward a researched, orderly account that would stress the mission of Jesus. John writes
to a mixed audience and presents Jesus most vividly as the divine Son of God. All four authors
present the gospel as their main point.
Acts is the final narrative in the New Testament. Luke also wrote Acts, and it can be
understood as the second part of Luke’s Gospel. Jesus’ mission on earth has completed, but now
He sends His Holy Spirit to empower the early church to spread the gospel around the world. By
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this book we gain insight into the church model and how the Holy Spirit is really good at His
job!
The stories of Jesus were recorded so that His teachings would be remembered and
observed by all Christians. It is rich with wisdom and instruction for holy living. They also
contain moments where Jesus is clearly raising the bar such that we would understand our need
for His grace (See Luke 18:18-27 for a prime example). Each narrative climaxes at His death and
resurrection, giving us a powerful view of God’s love and forgiveness. We also see the
development of the early church in Acts, which carries useful insight into the church model
empowered by the same Holy Spirit we have today.
Therefore, as you read through the four gospels, ask these questions: What does this
passage tell me about who Jesus is? How should I respond as a follower of Him today? What do
I see in this passage which reminds me how desperately I need God’s grace? Are there certain
methods of ministry done by Jesus or his disciples that I could apply to my life today?
When you read through the book of Acts, ask these questions: How do I see the work of
the Holy Spirit? Is there a model of the church or individual Christians that I should follow?

Central Passage: Exodus 3:1-4:17
For our central narrative passage, we return to Old Testament. This passage is the story of
Moses when he was called by God to rescue God’s people from slavery to the Egyptians. Take
some time to read Exodus, starting in chapter 3 until the 17th verse of chapter 4. After you finish,
ask yourself: What do I notice about the character of God, and the nature of God’s ways?
Compare your observations with ours in the following paragraph.
Up until this story, God has shown Himself to be creator and friend. Here in Exodus we
learn that God is our savior. He says “I have indeed seen the misery of my people in Egypt. I
have heard them crying out because of their slave drivers, and I am concerned about their
suffering” (Exodus 3:7). God sees, God listens, and God cares. But then He says “So I have
come down to rescue them from the hand of the Egyptians and to bring them up out of that land
into a good and spacious land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (3:8) God will not just
rescue them, but He desires to give them exceedingly great land, flowing with precious
resources. “So now, go. I am sending you to Pharaoh to bring my people the Israelites out of
Egypt.” (3:10) God chooses to use a person as a means of His deliverance. “But Moses said to
God, ‘Who am I that I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?’ And God
said, ‘I will be with you.’” What a response! Moses is concerned about his qualification to fulfill
God’s purpose. God’s response is Himself. He is the hero of the story, not Moses. Yet we read
later in the story that God was willing to comfort Moses by providing Aaron as his spokesperson.
We learn about people when we spend time with them. It’s not because these people are
constantly telling us about their latest personality test scores. It’s from simple observation of how
they conduct their lives. The same is true with God as we spend time observing His actions in the
narratives. At the same time, we learn more about ourselves. We are not perfect. We have
concerns and doubts, even when God is clearly present. But God will be with us. That’s got to
count for something!
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Summary
What are the narratives in the Old Testament all about?
Old Testament narratives are historical stories of God and His people. They were
designed to convey lessons and to show us more about who God is.
How am I formed by Old Testament Narratives?
By these narratives we learn more about God and how to trust God in our own
story that He has us on. We also see the strengths and flaws of people so that we
can learn how our lives should or should not reflect theirs.
What are the narratives in the New Testament all about?
The Gospel narratives are about the life, ministry and teachings of Jesus. Acts goes
further, detailing the work of the Holy Spirit to build God’s church.
How am I formed by New Testament Narratives?
We gain insight into what Jesus taught his disciples (students) so that we can apply
those teachings to our lives today. We witness the moving display of Jesus’ death
on the cross, and we learn about the work of the Holy Spirit in our pursuit to spread
God’s message to the world.
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Lesson 4: Old Testament Genre: Law and Prophets
For this lesson we will be answering the following questions:
o
o
o
o

What is the Law?
How am I formed by the Law?
What are the prophetic writings?
How am I formed by prophetic writings?

Law: A Holy God
The “Law of Moses,” also known as the Torah or Pentateuch, is the first five books in the
Old Testament – Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. Together, they
compose a complete set, and they center on the Old Covenant that God had with Israel before the
advent of Christ. That is, they describe the relational terms between God and his chosen nation of
Israel. These books also contain historical narratives of people and events, but for this lesson we
will focus on “Law” as a genre within these five books.
But let’s back up a little. God is Holy. Holiness refers to the purity of God and His
highness over all other things. It is the reason we find it appropriate to capitalize the “H” in our
pronouns of Him. This is imperative to understand when reading through the Law. It presents
one very big problem that is explained in Habakkuk 1:13: “[God’s] eyes are too pure to look on
evil.” If God, by virtue of His Holiness cannot look upon evil, how is He to relate to people who
are inherently evil? On all accounts we should have been instantly wiped out!
The ultimate answer is Jesus, who died for the sins of the world. Today we look to the
past events of Jesus. Back then, they looked to the future promises of God. (See Romans 4,
specifically 4:13, and also Hebrews 10:1-14) But since Jesus had not actually died yet, God, in
His wisdom and justice, established a sacrificial system within the Law. This would allow Israel
to survive in God’s holy presence until
their savior Jesus was to come. God
also gave Israel rules for holy living
“See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and
such that they would be holy people
destruction. For I command you today to love the LORD
(the best they could!) and represent
your God, to walk in obedience to him, and to keep his
God to the rest of the world. In return
commands, decrees and laws; then you will live and
He promised that they would prosper in
their land.
increase, and the LORD your God will bless you in the land
The Law was designed in
you are entering to possess.” –Deuteronomy 30:15-16
accordance with what Israel was able to
do (Deuteronomy 30:11). Jesus
explains how the Law had to be
“watered down” because of Israel’s hardness of heart in Matthew 19:8.
The obvious question at this point is: What is the purpose of reading the Law? Why
should I care if Jesus has already died for my sins and ended the Old Covenant? That is a great
question, and many Christians today are clueless how to answer this properly.
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For the Christian living today, we would say that you cannot fully understand where you
are unless you understand where you’ve been. The Law gives us glimpses into the past that shed
light on our current reality. Those who study the Law deeply gain a heightened understanding of
the New Testament’s setting, and a fresh appreciation for what Jesus actually accomplished
when he died on the cross.
Second, the Law adds to our understanding of God, sin, holiness, and human brokenness.
We turn to the Law to understand how serious these things actually are. Without it, our theology
of God would be lopsided.
Third, the Law provides context. If you are reading other parts of the Old Testament, and
it mentions “the ways of God,” it is probably referring to the Law. The Old Testament prophets,
whom we will look to next, spoke Israel’s up keeping of the Law. The life, ministry, and
teachings of Jesus were all done within the context of the Law.
Therefore, as you read the through the Law, ask these questions: What does this passage
tell me about God and His holiness, Israel, and sin? How can I understand the work of Jesus in
light of it? What things can I be thankful for as I consider all this? Are there areas within this
passage that are still relevant for me today?

Prophetic Writings: Poetic Justice
Throughout Israel’s history, God sent prophets. These people were given the unique
privilege to hear God speak directly to them concerning God’s people (and occasionally, some
other nation). Although most of them conveyed their messages in spoken form, they also wrote
them down. They appear in the latter half of the Old Testament starting at Isaiah, excluding
Lamentations.
When most people consider the work of a prophet, they think of foretelling, i.e., telling of
events in the future. We have that among the prophets. They foretell things like the coming of
Christ, the new covenant era, and the end of the world. However, the vast majority (over 90%!)
of these writings are actually forthtelling.2 They are God’s message to His people for their
present time. Every prophetic message in the Old Testament was purposefully delivered at a
specific time in Israel concerning their behavior and/or events that surrounded them. Typically,
God was warning Israel about impending judgments they were to face if they continued to
neglect God’s law. Thus were the high standards to those whom were privileged to live as God’s
people.
Poetic form and figurative language abound here. Poetry has the ability to communicate
in a level of expression that is impossible otherwise. This means that the reader must look for the
meaning behind these language devices, and allow him/herself to be emotionally impacted by
them, as it was intended by the author.
Because of the historical context surrounding every prophetic book, and the poetic
language catering to a people far removed from us, the prophetic writings can be very difficult. It
is important to research these books and the culture before getting too deep into your studies.
Many Bibles (known as Study Bibles) come filled information about each book, and a verse-byverse commentary of all the particulars that could be challenging for a reader today.
Since the prophet writings are mostly God speaking to his people about their covenantal
relationship with Him, we can utilize similar reading habits that we would for the Law.
2

Walt Russell, Playing with Fire, p. 177
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Additionally, the predictions of the future savior and the new covenant give us a greater
understanding about our lives today. Secondly, the prophets show the shortcomings of God’s
people. This can be useful for us today, as we evaluate our own lives and tendency to fall away
from God’s plan in our life. Thirdly, the prophetic writings show us the “soft spot” of God in the
Old Testament. Although they often sound very dark, they always return to God’s love and plan
of redemption that He has in mind for His people.
Therefore, as you read through the prophets, ask these questions: What does this passage
tell us about the behavior of God’s people, and their position under the Old Covenant? How does
such knowledge speak to my current situation in the New Covenant? What can I learn about God
from this passage? Is there information that gives me insight about the work of Christ?

Central Passage: Hosea 4:6-7
Our central passage is from Hosea. This is typical for what you could find in many of the
prophetic writings.
My people are destroyed from lack of knowledge.
“Because you have rejected knowledge,
I also reject you as my priests;
because you have ignored the law of your God,
I also will ignore your children.
The more priests there were,
the more they sinned against me;
they exchanged their glorious God for something disgraceful.
Again, you may have noticed that the sample we are looking at is quite small. Ideally,
you would read through the entire book of Hosea once or twice to get an understanding of the
book as a whole before examining the small parts. For now, just read chapters 3 and 4.
We see that God is upset because Israel has rejected Him. For these reasons God has
instituted some severe punishments. He will no longer accept them as priests, nor will he pay
attention to their children. Harsh!
While this scene is not a pleasant one, the larger story tells a very different picture. In
chapter 1, God commands Hosea to do a very unusual thing. He was to marry an adulterous
woman and have kids with her. This Hosea did, but as expected, the woman ran off to pursue her
old lifestyle. We read in chapter 3 that Hosea returned to this woman and bought her back. The
meaning of all this is stated within the narrative: “Love her as the LORD loves the Israelites,
though they turn to other gods” (Hosea 3:1). Pause for a minute and consider how mind-boggling
this is. God is comparing His people with a prostitute! This prostitute was found and loved by
Hosea. Yet when she succumbed to her old ways, ran off, and broke Hosea’s heart, Hosea bought
her back and loved her again. This depiction of God’s grace and relentless love is practically
scandalous! Preston Sprinkle was right when he said “Hosea’s [grace] wears leather and rides a
Harley.”3 Let this illustration impact you as its poetic nature was meant to.

3

Sprinkle, Preston. God’s Scandalous Grace. P. 104.
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This sets us up for our passage, Hosea 4:6-7. Reread it in light of this amazing grace.
Although the punishments are severe, we see that God has been very up-front about his love for
Israel, and you can almost hear his pain and agony for them in verse 7. It’s also worth noting that
Israel was forewarned of these kinds of punishments in God’s law (Exodus 19:5-6, Deuteronomy
11:20-21).
Does this help you to understand God at a deeper level? Hopefully is does. We see a
description of what it means for God to be Holy, to claim a people as His own, and to love them
unconditionally, even though they will continually falter and dishonor Him. This is not just a
message of the Old Testament!

Summary
What is the Law?
The Law of Moses is the first five books of the Old Testament, and it centers on the
Old Covenant Law that God have Israel. This was necessary because of the nature
of God’s holiness and the nature of people’s sinfulness.
How am I formed by the Law?
Today, we read the Law to understand the character of God, the sinfulness of
people, the work of Jesus. It also helps us to understand the context surrounding the
Old Testament times.
What are the prophetic writings?
The Old Testament prophets spoke to Israel concerning God’s relationship with
them, and they also foretold events such as the coming of Christ and the new
covenant era.
How am I formed by the prophetic writings?
When reading the Old Testament prophets, we can look for insights into who God
is, how God relates to His people.
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Lesson 5: Psalms and Wisdom
For this lesson we will be answering the following questions:
o
o
o
o

What are the Psalms?
How am I formed by the Psalms?
What are the wisdom books?
How am I formed by the wisdom books?

Psalms: The Heart of Theology
If you carry a printed Bible, and you open it up about half way, there is a good chance
you will find yourself in the Psalms. This book is unique to the rest of scripture. It is a timeless
collection of hymns, prayers, and praises to God written in Old Testament times, still used today
by Jews and Christians alike.
Similar to many of the
“When I consider your heavens, the work of your fingers, the
prophetic writings, the Psalms are all
moon and the stars, which you have set in place, what is
written in poetic form. They are rich
in symbolism and metaphors, used to mankind that you are mindful of them, human beings that you
heighten the emotion and potency of
care for them?” –Psalm 8:3-4
their message. The reader must look
for the meaning behind the
symbolism and allow him/herself to
be emotionally according to the intentions of the author.
The perspectives of the Psalms range from the highest planes of ecstasy to the lowest pits
of despair. For instance, one psalmist says “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me... I cry
by day, but you do not answer… In you our fathers trusted; they trusted and you delivered
them… But I am a worm and not a man” (Psalm 22:1, 2, 4, 6) Do you think the author is trying
to write an academic theological paper on God’s lack of care? No, he is expressing his heart and
emotions to God. When we become Christian, all of our pains and struggles do not instantly go
away. The Psalms of lament show us how to be with God in those dark times. Yet even there we
see glimmers of hope: “Yet you are Holy, enthroned on the praises of Israel… the afflicted shall
eat and be satisfied; those who seek him shall praise the Lord!” (Psalm 22:3, 26)
However, many of the psalms are also praises which buttress themselves on sound
theology of who God is. For instance, Psalm 106:1 says “Give thanks to the Lord, for He is
good; his love endures forever.” This kind of content does a masterful job bridging the distance
between the head and the heart; both theology and emotion share center stage.
As you can see, both the psalms of lament and the psalms of praise agree that the God is
good, and in Him we can place our life, our hope, and our trust. They model for us what a
spiritual life is like in the ups and the downs. They even put words into our own mouth as we
join the psalmist in agreement with his prayers.
Therefore, as you read through the psalms, ask these questions: What does this psalm tell
me about how God is always present? What are key realities of God’s nature that I can take
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comfort in? What does this psalm tell me about how I should pray and worship God? In light of
this psalm, what prayers and praises can I offer to God right now?

Wisdom: Worms, Birds, and Ornithology
The wisdom books do exactly what their name implies: they give wisdom. They are the
books of Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Solomon’s Song of Songs.
For the sake of brevity, we will focus on Proverbs. This book is also exactly what its
name implies: it gives proverbs! Proverbs are bite-sized nuggets of wisdom meant to be passed
down from one generation to the next. Like the Psalms, this wisdom is timeless and used by
Christians and Jews alike to give them insight into life and the nature of things.
Today in our culture, we have a common proverb: “The early bird gets the worm.” Think
about what this proverb is trying to communicate. First off, this proverb is not about ornithology,
(the study of birds). Rather, it advises that those who do no procrastinate tend to be the ones who
are rewarded in life. Is this a promise? Does it always work out like clockwork? Certainly not!
But wisdom tells us that our best chances of success involve punctuality. We interpret “the early
bird gets the worm” this way because we know what genre it belongs to – that of a proverb!
Proverbs in the Bible are meant to be understood the same way, except that they carry a
heightened respect as a proverb because we know that the wisdom comes to us from God who is
perfectly wise. There is a common temptation to treat them as bonafide promises when that is not
the purpose of their words. If we think of them too mechanically, we confuse ourselves when our
circumstance in life happens to be an exception to the principle.
Job and Ecclesiastes are also literature written to God’s people for the sake of passing on
wisdom. Both of these books are a bit more difficult to understand because they wrestle with the
nature of wisdom, until ultimately finding resolve in a conclusion. Similar to the laments in
Psalms, this “wrestling” is a messy process, often presenting ideas that are still being formulated
before they are ready to be understood in light of the final conclusion at the end.
The application of these wisdom books are quite straight-forward. We are looking to
honor God by enriching our lives with His sound wisdom. These wisdom books do not beat
around the bush, but speak directly into our lives concerning these things.
Therefore, as you read through the wisdom books, ask these questions: What does this
passage tell me about the way that this world operates? What kind of sage advice is offered here
that the author is encouraging me to embrace? What situations are going on in my life right now
that I could apply this wisdom to?

Central Passage: Proverbs 1:8-19
We now turn to Proverbs 1:8-19 to help illustrate the value that Proverbs is to us.
Because of the nature of a proverb, we do not need to read the chapters before and after this
section to get a better view of the context. They function independently and were compiled into a
single volume for our benefit today. Proverbs 1:8-9 is one such independent unit of thought.
Take some time to read through it a couple times at a slow pace. This will help those words to
sink deep into your heart and mind.
It may strike you as odd that you are encouraged not to kill people without reason. It
seems so obvious. Do we really need to be reminded of this?
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Remember our example “the early bird gets the worm” has nothing to do with birds and
worms. In the same way, we are looking for a deeper meaning behind the use of language. What
do you suppose it means when the teacher speaks of “plundering the innocent?” He is talking
about using people for the sake of personal gain. Verses 15 and 16 (“hold back your foot from
their paths, for their feet run to evil”) refer to the undesirable direction of life that these kinds of
people go. Verse 17 (“For in vain is a net spread in the sight of any bird,”) speaks about how
their pursuit of pleasure will ultimately fail to work. Verse 18 (“but these men lie in wait for their
own blood; they set an ambush for their own lives.”) goes even further to say that their own sin
will be the death of them. Verse 19 (“Such are the ways of everyone who is greedy for unjust
gain; it takes away the life of its possessors.”) concludes the proverb, explaining the proper
interpretation (everyone who is greedy for unjust gain) and reminds us of why their way is
undesirable. Does this mean that every greedy person will end up unsatisfied and lifeless? Not in
the strictest sense. But the way of wisdom tells us that it’s a safe bet.
When we spend the time to unpack the meaning for this passage, we see profound
wisdom that comes straight from the heart of God! It reminds us why God has given us rules to
live by. He can see how easily we destroy ourselves when we try to fulfill our greedy desires.
Those who feel that God is some kind of angry, cosmic law-giving fun-destroyer have probably
never seen the plea of His heart for us in Proverbs.
We have unpacked this proverb by finding the figurative meaning behind these words
and phrases. This is appropriate for a proverb, because it was designed to be understood this
way. However, this is not how every genre functions! Be careful not to take our treatment of this
proverb as a normative activity for any kind of literature, especially when our form is prose
instead of poetry!

Summary
What are the Psalms?
The book of Psalms is a collection of timeless prayers and praises which resolve to
trust in the good nature and character of God in all circumstances. They come from
all different perspectives of life to illustrate what it means to be with God in all
situations.
How am I formed by the Psalms?
The Psalms give us encouragement and focus as we ponder their words. By their
lead, our hearts are prepared to enter into our own praises and prayers, and model
for us what a spiritual life can look like.
What are the wisdom books?
The wisdom books offer wisdom into the realities of this world and how we ought
to live accordingly. They do not function as promises, but rather sage advice that
would be folly to ignore.
How am I formed by the wisdom books?
Since wisdom books are so direct, application of them is very straight-forward.
Quite simply, listen to them and apply what they say.
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Lesson 6: Epistles and Revelation
For this lesson we will be answering the following questions:
o
o
o
o

What are the Epistles?
How am I formed by the Epistles?
What is the book of Revelation?
How am I formed by Revelation?

Epistles: Reading Someone Else’s Mail
The Epistles are a collection of letters in the New Testament, starting at 1 Corinthians
until the end of the Bible.4 Most of them were written by Paul, a former devout Jew who
converted to Christianity and became one of the first Christian missionaries. His story is highly
documented within the narrative of Acts, and most of his epistles were written during the events
described in Acts.5
Similar to the prophetic books, each
epistle was written concerning a specific
occasion. Therefore, these letters demand that “Therefore, there is now no condemnation for those
who are in Christ Jesus, because through Christ
we have a working knowledge of the situation
that they address. Such would be the need for Jesus the law of the Spirit who gives life has set you
any letter. Thankfully, there are many great
free from the law of sin and death. 3 For what the
commentaries and study bibles that provide
law was powerless to do because it was weakened
this much needed knowledge.
by the flesh, n God did by sending his own Son in the
Whereas the prophetic books bear
likeness of sinful flesh to be a sin offering. p And so
witness to the Law, the epistles bear witness
to Jesus Christ and the New Covenant. Within
he condemned sin in the flesh, in order that the
the corpus of letters is encouragement,
righteous requirement of the law might be fully met
exhortation, rebukes, corrections, theological
in us, who do not live according to the flesh but
insight, reminders, points of clarification, and
according to the Spirit.” –Romans 8:1-4
whatever else is necessary for the well-being
of the intended audience.
All in all, these letters were written to
encourage and build up the early church according to the new life in Jesus Christ. They help to
make sense of the Law, the prophets, and the work of Jesus. Needless to say, the epistles give a
very important contribution to the rest of scripture! Our understanding of them will give us
invaluable insight into the rest of the Bible and the present reality of our Christian lives.
Since the epistles come to us from a New Covenant perspective, the exhortations,
encouragements, and teachings they contain are directly relevant for our lives today. Even if the

4

Revelation, though also a letter, is actually a combination of several different genres, and thus deserves a different
treatment from the rest of the epistles. It will be handled separately in the second part of this lesson.
5
It may seem odd that we are reading someone else’s letter. However, there is internal evidence that this practice
was common and even intended by the author (2 Peter 3:14-16, Colossians 4:16)

P a g e | 23
situation of original audience differs from yours, each letter is saturated with timeless truth that
carries application in many different situations.
All of this comes from the perspective of the new life that Jesus has given to us. Your
identity as a beloved, spiritually-gifted child and saint of God is championed by these letters,
such that you would come to realize this new life set before you and live accordingly, worthy of
the calling you have been given.
Therefore, as you read through the epistles, ask these questions: What does this passage
tell me about my identity in Christ? What does this passage tell me about the Gospel of Jesus and
the New Covenant that has been established between us and God? What conclusions are made
because of these realities? How can I apply these insights in my own situation?

Revelation: The Final Countdown
Our final genre is the final book of the Bible, the Revelation of Jesus Christ. This is a
letter written by John (a disciple of Jesus) to seven churches in the Roman province of Asia.
Although it could be considered an epistle, it also contains major elements of prophetic and
apocalyptic writings (concerning revelatory visions of the end times), thus rendering the work to
be very difficult to categorize. We might say it is an apocalyptic writing through a prophetic lens
in the form of an epistle.
The letter begins with an intense symbolic vision of Jesus fully clothed in glory.
Following are seven short letters, each addressed to one of the seven churches. The letters speak
as Jesus’ own words to these churches, commending them for what they have done well,
rebuking them for where they have fallen or compromised the gospel, and promising them a
reward “to the one who is victorious.” These seven letters demonstrate the kinds of activity and
teachings within a church that Jesus admires or abhors. Like any other epistle, their application is
direct and straight-forward in our own lives. So far, so good.
Following these seven short letters, things start to get a little weird. The apocalyptic,
prophetic language takes on full force. Some think that Revelation is a book about wickedness,
judgement, and impending torture. Others think it is about the “antichrist,” a theoretical Satanlike character who will deceive nations.6 Others think that Revelation is about the signs of
corruption that indicate the end of the world. In short, some people think that Revelation is a tool
they can use for fear-mongering, perhaps that they might persuade other people to become
Christian so that they won’t be subject to the horrors of its prophecy.
None of this is the primary focus of Revelation. Its full name is The Revelation of Jesus
Christ. It is about Jesus. Specifically, it is about the ultimate triumph that Jesus Christ will take.
It is about the guaranteed victory that is assured to all who believe in Jesus Christ. It is about
Jesus taking his rightful place as
king and ruler over all the earth.
“Look, I am coming soon! My reward is with me, and I will give to It is God’s moment, the final
each person according to what they have done. I am the Alpha and phase of His plan to work
the Omega, the First and the Last, the Beginning and the End.” – throughout the course of history
in a way that maximally glorifies
Revelation 22:12-13
Himself. This letter was written
so that the audience would be
6

This is a very odd viewpoint, considering that “antichrist” shows up only five times in the Bible in a vague way,
and never once in Revelation.
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encouraged to be “the one who is victorious” despite their current pressures. By seeing the end of
the story, they are energized to keep fighting from the victory that they know will be theirs. They
can live expectantly.
Secondary to the victory of Jesus is the prophetic and apocalyptic events themselves. This
is the messy stuff, and it has proven to be a very formidable challenge for interpreters throughout
the centuries. John is speaking as though from Heaven’s perspective, such that symbolism
saturates almost every sentence. However, the original readers would have picked up on their
symbolic meanings, similar to how we today understand that a bald eagle will often symbolize
America. As readers, our job is to gain an understanding of their culture to help us think like a
first-century Jewish Christian. This is no easy task, and it is beyond the scope of this study.
Suffice to say, there are great commentaries and study Bibles available today that have done a lot
of the work for us.
As we have already stated, the primary purpose of Revelation is to encourage the readers
to persevere until the end, in light of the victory that is assured in Christ Jesus. The seven letters
at the beginning help us to address the common pitfalls that churches succumb to, thereby giving
a reference for what the perseverance might look like.
Therefore, as you read through revelation, ask these questions: What insights into God’s
final victory are provided in this passage? How do these insights encourage me to live
courageously and honorably today, despite persecution and other difficulties?

Central Passage: Philippians 4:1
We now jump back to the epistles for our final central passage. This is a letter that Paul
wrote to the church in Philippi. His primary purpose was to encourage them to be joyful in all
circumstances. Yet there was another important point that Paul was trying to make in Philippians
3:18-21…
Therefore, my brothers and sisters, you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, stand
firm in the Lord in this way, dear friends!
Philippians is a comparatively small epistle. Spend some time to read through the entire
letter to gain context of this passage. It should take you about ten minutes.
We learn from Philippians that Paul is no joke when it comes to his commitment to the
Gospel of Jesus. From the very beginning, we learn that Paul wrote this letter while he was in
chains for the gospel (1:7), most likely during his time of house arrest in Rome (Acts 28:16-30),
which would mean that Paul has been doing this Christian life for the long haul. He goes on to
explain how he has found joy in this difficult situation (1:18-19). By doing so he encourages the
Philippians to feel the same way. Paul offers some great perspective despite his trials. All of this
comes from realities that the Christian is a part of. Namely, the gospel is advanced (1:12),
believers are made confident (1:14), Christ is preached (1:18), and to die is gain (1:21), among
others.
What then, keeps Paul up at night? As we have just seen, it’s clearly not his
imprisonment. After some exhortations and housekeeping, we learn very clearly that it is not
Paul’s reputation or spiritual resume either (3:3-7). Paul is interested in one thing: that he may
“gain Christ” (3:8) and be “found in Him,” having a “righteousness based on faith,” (3:9) to
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really “know Christ,” that is, the power of His resurrection and sufferings” (3:10) such that he
may “attain to the resurrection of the dead” (3:11). What does all of this mean?
Notice that immediately after Paul lays out his life mission, he exhorts his readers to do
the same (3:15), and then proceeds to present his own life as an example. Therefore, in order to
understand what it means to attain these things that Paul is talking about, we must take a close
look at Paul himself! This brings us to our central passage, Philippians 4:1. In all of our struggles
and persecutions, we must “stand firm in the Lord in this way,” that is, in the way that Paul has
just finished demonstrating by sharing his life to these Philippians. It is the life of a man fully
committed to believing in, following in, and trusting in God, no matter the circumstance. This is
the life of sacrifice, but it is also the life of joy! After all, everything is considered a loss
compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Jesus Christ as our Lord! (3:7-8). By trusting in
the death and resurrection of Jesus for your sins, you are already saved, and Paul makes that
clear in other passages. But as a Christian, how far are you willing to go that you might know
Christ at a deeper level?

Summary

What are the Epistles?
The Epistles are letters written to people and churches concerning their specific
situation that they faced. They contain deep theological truths about Jesus,
ourselves, and Christian living from the New Covenant perspective that is relevant
for our lives today.
How am I formed by the Epistles?
The Epistles typically present our identity as believers in Christ or some other
reality of God’s great plan, and draws out appropriate conclusions. We are formed
when we listen to these messages and apply them to our lives.
What is the book of Revelation?
Revelation is a letter written to seven churches concerning their present condition,
followed by a prophetic, apocalyptic proclamation of Jesus’s ultimate victory and
the new life that we look forward to.
How am I formed by the book of Revelation?
Revelation is formational to us as we consider the good and bad models of these
seven churches, and the encouragement that our savior Jesus will ultimately
triumph despite our current circumstances.
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CLOSING REMARKS
We have seen how all the different parts of the Bible come together as God’s message to
us. By His love, He has revealed great truths for our minds and our hearts, so that we would be
formed and transformed.
Many times, when a person comes to faith in Christ, their first “order of business” is to
start reading the Bible. It may seem odd that immediately after we accept what Christ has done
for us, we are given the Bible as something we ought to do, preferably every day. After all,
Ephesians 2:8-9 says: “For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith—and this is not
from yourselves, it is the gift of God—not by works, so that no one can boast.”
Our eagerness to invest in God’s word has nothing to do with gaining salvation or
retaining God’s love for us. Rather, as born-again, saved, dearly loved children of God, we
recognize that our life and energy on earth is fueled by the process of abiding. When Jesus was
nearing his final days on earth, He told his disciples “I am the vine; you are the branches.
Whoever abides in me and I in him, he it is that bears much fruit, for apart from me you can do
nothing” (John 15:5). One of the ways we stay connected to the vine is by staying connected to
the Bible which draws us into the abiding relationship that God has so wonderfully given us!
Furthermore, everything God has for us in Scripture is because God knows our needs and
His love for us compels Him to provide for us and to protect us. “This is good, and pleases God
our Savior, who wants all people to be saved and to come to a knowledge of the truth.”
(1 Timothy 2:3-4).
As you read the Bible, realize that you are reading it with God. Namely, you read the
Bible with God’s Holy Spirit who was given by Christ to be with you in this present age. You
heard about Him in the central passage of the first lesson (John 14:15-21). You would be wise to
read all of John chapters 14 through 16 to gain an even better understanding of this amazing
reality. The Holy Spirit will help you understand the Bible, and He will be the One to take you
deeper into God’s abiding presence as you explore those rich words. You may wonder, “What is
it like to experience the Holy Spirit work like this?” You already experienced Him once. It was
that time when God’s Holy Spirit revealed your need for Jesus. He was there the moment you
became saved. Mark my words: He isn’t through with you!
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Appendix – Outline of the Bible and its Genres

The Old Testament
Book
Genesis

Genre
Narrative

Exodus

Ch. 1-19 Narrative
Ch. 20-40 Law
Mostly Law with
some narrative

Leviticus

Numbers

Mixture of Law and
narrative

Deuteronomy
Joshua

Mostly Law with
some narrative
Narrative

Judges

Narrative

Ruth

Narrative

1 Samuel
2 Samuel
1 Kings

Narrative
Narrative
Narrative

2 Kings

Narrative

1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles

Narrative
Narrative

Ezra

Narrative

Nehemiah

Narrative

Esther

Narrative

Job

Wisdom

Content and/or notable characters and stories
Moses writes of the creation of the world, Adam and
Eve, Noah and the Flood, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and
Joseph.
Moses delivers of the Israelites from Egypt, and the
Law is given to Moses at Mt. Sinai.
This is the written Law of Moses, containing animal
sacrifices, the day of atonement, clean and unclean
things, the management of people and property, etc.
This book explains the role of the Levites, offerings,
Aaron’s priesthood, sacred holidays, war with other
nations, Israel’s wandering in the wilderness, etc.
The Israelites continue to wander in the wilderness.
Moses reminds them of the Law before he dies.
Joshua, successor of Moses, leads the Israelites into
the land God promised them. Many wars are fought.
Gideon, Samson, and other stories are told of God’s
judgement and deliverance of Israel as they rebel and
repent.
A story of a young woman whose faithfulness and
obedience brings honor to Naomi.
Stories of Samuel, King Saul, David and Goliath, etc.
Stories of King David and Israelite wars
Stories of King Solomon, the divide of Israel and
Judah and their many kings, and Elijah the prophet
Stores of More kings of Israel and Judah, Elisha, Israel
and Judah’s fall, and the exile of the people
Israel’s history is retold through the time of David.
Israel and Judah’s history is retold from reign of
Solomon until their fall.
The Jews return to their land after exile. Ezra helps
reinstate the Law of Moses
Nehemiah helps to rebuild the wall of Jerusalem after
the exiles return.
Esther is used by God to save those who did not return
to Jerusalem.
Job and his friends argue over the reason why God
allows bad things to happen to good people.
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Book
Psalms

Genre
Psalm

Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Solomon’s Song
of Songs
Isaiah

Wisdom
Wisdom
Wisdom

Jeremiah

Prophetic

Lamentations
Ezekiel

Lament poetry
Prophetic

Daniel

Narrative Ch. 1-6
Prophetic Ch. 7-12

Hosea

Prophetic

Joel

Prophetic

Amos

Prophetic

Obadiah

Prophetic

Jonah

Narrative

Micah

Prophetic

Nahum

Prophetic

Habakkuk

Prophetic

Zephaniah

Prophetic

Haggai

Prophetic

Zechariah
Malachi

Prophetic
Prophetic

Prophetic

Content and/or notable characters and stories
These are Songs of praise and lament, often sung with
instruments for the spiritual growth of God’s people.
A collection of proverbs for wise living
A king of Jerusalem searches for the meaning of life
A collection of love poems between two lovers, giving
wisdom of love and sexuality
Isaiah prophesies that Israel should trust in the Lord
despite the rising powers around them, and speaks
about the coming Messiah.
Jeremiah prophesizes concerning the roughest time in
Judah's history, just before their fall.
Jeremiah laments over the fall of Jerusalem.
Ezekiel prophesizes during exile speaking about
events concerning Jerusalem, the hardened hearts of
the exiles and the eventual restoration.
Stories of Daniel and the den of lions, Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abednego. Daniel Prophesies of the
political events leading to the Roman empire.
Hosea warns the people of Israel that their
disobedience to God's covenant is leading them to
destruction and exile, but God will restore them.
Joel assures his people that the locust catastrophe
which ate their cops should remind Israel to repent, so
that they may receive God's blessing.
Amos warns Israel that their rebellion will lead them
to exile, ending with a message of restoration.
Obadiah prophesizes judgement against the proud
Edomites, the enemies of Judah.
God sends Jonah to prophecy to Ninevah, calling them
to repent.
Micah prophesizes to Judah with various messages of
judgment and restoration.
Sometime after Jonah, Nahum speaks against the
cruelties of Nineveh and prophesizes judgement.
Habakkuk asks God why He is silent and why Israel
was being punished by Babylon who was presumably
even more evil.
Zephaniah predicts the judgement of God on Judah,
and a lot of other nations.
After the exile, Haggai prophesizes to rebuild the
temple and honor God
Zechariah continues the ministry of Haggai.
Malachi rebukes the post-exilic Jews for their sins, and
encourages them that their messiah will come, for God
is committed to His people.
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The New Testament
Book
Matthew

Genre
Narrative

Mark

Narrative

Luke

Narrative

John

Narrative

Acts

Narrative

Romans

Epistle

1 Corinthians

Epistle

2 Corinthians

Epistle

Galatians

Epistle

Ephesians

Epistle

Philippians

Epistle

Colossians

Epistle

1 Thessalonians Epistle

2 Thessalonians Epistle

Content and/or notable characters and stories
Matthew tells of the life and ministry of Jesus to the
Hebrews, emphasizing Jesus as the messiah and
fulfillment of Old Testament prophecy.
Mark tells of the life and ministry of Jesus for the nonJewish people in Rome, emphasizing Jesus as a
suffering servant.
Luke tells of the life and ministry of Jesus to Greek
non-Jews emphasizing the mission of Jesus.
John tells of the life and ministry of Jesus to a mixed
audience, emphasizing Jesus as the divine Son of God.
Luke speaks about the spread of the gospel after Jesus
leaves them, the work of the Holy Spirit, and
ministries of Peter and Paul.
Paul delivers a theologically rich treatment of
salvation to the church in Rome, followed by rules for
holy living.
Paul writes to the church in Corinth, rebuking them for
a number of malpractices in their church, emphasizing
the importance of genuine love.
Paul reminds Corinth of his love for them, expressing
joy that they listened to his previous rebuke.
Paul rebukes the Galatians for trying to earn
acceptance with God after they already trusted in
Jesus, explaining the work of Christ and fulfillment of
the law.
Paul writes to the Ephesians to encourage them with
the deep riches of the gospel, unity in the faith, and
life as a Christian.
Paul writes to the Philippians to encourage them to
remain joyful despite the hard circumstances in life.
Paul rebukes the Colossians for accepting various
heresies that do not emphasize Christ as supreme God
and King, encouraging them to take on the mind of
Christ.
Paul expresses joy for the faithfulness of the
Thessalonians, encourages them to press on until the
end, and comforts them by explaining the return of
Christ
Paul continues to commend the church for standing
firm in persecution, assures them of what the final
judgement day will be like, and tells them how to
detail with idle church members.
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Book
1 Timothy

Genre
Epistle

2 Timothy

Epistle

Titus

Epistle

Philemon

Epistle

Hebrews

Epistle

James

Epistle

1 Peter

Epistle

2 Peter

Epistle

1 John

Epistle

2 John

Epistle

3 John

Epistle

Jude

Epistle

Revelation

Epistle/Prophetic
/Apocalyptic

Content and/or notable characters and stories
Paul writes to Timothy, pastor of a church in Ephesus,
how to lead and govern the church
Paul writes again to Timothy near the end of his life,
offering more pastoral advice.
Paul writes to Titus, pastor on the island of Crete. He
speaks about how to lead and govern the church.
Paul writes to Philemon concerning a run-away slave
named Onesimus. Paul encourages Philemon to
reconcile and forgive Onesimus, that they may live
together once again in brotherly love.
This anonymous author writes to the Hebrews to
explain how Jesus fulfilled the Old Covenant Law and
gave us access to God’s presence.
James writes to a wide audience concerning many
different issues they were facing in the Christian faith,
including works, character, prayer, and wealth.
Peter writes to a wide audience to encourage them to
endure faithfully amidst persecution, encouraging
them to remain righteous in their suffering.
Peter encourages his audience to grow in faith and
grace in Christ, and he rebukes false teaching that is
hindering them.
John reminds his audience about what it means to be a
child of God, encouraging them to do good works and
be assured that their salvation is secure.
John tells Christians to love God, love one another,
and to watch out for deceivers.
John expresses his joy, explains the plan for his life
and in the Church, and remind his audience to do
good.
Jude warns his audience against false teachers who
malpractice the grace of God, and exhorts them to
stand firm in the faith.
John writes down messages from Jesus to seven
different churches, and explains the events
surrounding the return of Christ.

