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INTRODUCTION

“It’s All a Matter of Interpretation”

Most conversations I’ve had with non-Christians about the Bible end up there sooner or later: It’s all a matter of interpretation. Sure, you say it means that Jesus is God and that sex outside marriage is wrong and that heaven is only for Christians, but maybe for me it means that Jesus was just a good teacher and sex with anyone is OK as long as you both want it and heaven is for everybody. It’s all just a matter of interpretation. 

Actually, we’ve all been conditioned to think like that. It’s part of the whole philosophical movement called “postmodernism,” and over the last few decades it has infiltrated the TV shows that we watch and the classrooms that we sit in. Postmodernism teaches (among other things) that when I come to a piece of literature such as the Bible, what matters is not what it means, but what it means for me. And that might be different from what it means for you. And that’s OK. 

I wonder if you’ve ever been in a Bible study that went something like this: 

Leader: Does anyone have any thoughts about verse 1? 



	Person A:
	I think it’s talking about X, and . . . (blah, blah) . . .



  
    	Person B: 

    	Yes, I see what you’re saying, Person A, and I totally respect you. For me, though, it means Y, the opposite of X. 

  



Leader: Mmmm. Thank you both. Let’s move on to verse 2. 

That’s one aspect of postmodernism in action. The text means one thing for one person and the complete opposite for another, but both interpretations are to be respected and treated as equally valid. 

But the apostle Paul doesn’t see it like that. He thinks that there is a right and a wrong way to understand the Bible. He writes to a young church leader: “Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).

Here are some of the joys of understanding the Bible correctly:


  	You hear the voice of your heavenly Father speaking to you in the Bible. 

  	You learn what he is really like from his own lips (and often God’s true character turns out to be a surprise because we’re so used to secondhand caricatures). 

  	You discover the wonderful truth of salvation and how to be sure of heaven. 

  	You find out the things that are on God’s heart—what really matters to him about this world and his will for your life. 

  	The truth actually changes you. Get this: it doesn’t just inform you of things, it does things in you. 



On the flip side, the consequences of misunderstanding the Bible can be devastating: 

There are some things in them [Paul’s letters] that are hard to understand, which the ignorant and unstable twist to their own destruction, as they do the other Scriptures. (2 Pet. 3:16) 

I know that after my departure fierce wolves will come in among you, not sparing the flock; and from among your own selves will arise men speaking twisted things to draw away the disciples after them. Therefore be alert, remembering that for three years I did not cease night or day to admonish everyone with tears. (Acts 20:29–31) 

Many of the world’s leading cults—Mormonism, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Christian Science—claim to place the Bible at the center of their religion. They just interpret it “differently.” But even mainstream Christians can end up in a real mess because they think that the Bible is saying or promising something that it isn’t. I (Andrew) think of a Christian I knew at college who was young but dying of cancer. Some well-meaning Christians told her mother that she would be healed if only they had “enough faith.” It was a desperately cruel error; they added the agonizing guilt of “maybe I haven’t believed enough” to the grief of losing a daughter. But they had verses in the Bible—tragically misunderstood verses—to back it up. 

The truth is that without some care in your interpretation, you can make the Bible say almost anything. It may shock you, for example, to discover that the Bible says twice that “there is no God.” Check it out—Psalms 14:1 and 53:1. Seriously, have a look. 

In our work with university students in London, we’ve seen people get the Bible right and watched their eyes light up with excitement at new truths and seen their lives changed by the Word of God. It’s been a privilege to witness that. But we’ve also seen people get the Bible wrong and end up in trouble or even lose their faith altogether. And that breaks our hearts. That’s why we’ve written this book. 

This is a book to help you to understand the Bible correctly. We don’t claim that we will always get it perfectly right. But nearly right is more valuable than half right and much better than wholly wrong. 

We want to help you to dig deeper to find hidden riches in the Bible. We hope that parts of the Bible that previously seemed like gobbledygook will begin to make sense, and that bits that were clear already will become even more vivid and gripping. 

Most of all, we want to help you to do all this for yourself. You may go to a church where the pastor is a gifted teacher of the Bible, and each week he brings it alive for you. Certainly there are many useful commentaries written by scholars who understand the Bible very well and explain it verse by verse (see pp. 153–154 of the recommended reading list for some suggestions). Pastors and scholars are a gift from God, and we should be grateful for their help. But we shouldn’t be content to leave it entirely to the experts. The Bereans in the book of Acts are an example to us, because even though they were taught by the great apostle Paul himself, they nonetheless examined the Scriptures every day to see if what Paul said was true (Acts 17:11). 

This book is based on the idea of a toolkit. Sorry if that conjures up painful memories of failed DIY projects or hours waiting for a mechanic on the side of the highway. There aren’t any wrenches or screwdrivers here, but a set of practical tools to help you get to the bottom of any Bible passage. We’ll look at things like context, repetition, linking words, different translations, and more. 

A Science and an Art 

Reading the Bible is both a science and an art. By calling it a science, we mean that as a discipline it is rigorous and structured; there are certain principles to follow in order to understand the Bible correctly. Those are what we hope to teach in the following pages. 

However, we don’t want you to get the idea that understanding the Bible is an automatic and mechanical process—as though you just apply the tools and out pops the answer. It’s not like that. 

Understanding the Bible is also an art. It is something you learn by doing, something you “catch” as well as get taught, something intuitive as much as logical. That is why we have called the following chapters “tools” rather than “rules”; like a master craftsman, you will need to exercise judgment and skill in the way you use them. 

Bear the following points in mind: 


  	You won’t need every tool for every passage you read. 

  	Some tools will be crucial for some passages, others secondary. 

  	Sometimes the tools will work only when used together, one tool enabling you to use another. 



Like learning to ride a bike, after a while you will forget the tools, because the principles behind them will have become second nature. 

The Format of This Book 

Each chapter introduces you to a separate tool and explains how it works. Although there are illustrations from the Bible throughout, we’ll sometimes spend a bit longer on an example to show you how that particular tool really can help us discover something exciting and relevant that the Bible is saying. Finally, the “Dig Deeper” exercises give you a chance to practice using the tools for yourself. 

At the end we’ve included a brief appendix with a suggestion of how you might use the toolkit concept in your small group. 

A note on authorship: This book was very much a joint effort—we planned it together, wrote about half of it each, and then revised and edited each other’s chapters. Most of the time we write as “we,” but we use “I” for anecdotes that happened only to one of us, or (in the case of Nigel) when referring to “my wife Elisa.”
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WHAT THE BIBLE IS AND HOW WE SHOULD APPROACH IT
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Before we jump in with our first tool, we’re going to pause to examine the nature of the Bible—what kind of book it is and how it came about. That will lead us to the right way to approach it. 

Imagine that a friend who isn’t a Christian asks you, “Why do you bother reading the Bible? Isn’t it out-of-date?” How would you respond? 

We hope you would disagree. The Bible isn’t like an old railroad timetable that has outlived its usefulness because things have changed. It is something that the eternal, almighty God has said, and therefore it is relevant and important for all times and cultures: “The grass withers, the flower fades, but the word of our God will stand forever” (Isa. 40:8). 

You can see where your friend is coming from, though. We would have to admit that parts of the Bible seem a bit dated. After all, it was written between 1,900 and 3,500 years ago; it describes the history and events of people we’ve never heard of and who often don’t seem anything like us; it talks about what food you should and shouldn’t eat, how you should sacrifice animals, and the type of material you should make your clothes from—none of which directly applies to us today. It isn’t hard to see why someone might say it’s out-of-date. 

Our dilemma is caused by the dual nature of the Bible. It is a divine book, spoken by God, and therefore it is always true and relevant. And yet at the same time it is a human book, written by people a long time ago, and therefore it is in some senses dated. Let’s think about each of these two natures of the Bible and how they should influence the way that we approach it. 

A Divine Book 

By calling it a “divine book,” we mean simply that the Bible comes directly from God. Behind the various human authors, he is the ultimate author. 

That’s a huge claim to make, and lots of people would dispute it. But for Christians the issue is settled very easily: this is what Jesus himself believed about the Bible. 

When asked by the Pharisees about divorce, Jesus said this: “Have you not read that he who created them from the beginning made them male and female, and said, ‘Therefore a man shall leave his father and his mother and hold fast to his wife, and they shall become one flesh’?” (Matt. 19:4–5). 

Jesus quotes from Genesis 2:24, which, he says, was spoken by “he who created them.” But when we turn to Genesis 2:24, we find that it is not a direct pronouncement from God (compare Gen. 2:18), but simply part of the narrative written by the human author of Genesis, probably Moses. However, Jesus sees this human sentence as something spoken by the Creator, God himself. We could multiply the examples showing that this is typical of Jesus’ attitude to the Old Testament. 

The apostle Paul delivers the same verdict: “All Scripture is breathed out by God . . .” (2 Tim. 3:16). You can’t speak without breathing—your lips move, but there will be no sound (try it!). Words travel on our breath. That explains what Paul is saying about the Old Testament (“Scripture”). It comes out of God’s mouth. It is his word. This is sometimes called the doctrine of inspiration. 

But what about the New Testament? That was written after Jesus returned to heaven, so presumably we can’t know what he thought about it. Wrong. While Jesus was on earth he told his apostles that they were to be his witnesses and speak for him after he had left (see John 15:27; 17:20), and they went on to write the books and letters we call the New Testament. In effect, Jesus deliberately planned and commissioned the New Testament. To make sure they got it right, he didn’t just leave the apostles to write it by themselves. He promised the help of his Spirit: “I still have many things to say to you, but you cannot bear them now. When the Spirit of truth comes, he will guide you into all the truth, for he will not speak on his own authority, but whatever he hears he will speak, and he will declare to you the things that are to come. He will glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you” (John 16:12–14). 

The other New Testament writers seem conscious of this. Peter, for instance, wrote: “This is now the second letter that I am writing to you, beloved. In both of them I am stirring up your sincere mind by way of reminder, that you should remember the predictions of the holy prophets and the commandments of the Lord and Savior through your apostles” (2 Pet. 3:1–2). 

Do you see what Peter is saying? It is Jesus’ command, but from the apostles’ lips. The apostles speak for God. 

Much more could be said about the inspiration of the Bible, but we don’t have room here. If you want to explore it further, we highly recommend chapter 2 of Bible Doctrine by Wayne Grudem.1

Let’s think about four implications that flow from the Bible being a divine book. 

The Bible Is Alive, Not Dead History 

If the Bible is God’s Word, then, far from being out-of-date, it is a book that is alive and speaks to us today. As the book of Hebrews puts it: “the word of God is living and active, sharper than any two-edged sword, piercing to the division of soul and of spirit, of joints and of marrow, and discerning the thoughts and intentions of the heart” (Heb. 4:12). 

Imagine a lawyer who has to answer a tricky legal question. He knows that the answer lies in the dusty, leather-bound volumes in the law library, among all the previous cases and legal precedents. However, reading those books is rather boring and takes a long time. It’s much easier to phone up a fellow lawyer who knows more than he does. His friend can tell him the answer right away; it’s quick and easy. 

Of course, our lawyer friend still thinks highly of the books in the law library. They are the final authority on what is right and wrong. But he reads them only when he really has to or when he needs to check that his friend’s answer is right. Otherwise, it’s much easier to stick with the immediate answer he gets over the phone. 

That can sum up how many of us treat the Bible. We have lots of questions we want God to answer, but we think of the Bible as old and boring. It’s much easier to try to get answers more directly. We either ask God to tell us answers in some way that doesn’t involve the Bible, or we ask Christian friends for their opinion. We still think the Bible is very important, though. Like the law library, it is our final authority; it decides what is right and wrong. But we go there only as a last resort, to check on things we’ve heard from elsewhere. 

From what we’ve said about the Bible, we hope you can see that that is a huge misunderstanding! The Bible isn’t like a dead law book, true but boring. It is God’s Word. It is what God is saying today. It is living and active. It is like speaking to a friend on the phone, only the friend is God himself. 

It would be good to keep this in mind every time we sit down and open the Bible. Banish any thoughts of a boring library, and think instead of picking up the phone and discovering your Creator on the other end of the line. God is speaking. That is really what is happening as we read the Bible. 

The Bible Is True and Doesn’t Make Mistakes 

One of the wonderful things about God is that he doesn’t lie (Titus 1:2). He doesn’t make mistakes either, because he knows everything that there is to know. If the Bible is God’s Word, then it follows that the Bible doesn’t lie or make mistakes. No wonder that Jesus can say to God his Father: “Sanctify them in the truth; your word is truth” (John 17:17). 

We can trust everything that the Bible says. It will never mislead us—so long as we understand it correctly. 

Yes, we know that the Catholic Church persecuted Galileo because its leaders were convinced from the Bible that the sun orbited the earth: “The sun rises, and the sun goes down, and hastens to the place where it rises” (Eccles. 1:5). “Ha!” says the skeptic. “How hopelessly naive of the prescientific Bible writers, who knew nothing of cosmology! The Bible must be riddled with mistakes like that.” But of course we still speak of “sunrise” in our own day. That’s what it looks like from the standpoint of someone on earth. It’s not saying anything about cosmology. It’s not a mistake. 

The Word of God is the surest foundation that you can build your life on. 

We Can Understand the Word of God Only by the Spirit of God 

Consider these verses: 

But, as it is written, 

“What no eye has seen, nor ear heard,

nor the heart of man imagined,

what God has prepared for those who love him—”

these things God has revealed to us through the Spirit. For the Spirit searches everything, even the depths of God. For who knows a person’s thoughts except the spirit of that person, which is in him? So also no one comprehends the thoughts of God except the Spirit of God. Now we have received not the spirit of the world, but the Spirit who is from God, that we might understand the things freely given us by God. (1 Cor. 2:9–12) 

Paul’s point is clear: we need God’s Spirit to understand God’s Word. Given that it was the Spirit who inspired it in the first place, that comes as no surprise. There’s another implication, though: 

The natural person does not accept the things of the Spirit of God, for they are folly to him, and he is not able to understand them because they are spiritually discerned. (1 Cor. 2:14) 

Someone who isn’t a Christian (i.e. the “natural person”) won’t be able fully to understand the Bible, no matter how many qualifications or degrees in theology he or she may have. We should be wary of the “expert” on television or the professor who’s written the latest controversial book about Christianity. It’s easy to bow to what seems to be impressive knowledge, but if they don’t have the Spirit of God working in them, then they have no hope of grasping the Bible’s message. 

On the other hand, all Christians can understand the Bible for themselves, since all Christians have the Spirit. The role of our pastor or minister is not to tell us private secrets to which they alone have access, but to point us to the verses in front of us so that we see for ourselves what the Bible is saying. This is very liberating and exciting—all God’s children have access to God’s truth. 

Yet we need continually to express our dependence on God for a right understanding of him and his ways. He is the one who grants insight (2 Tim. 2:7; Phil. 3:15). And so we must pray. Pray before you open the Bible. Pray when you get stuck and don’t understand. Pray again when you do understand it—say thank you! Pray, pray, pray! 

It is vital that we remember this. In the rest of this book we are going to concentrate on what we might call “our part” in understanding the Bible, as opposed to “God’s part” of enabling us to understand. However, we would hate for you to get the impression that just because we spend most time on “our part,” we think God’s part isn’t very important. Not at all! Better than any of the tools that we will learn about is the privilege of prayer. If the Bible is God speaking to us down the telephone, then prayer is our way of speaking back: “I don’t get it. Please help me see what you mean”; “I’m struggling to accept what you’re saying, Father. Please help me to trust you”; “This is amazing, Lord. I praise you for what you are showing me.” 

What God Says Goes 

The fourth implication of the Bible’s being God’s Word comes from remembering who God is. He is the supreme Lord and King of the universe. He is the One in charge. Given that, it should be obvious that what he says goes. 

This is sometimes called the authority of the Bible. It carries the same authority as the God who speaks it and so has the right to say what is true and to demand obedience. As Christians we want to live with God in charge of us, and in practice that means living in submission to the words of Scripture. Listening to Jesus’ voice and following him in all that he says is a matter of instinct: “My sheep hear my voice, and I know them, and they follow me” (John 10:27). 

Yet, even with God’s Spirit working in us, we still have a sinful nature, and that part of us doesn’t want to listen to God or obey him (Gal. 5:17). The simple fact that the New Testament letters contain so many rebukes and commands about what we should and shouldn’t do is ample testimony to the fact that living with God in charge doesn’t come easily to us. 

Earlier we quoted part of a statement by Paul about the Bible being God-breathed. Here it is in full: 

All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness. (2 Tim. 3:16) 

Paul expects the Bible to tell us off when we are getting things wrong and to correct us when we are veering off course. As we read the Bible, we should expect to find God saying things we don’t like or find difficult. We should expect to be rebuked and corrected.

When that happens, it is really important that we accept what God says. When some people read what the Bible teaches about predestination or homosexuality or wives submitting to their husbands (to pick three controversial examples), they respond by saying, “I can’t accept that” or “Surely we must interpret this in a different way.” Now, of course, it’s very important to ask whether the Bible really does say what we think it does—that is what this book is going to help us with. But once we are clear about what the Bible says, the question is whether we will accept what it says. 

Part of us does want to hear and follow what God says, but part of us doesn’t. We should harbor a little self-suspicion: just because we don’t like what we are reading doesn’t mean we’ve got it wrong; in fact it might very well mean we’ve got it right! 

A Human Book

Having thought about the Bible as a divine book, let’s turn now to the other side of the coin—that it is also a human book. 

We hardly need to prove that the Bible is a human book. That’s obvious as soon as we start to read it. For example, Philippians 1:1 tells us that this part of the Bible was written by a man called Paul; from the way he writes, it is clearly what we would call a letter; it is addressed to Christians in a place called Philippi. It is clearly a “human” document. 

Often, the human authors give us some personal information about themselves and their involvement with what they are writing: 

And I, Daniel, was overcome and lay sick for some days. Then I rose and went about the king’s business, but I was appalled by the vision and did not understand it. (Dan. 8:27) 

He who saw it has borne witness—his testimony is true, and he knows that he is telling the truth—that you also may believe. (John 19:35) 

The words of the Preacher, the son of David, king in Jerusalem. (Eccles. 1:1) 

There is a right sense to saying the Bible is “dated”: not that it is no longer relevant, but that it was written a long time ago. This is sometimes called historical particularity—the Bible is written by particular people, at a particular time, in a particular place, for a particular reason. Their humanity comes through. Their particular circumstances come through. That’s why you find verses in the Bible like this: “When you come, bring the cloak that I left with Carpus at Troas, also the books, and above all the parchments” (2 Tim. 4:13). If you go hunting in this verse for God’s special message for you, you’ll be barking up the wrong tree. It is particular to the human writer Paul, who was beginning to get cold as winter approached and needed his coat! 

So then, the Bible is a human document. That doesn’t overturn what we said earlier about God speaking to us in the Bible; that is all still true. But the way God speaks to us is through human authors. They weren’t mindless robots, writing as God dictated from above. Rather, God worked through them as people, preserving their personality, literary style, and culture, yet at the same time guiding them by his Spirit so that they always wrote his eternal truth. 

This all means that we have some work to do. We must work at understanding the different writers correctly, exploring their situations, their purpose in writing, and how they have expressed themselves. As we do that, we will come to know God’s voice in our lives. That is what the following tools are going to help us do. 

What We Have Learned

Understanding the nature of the Bible leads us to the right way to approach it. It is a divine book, the very Word of God. That means that it is:


  	living and active today 

  	utterly true and reliable 

  	understood only with the help of the Spirit 

  	the ultimate authority for Christians 



But at the same time, it is a human book, written by real people in real situations. We need to work hard at understanding it. We need tools! Read on! 

[image: ]

    1Wayne Grudem, Bible Doctrine, ed. Jeff Purswell (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1999).


2 

THE AUTHOR’S PURPOSE TOOL
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When I (Nigel) was a college student, I led a Bible study on the following verses:


[God] saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began, and which now has been manifested through the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, who abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel. (2 Tim. 1:9–10) 


As I led the discussion, I got the group to look at all the exciting gospel truths that Paul mentions—we are saved by grace and not works (we spent some time on that because I thought it was great); God chooses us before time began; Jesus has defeated death; holiness is important, etc. I asked questions about each of these topics, and we thought about the implications for our lives. However, there was one question that I never asked: Why does Paul say all this? 

I spent all our time concentrating on what Paul said, but we didn’t think about why. 

It sounds obvious when you say it, but the Bible authors wrote their books with a particular purpose in mind. They weren’t just scribbling down random things that popped into their heads. We know that, because often they tell us what their aim is. For instance, near the end of his Gospel John says: “Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” (John 20:30–31). 

There are lots of things that John could have told us about but didn’t. He selected his material with the particular aim of showing us that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, so that we would come to believe in him and so have life. 

Since the biblical writers were inspired, their purpose is God’s purpose. That means that one of the biggest and most helpful questions we can ever ask of a passage in the Bible is simply, “Why did the author write this?” If we glean one or two insights along the way, but miss the overall purpose of what the authors are saying, then we haven’t really understood them at all. 

That was the error I fell into with my student Bible study. I focused on many individual truths in the passage, and we learned a lot, but I overlooked the overall thrust, the big point. You might say that I missed the forest for the trees. 

“This Is Why I Am Writing. . . .”

Sometimes the author explicitly tells us why he is writing his book in what we might call his “purpose statement.” We’ve already seen one from John’s Gospel. Here are two more examples: 

Inasmuch as many have undertaken to compile a narrative of the things that have been accomplished among us, just as those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses and ministers of the word have delivered them to us, it seemed good to me also, having followed all things closely for some time past, to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, that you may have certainty concerning the things you have been taught. (Luke 1:1–4) 

I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God that you may know that you have eternal life. (1 John 5:13) 

If the author has told us why he is writing, we should let that guide our interpretation of the rest of the book. 

The letter of 1 John, for example, contains several “tests” by which you can find out whether your faith is genuine. Do you trust that Jesus is King? Do you have a genuine love for other Christians? Is your life marked by obedience to Jesus’ commands? 

They are great questions, but sometimes in the hands of people with overly sensitive consciences they can wreak havoc. One of the most loving Christians we know has regular 1 John crises, thinking that he’s failed the loving-people test and so he can’t be a real Christian. But he would do well to look again at the purpose statement of 1 John. It is a letter written to believers to assure them and to give them confidence that they have eternal life. You’re supposed to think, I love other Christians—not perfectly, but I do love them—and that’s fantastic because it means I must be a real Christian on my way to heaven! Using 1 John to undermine your assurance is like using a kettle to make ice cubes—it’s the opposite of what it was designed to do. 

Let’s Play Detective 

In the absence of a specific purpose statement from our author, we need to play detective—hunting through the book for clues about why it has been written and what its main themes are. Familiarity is the key, and nothing beats reading the whole thing several times. However, we recognize that that’s a somewhat more realistic prospect for Philemon or 3 John than for a fifty-chapter epic like Genesis! 

If you’re dealing with either a New Testament letter or an Old Testament prophet (e.g. Jeremiah) the following questions might be helpful:


  	Who is writing and to whom? 

  	What is the situation of the author and of the readers? 

  	Are we made aware of any problems that need to be addressed? 

  	Are there any repeated themes or a single idea that holds everything together? 



When it comes to a narrative, you can get some idea of the author’s purpose from what he chooses to put in and what he leaves out of his account. The Old Testament deals with hundreds of years of history. Sometimes the writer hits the accelerator pedal and covers someone’s whole life in one or two verses; at other times he slows down and gives us a few hours in great detail. We should be asking, “Why do we hear so much about this and so little about that?”

We should always be reaching for the Author’s Purpose tool when we come to two different accounts of the same events. Much of the storyline of the books of Samuel and Kings is repeated in Chronicles, but they don’t include quite the same things or share exactly the same emphases. The chronicler leaves out David’s adultery with Bathsheba, for example—that is because his purpose is to celebrate what is best about the kings of Judah, in preparation for the greatest king of all, Jesus. The second book of Samuel keeps it in. He has a different purpose, namely to show us that even King David is a sinner in need of a Savior. 

Matthew, Mark, and Luke record many of the same incidents in Jesus’ life, and to a lesser extent they overlap with John. But beware: it may be a mistake when reading Matthew to cross-reference to Luke’s version of the same story and fill in missing details from what Luke tells us. What if Matthew meant for those details to be missing? What if he deliberately put the emphasis in a different place? What if his purpose was different from Luke’s? 

We’ve told you how to play detective with letters, prophecy, and narrative. What about other books, like Ecclesiastes or Leviticus or the Song of Songs? The answer is that it’s more difficult, and sadly we can only offer that traditional piece of sleuthing advice: follow your nose. What themes dominate? What seem to be the author’s concerns? 

The Author’s Purpose Tool and the Other Tools 

Author’s Purpose is king. It is the tool par excellence, the Swiss army knife from which all of the other tools fold out, and which keeps them all together. In some ways, the whole point of having a Repetition tool or a Linking Words tool or any other tool is to help you to get a hold of the Author’s Purpose. Never forget it! 
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Since we’ve already mentioned 2 Timothy, let’s return to that. It’s a short enough letter to be read and reread several times. As we play detective, the following picture emerges. 

Paul is writing to Timothy, with whom he has a close relationship (1:1–7). Paul is an apostle, a commissioned spokesperson for Christ (1:1, 11). As a result of his gospel preaching, he has suffered greatly (1:11–12; 3:10–11). He is in prison (1:8) and has been deserted by many (1:15; 4:14–16). He thinks that he is about to die (4:6–8). 

Timothy is a church leader (1:6; 2:2, 14). There are false teachers in his church who are distorting the true gospel (2:14–18, 22–26; 3:1–10, 13). Worse still, some in the church are eager to hear these false ideas (4:3–4). 

Paul spends most of his time encouraging Timothy to stand for the true gospel (1:8, 13–14), to teach it himself and train others to teach it also (2:2, 15; 3:14–17). He warns Timothy of the false teachers and instructs him how to deal with them (2:14–26; 3:1–10). He tells Timothy throughout that he must endure suffering (1:8; 2:3–13; 3:10–12). He continually reminds Timothy of the future—both the reward of heaven (e.g. 1:1, 10; 2:10; 4:8) and the sobering reality of judgment (2:12–13; 4:1). 

Putting it all together, our detective work suggests that Paul’s purpose in writing to Timothy is to urge him to continue to stand for the true gospel despite the suffering that it will bring, in light of the glorious future that awaits him. 

With that in mind, let’s return to the two verses I mentioned at the start: 

[God] saved us and called us to a holy calling, not because of our works but because of his own purpose and grace, which he gave us in Christ Jesus before the ages began, and which now has been manifested through the appearing of our Savior Christ Jesus, who abolished death and brought life and immortality to light through the gospel. (2 Tim. 1:9–10) 

It’s simply a description of the Christian gospel. That’s strange, because Timothy already knows the gospel. It’s not news to him that he’s been saved or called to a holy life; there’s nothing novel in the idea that Jesus has destroyed death. It’s all familiar stuff. It’s the same old gospel. 

The same old gospel. Exactly. Given what we now know about the purpose of the letter, it all makes sense. Stick with the gospel, Timothy. The same old gospel. Keep on teaching it, even though people in your church don’t always want to hear it, even though it’s going to mean suffering and hardship. This is the gospel, Timothy—God has saved us! Not because of what we have done, but because of his grace! Jesus has defeated death, Timothy! Life and immortality are ahead of us. Isn’t that fantastic? Isn’t that worth suffering for? 

Paul reminds Timothy of the gospel to encourage him to stand by it, whatever people may do to him. And what an encouragement it is for us to do the same. 
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Read through 1 Corinthians 13 and then think about what it means. Write down the main points you think the passage is making. 

Time to play detective. Look up the following verses to get a feel for some of the issues that prompted Paul to write to Corinth: 1:10–12; 3:1–4; 4:6–10; 6:1, 6–8; 11:17–18. 

How do they make you read chapter 13 differently? 
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THE CONTEXT TOOL
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What is the difference between a novel and an encyclopedia? Well, the encyclopedia is certainly heavier, unless you read very long novels! But what about how you read them? 

When you use the encyclopedia, you simply turn to the entry you are interested in, say “Asparagus.” The fact that the entry before “Asparagus” was “Asps” (cobras) and the one after it was “Aspartame” (an artificial sweetener) is irrelevant. In fact, you don’t even look at them, unless you get bored with reading about asparagus. 

Imagine reading a novel in the same way: you open the book up halfway through and read the third paragraph down. Try it if you like. We can guarantee it won’t make much sense. You don’t know who the characters are or how the plot is unfolding; you have no idea what is going on. That is why we read a novel from beginning to end. 

Which of these two approaches should we use when we read the Bible? 

We should treat it more like the novel. Not that we have to read the whole thing from beginning to end every time we open it. But we do need to recognize that individual chapters are connected to what comes before and after. Context matters! In fact, as someone has said, a text without a context is a con. You have a minimal chance of understanding it correctly. 

I remember hearing someone introduce a song with these words from John: “And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself ” (John 12:32). Then they said something like, “We are now going to lift Jesus up on our praises, and as we do that he will draw people to himself.” That was an example of the encyclopedia method. It completely ignored the very next sentence: “‘And I, when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all people to myself.’ He said this to show by what kind of death he was going to die” (John 12:32–33). 

Jesus’ talk of being “lifted up” speaks of his being lifted up on the cross; that is how he will draw all men to himself. It has nothing to do with our praises. Of course, this doesn’t diminish the value of praising Jesus in song. Indeed, we should encourage each other to do so. We just shouldn’t use John 12:32 for that purpose. 

There are different levels of context (see Fig. 1). A sentence comes in the context of a paragraph. A paragraph comes in the context of a chapter or section. A chapter comes in the context of a whole Bible book. Lastly, the book comes in the context of the whole Bible—but that’s something that we’ll look at separately using the Bible Time Line tool. 
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It is very important that, as we study any part of the Bible, we ask how it fits with what comes before and after. For instance, in Exodus 20:3 we read, “You shall have no other gods before me.”

This is, of course, the first of the Ten Commandments. If we read this and the nine others that follow it on their own, it might be possible to arrive at a kind of legalism—the idea that you become one of God’s people by being good enough, that you must earn your way to heaven by perfectly keeping all the rules. 

That terrible misunderstanding is impossible, however, if we start reading just one verse earlier: “I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me” (Ex. 20:2–3). 

God gives these commandments to a people that he has already saved from Egypt—that’s clear not only from the preceding verse, but also from the context of the previous nineteen chapters, which have described the rescue. God can’t be saying they have to obey his laws in order to be saved. He’s saying that this is how they should behave now that they have been saved. 
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The book of 2 Samuel is full of tragedy and tears. Be warned, the next few pages are going to be very sad. We pick up the sorry tale in chapter 13. 

Scene 1: King David’s son Amnon rapes his half-sister, Tamar. Afterwards he hates her. “Get up and get out,” he says. “Get this woman out of here.” And it ends in tears. “And Tamar put ashes on her head and tore the long robe that she wore. And she laid her hand on her head and went away, crying aloud as she went” (2 Sam. 13:19). 

Scene 2: David’s other son, Absalom, arranges for the murder of his half brother Amnon, to avenge his sister. At the news of Amnon’s death, there are more tears: “the king’s sons came and lifted up their voice and wept. And the king also and all his servants wept very bitterly” (2 Sam. 13:36). 

But in chapter 15 things get worse still. Not just rape. Not just murder. Civil war. Absalom has pretensions to the throne. He is pretty good-looking, we’re told, and a very smooth operator. Whenever anyone goes to visit his father, the king, Absalom intercepts them and turns on the charm. In this way he steals the hearts of the men of Israel. 

Eventually Absalom secretly declares himself king in his father’s place. David has to flee for his life. He leaves the palace behind. He leaves ten of his wives. (Absalom later rapes them.) He leaves behind his countrymen. It’s a pretty unhappy procession: “And all the land wept aloud as all the people passed by. . . . David went up the ascent of the Mount of Olives, weeping as he went, barefoot and with his head covered. And all the people who were with him covered their heads, and they went up, weeping as they went” (2 Sam. 15:23, 30). 

Finally, the civil war is over, and David’s army wins. Absalom’s hair is so long that it gets stuck in a tree as he’s riding along on his horse. As he dangles in the air, Joab puts a spear through him. A mighty victory. David’s life is no longer in danger. The rebel Absalom is crushed. Fantastic. 

But that’s not quite how David took the news: 

And the king was deeply moved and went up to the chamber over the gate and wept. And as he went, he said, “O my son Absalom, my son, my son Absalom! Would I had died instead of you, O Absalom, my son, my son!”

It was told Joab, “Behold, the king is weeping and mourning for Absalom.” So the victory that day was turned into mourning for all the people, for the people heard that day, “The king is grieving for his son.” . . . The king covered his face, and the king cried with a loud voice, “O my son Absalom, O Absalom, my son, my son.” (2 Sam. 18:33–19:4) 

It is a catalogue of tragedy for David. Rape, murder, civil war, the death of a son he loved despite everything. I don’t know about you, but I find myself choking up at some of the verses I’ve quoted. It’s just so desperate. 

But why does it happen? Why so much suffering? Why such unimaginable sorrow? So many tears? 

As we’ve reported it above, it makes no sense. If you pick up the story from chapter 13 (as we have done), it is meaningless. But the story doesn’t begin in chapter 13. We need the context. 

Second Samuel 11 narrates some events that we’re more familiar with. King David is walking on the roof of his palace, and he catches sight of a beautiful woman named Bathsheba taking a bath. She’s a real stunner—he can’t keep his eyes off her. Turns out she’s married to someone else, but that doesn’t stop David, and he sleeps with her. Unfortunately she gets pregnant, and the only way to cover it up is to get her husband killed in battle. 

But the cover-up fails, because there is a witness who sees everything. God sees it. And it displeases him. And through his prophet Nathan, he speaks these terrifying words: 

Why have you despised the word of the LORD, to do what is evil in his sight? You have struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword and have taken his wife to be your wife and have killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. Now therefore the sword shall never depart from your house, because you have despised me and have taken the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your wife. (2 Sam. 12:9–10) 

All the tragedy of the following chapters stems from David’s sin. “The sword shall never depart from your house,” God says. And it never does. Rape, murder, civil war, the death of Absalom. All because David turned his back on God and slept with Bathsheba. Who would have thought that the consequences would be so massive? 

I don’t think we would, would we? We’d never guess that the effects of sin could be so devastating. 

It’s not the world of the soaps, is it? Or Friends? That was a great show, at least the early episodes. Monica, Joey, Chandler, Phoebe, Rachel, Ross—they don’t have much time for Jesus, except as a swearword. But hey, they have a good time, don’t they? They have a laugh. They’re easygoing. Because rejecting God doesn’t matter in Friends. It’s a world where nothing you do has lasting consequences. 

But 2 Samuel is screaming to us, “That’s not the real world. In the real world sin does matter. There are consequences. It wrecks relationships, it messes up lives. It ends in tears. It’s not worth it.” 

I (Andrew) went to the British Library in London once. They have some pretty amazing things there: original Beatles lyrics in John Lennon’s handwriting on the backs of envelopes, pages from Leonardo da Vinci’s notebook, all kinds of stuff. The thing I liked best was the draft Declaration of War against Germany from the Second World War. It was typed on an old typewriter. And at the top of the page someone had scribbled in pencil, “To be checked.” 

And I thought—no kidding! You’d want to be pretty sure you’d got it right, wouldn’t you? You don’t want to end up declaring war on Scotland by mistake, because of a typo. The consequences are massive, so you think before you act. 

And that is what 2 Samuel would say to us. Think pretty carefully before you turn your back on God. Are you prepared for the consequences? 
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Read Mark 8:22–26. What do these verses tell you on their own? 

Now look at the context: read verses 14–21 and 27–30. What change is there in the disciples’ understanding? 

Look at Jesus’ description of the problem in 8:18. Has there been another healing miracle alongside the physical one? 
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THE STRUCTURE TOOL
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Given what we’ve said about the importance of context, it’s clear that we want to deal with whole passages of the Bible rather than with isolated verses. But approaching a great slab of text can be daunting. Where to begin? 

A good place to start is to subdivide the passage into smaller, more manageable sections that we can deal with one at a time. Yet at the same time we want to keep the big picture in mind, otherwise we just end up with isolated verses again, and defeat the whole object of tackling a bigger passage in the first place. 

The key to looking at the parts without losing sight of the whole (seeing the forest and the trees) is to pay attention to the structure of the passage, asking two questions: 

 

	1.	How has the author broken down his material into sections? 

	2.	How do those sections fit together? 

We can apply the Structure tool at different levels. We could use it to divide up a whole book of the Bible into a few major sections (e.g. Isa. 1–39; 40–55; 56–66), or equally to divide up a small section into even smaller units (e.g. Isa. 40:1–2, 3–5, 6–8, 9–11). Between two and five sections is probably ideal; any more than that and there will be too many fragments to fit together again easily. 

The first stage, then, is to try to discern the way that the author wants us to subdivide the passage. 

By the way, don’t be fooled into thinking that all you have to do is look at the chapter breaks. Chapter and verse numbers aren’t divinely inspired; they were added by an editor who was trying to make things easier for us, but occasionally botched it. Unfortunately, the same goes for paragraph breaks and those section titles that the publishers helpfully put in your Bible, which can’t always be trusted. It’s best to start from scratch, ignoring chapter divisions, ignoring paragraph breaks, ignoring headings. Something we often do is to print out a copy of the passage from the Internet (www.biblegateway.com) and delete everything except the text itself. That way you start with a clean slate, and it also means that, as you work, you can scribble notes in the margin, use highlighters, and underline words in a way that you might hesitate to do with your Bible. 

Sometimes the text itself contains explicit clues about where it breaks up, like those grooves in chocolate bars that show where they snap more easily. For example, the events recounted in John 1:19–51 happen over four days; John splits his narrative into four sections accordingly, using the repeated phrase “the next day” to alert us to each new subsection (vv. 29, 35, 43). Isaiah 40:3–11 can be similarly divided up according to the three different “voices” that cry out:

A voice cries:

“In the wilderness prepare the way of the LORD;

make straight in the desert a highway for our God.

Every valley shall be lifted up,

and every mountain and hill be made low;

the uneven ground shall become level,

the rough places a plain.

And the glory of the LORD shall be revealed,

and all flesh shall see it together,

for the mouth of the LORD has spoken.”


A voice says, “Cry!”

And I said, “What shall I cry?”

All flesh is grass,

and all its beauty is like the flower of the field.

The grass withers, the flower fades

when the breath of the LORD blows on it;

surely the people are grass.

The grass withers and the flower fades,

but the word of our God will stand forever.


Get you up to a high mountain, 

O Zion, herald of good news;

lift up your voice with strength, 

O Jerusalem, herald of good news;

lift it up, fear not; 

say to the cities of Judah,

“Behold your God!”

Behold, the Lord GOD comes with might, 

and his arm rules for him;

behold, his reward is with him,

and his recompense before him.

He will tend his flock like a shepherd;

he will gather the lambs in his arms;

he will carry them in his bosom,

and gently lead those that are with young.

 

In the absence of explicit clues such as those above, we are left to make sensible judgments, which will depend on what kind of literature we are dealing with. For a narrative, imagine that you are a film director or a playwright and try to identify the changes of scene. For a dialogue, you could break it up according to who is speaking. For one of Paul’s letters, it might be possible to identify distinct stages in a detailed argument and to subdivide it that way. 

Occasionally the important ideas in a passage are not dealt with sequentially, but are woven together throughout the whole thing. In those cases, attempts to force everything into subsections might not be all that profitable; you would be better off tackling the passage thematically—identify two or three key topics and consider the whole thing under those headings. It’s best to look for sequential divisions first and to resort to a thematic approach only if that fails. 

Having identified your subsections, it is useful to give a title to each one, summing up very briefly what you think it is about. This forces you to pin yourself down and come up with something concrete; you can always change it later. 

The second crucial step in using the Structure tool is to work out how your sections fit together. In a letter the different sections might connect together to form a logical argument, while in a narrative the different scenes might contrast with or complement one another. Seeing how the author has structured what he is saying will help us to move toward the unifying big idea of the passage as a whole. 
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Identify the main scenes in John 18:12–27. 

What point do you think John might be making by switching back and forth between these two situations? 

Bookends and Sandwiches

An important structural technique used in the Bible is to put the same phrase at the beginning and end of a section, like a pair of bookends. For example, the book of Romans begins and ends like this: 

through whom we have received grace and apostleship to bring about the obedience of faith for the sake of his name among all the nations. . . . (Rom. 1:5)

. . . but has now been disclosed and through the prophetic writings has been made known to all nations, according to the command of the eternal God, to bring about the obedience of faith. (Rom. 16:26)

As well as providing a satisfying poetical symmetry, a pair of bookends signals that everything in between belongs together. That can be a big help when you’re trying to divide a book into sections. For example, a major section of the book of Numbers (chaps. 27–36) is bracketed by two references to the daughters of a man named Zelophehad.

Often there is an important connection between the bookends themselves and what comes in between them. Take this example from the Sermon on the Mount: 

 

Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Blessed are those who mourn, for they shall be comforted. 

Blessed are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. 

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied. 

Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive mercy. 

Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. 

Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. 

Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. (Matt. 5:3–10) 

 

The bookends, “kingdom of heaven,” show us that the meek, the pure in heart, the peacemakers, etc., aren’t just ordinary people who happen to be nice. Rather, they are citizens of the kingdom of heaven. This is a description of kingdom people. 

Ezekiel’s commissioning as a prophet (Ezek. 2:1–3:11) is sandwiched between an amazing vision of God’s glory in chapter 1 and a little flashback to that vision in 3:12–13. Again we are invited to consider how these ideas might be linked. It seems that Ezekiel wants to show us that the words he has been given to speak come from none other than the majestic Lord of glory. 

This sandwiching together of two different things to emphasize a connection is a favorite technique of Mark’s Gospel. For example, the story of Jesus cursing a fig tree outside Jerusalem (Mark 11:12–14, 20–21) is sandwiched together with Jesus’ unhappy visit to the temple in Jerusalem (11:15–19). It seems that Jesus’ judgment on the fig tree is symbolic of what will happen to the temple, because the religious observance there has become dead and bears no fruit in people’s lives. 

Chiasm 

Can you remember the tale of the three little pigs? The wolf tries to blow down the house of straw, then the house of wood, and finally the house of bricks. It’s typical of Western stories in that it reaches its climax at the end; we often wait until the last sentence to get the punch line. 

However, in Hebrew it’s common to put the punch line in the middle of the story. The other sections of the account are then arranged in pairs, in a symmetrical pattern, around that center. Technically, people call this sort of structure a “chiasm.” Here is one from the Tower of Babel story in Genesis 11:1–9. 



Now the whole earth 

had one language and the same words. . . .


they found a plain in the land of Shinar and settled there.

And they said to one another, “Come, let us make bricks. . . .” 
  

 
 
Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city,

and a tower. . . .
  

 
 And the LORD came down 


to see the city and the tower, which the children of men had built.

And the LORD said . . . “Come, let us go down and


there confuse. . . .”

Therefore its name was called Babel, because there



the LORD confused the language

of all the earth.





Can you spot the pairs? The “whole/all the earth” is mentioned at the beginning and the end; that’s the first. Then the reference to their one “language” is paired with the Lord’s acting to confuse their “language.” Shinar goes with Babel (two names for the same place). “Build,” “city,” “tower” go with “built,” “city,” “tower,” and so on. Pretty cool, isn’t it? 

Having identified the chiasm, we can see that the central statement is “the LORD came down.” That is the turning point for the story. The writer is using this structure to highlight the fact that man’s proud conquest is stopped instantly as God intervenes. 

The example above works at the level of individual phrases. Daniel 2–7, however, contains a huge chiasm at the level of chapters. 


Chapter 2: Prophecy of four great kingdoms to come, culminating in God’s eternal kingdom


Chapter 3: God saves his people from death (fiery furnace)


Chapter 4: God is sovereign and deposes kings at will
(Nebuchadnezzar)


Chapter 5: God is sovereign and deposes kings at will (Belshazzar)


Chapter 6: God saves his people from death (lions)

Chapter 7: Prophecy of four great kingdoms to come, culminating in
God’s eternal kingdom



The structure shows us that the heart of the message of Daniel is that God is sovereign, and so he is in charge of his world and of history. 

Generally speaking, chiasms are an Old Testament thing, but you do sometimes find them in the New Testament, too: 


  
    	   
    	In the beginning was the Word,

  

  
    	 
    	   
    	and the Word was with God,

  

  
    	 
    	 
    	   
    	and the Word was God.

  

  
    	 
    	 
    	He was with God

  

  
    	 
    	in the beginning. (John 1:1–2, NIV)

  



Bookends, chiasms, or whatever else, the message we hope that we’re getting across is that you must look at the way the author has structured his material. Much of the meaning is in the structure. 
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Here is a chiasm from Jonah 1. It will help if you read the whole chapter to get an idea of what is happening:


  
    	   
    	Verse 4: The Lord hurled a great wind upon the sea. . . . 

  

  
    	 
    	   
    	Verse 6: “Call out to your god! . . .”

  

  
    	 
    	 
    	   
    	Verse 7: “that we may know on whose account. . . .” 

  

  
    	 
    	 
    	 
    	   
    	Verse 8: The sailors question Jonah 

  

  
    	 
    	 
    	 
    	 
    	   
    	Verse 9: “I fear. . . .” 

  

  
    	 
    	 
    	 
    	 
    	 
    	Verse 10: Sailors fear 

  

  
    	 
    	 
    	 
    	 
    	Verse 11: The sailors question Jonah 

  

  
    	 
    	 
    	 
    	Verse 12: “I know that it is on my account” [literal translation] 

  

  
    	 
    	 
    	Verse 14: The sailors call to the Lord 

  

  
    	 
    	Verse 15: The sailors hurl Jonah into the sea 

  



 

Once again the key to the whole narrative is found at the center of the chiasm, in verses 9–10. Here is verse 9: 

And he said to them, “I am a Hebrew, and I fear the LORD, the God of heaven, who made the sea and the dry land.” 

Jonah is lying. Not that there’s anything wrong with his theology—God is indeed the maker of everything. Jonah is lying about the fact that he “fears” (i.e. worships) him. Come off it! The rest of the chapter tells us how Jonah has consistently rejected God. He hears the “word of the Lord” in verses 1–2, but rather than doing what God says, he runs away—by boat! That isn’t too bright if you know that God made the sea. There’s a terrible storm, and the boat is breaking up and the pagan sailors are all praying their hearts out to whatever god they can think of. The only person who doesn’t pray is Jonah. In fact, he’d rather be thrown overboard and drown than cry out to the God who can help him. 

The writer here uses a chiasm (with its punch line in the center) to highlight Jonah’s profession of faith, so we see how much it is at odds with how he actually lives. Jonah is a hypocrite; he might talk a good game when it comes to God, but there is no match-up in his life. The gulf between Jonah’s belief and his behavior is so wide that you could sail an oil tanker through the middle. 

It makes us ask awkward questions about ourselves. Do we act as though we believe the things that we say we do? We talk the talk, but do we walk the walk, as the saying goes? 

Some years ago, newspaper columnist Matthew Parris wrote an article for the London Times in which he summed up the Christian message pretty accurately, and then he went on: 

If I believed that, or even a tenth of that, how could I care which version of the Prayer Book was used? I would drop my job, sell my house, throw away my possessions, leave my acquaintances and set out into the world with a burning desire to know more. And when I’d found out more, to act upon it and to tell others. . . . Far from being puzzled that Mormons and Adventists should knock at my door, I’m unable to understand how anyone who believes what’s written in the Bible could choose to spend his waking hours in any other endeavor.

That gap between belief and behavior makes no sense. 

However, back in Jonah there is another point at the center of our chiasm, and that’s the response of the sailors in verse 10: “Then the men were exceedingly afraid and said to him, ‘What is this that you have done!’ . . . ” 

Jonah says that he fears God, but the pagans really do. They realize that the Creator of the sea and the dry land is not someone you want to mess with. We are told about their fear three times in the chapter (vv. 5, 10, 16). But here’s a striking thing. When they are about to drown because of the storm, they are just “afraid.” But when they’re not about to drown because God has miraculously calmed the sea and it’s perfectly safe, they are “exceedingly afraid.” In other words, they are more afraid at this breathtaking demonstration of God’s power over nature than they are of their own mortality. And they’re in good company; if you know Mark’s Gospel, lots of bells will be ringing (check out Mark 4:35–41). 

The idea of fearing God isn’t too popular today, because we tend to think of him more as a kindly Santa Claus than as the mighty Creator with power to save or destroy. However, the “fear of the Lord” is viewed very positively in the Bible (e.g. Ps. 34:7, 9; Prov. 1:7; 1 Pet. 1:17; Rev. 14:7). Those who truly fear God won’t do a Jonah. But even for hypocrites like him, there is a second chance; read the rest of Jonah and see what happens! 

[image: ]

Can you find the chiasm in Genesis 7:1–8:16? Hint: pay attention to the timings—7 days, 40 days, 150 days. 

What do we learn about God at the center of the chiasm? What is going on at the same time as his judgment in the flood? 
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THE LINKING WORDS TOOL

[image: ]

If,” “since,” “consequently,” “for this reason,” “therefore,” “because,” “so that”—these are all linking words, and they’re worth their weight in gold. These words can help us to see the flow of an argument; they reveal cause and effect relationships between different statements. As a wise man once said, “If you see a ‘therefore,’ always ask what it’s there for.” And the same goes for all the other linking words. 

“For” and “Therefore” 

For and therefore are both words that show the flow of thought, but they point in different directions. Because I (Andrew) did a science degree, I find diagrams easier to understand than words, so I like drawing arrows accordingly. (Hey, humor me, OK?) 

“Therefore” arrows go from left from right. What comes before the arrow is the reason and whatever comes afterwards is usually the result or consequence that flows from it. Consider this example: 

I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. [image: ] be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves. (Matt. 10:16, NIV) 

Jesus’ instruction to be both shrewd and innocent is not just random advice. Such character traits are required of his disciples in the light of the fact that they are being sent into hostile territory. The presence of “wolves” who will oppose their message is the reason; the need to be shrewd and innocent is the consequence.

Here’s another example: 

Have this mind among yourselves, which is yours in Christ Jesus, who, though he was in the form of God, did not count equality with God a thing to be grasped, but made himself nothing, taking the form of a servant, being born in the likeness of men. And being found in human form, he humbled himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on a cross.[image: ] God has highly exalted him and bestowed on him the name that is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the Father. (Phil. 2:5–11) 

This passage is more than a list of the events in Jesus’ life—leaving the glory of heaven, becoming a man, dying on a cross, ascending to the highest place. It makes a logical connection between these things. The reason God exalted him to the highest place is that he was obedient to die. He humbled himself, and therefore he was exalted. 

“For” arrows work in exactly the same way, but they point in the opposite direction. This time the reason or explanation comes after the arrow: 

Let us hold fast our confession. [image: ] we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. (Heb. 4:14–15) 

You can flip the statement around the other way, and swap the for for a therefore, and it still means exactly the same thing: 

We do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but one who in every respect has been tempted as we are, yet without sin. [image: ]  let us hold fast to our confession. 

You’ll be pleased to know that most other logical linking words behave like these two. After all, there are only two directions in which the arrows can point. 


  
    	Words like [image: ]
    	Words like [image: ]
  

  
    	consequently
    	because
  

  
    	for this reason
    	since
  

  
    	thus 
    	so
  



If at this stage all these arrows are just confusing you, please ignore them. They help me, but I may just have a quirky mind. The most important thing is not that you draw the arrows, but that you pay attention to what logical connections are being made. 

[image: ]

Read John 7:3–4. At first sight, what do you make of Jesus’ brothers’ enthusiasm? 

There is a linking word in verse 5. In which direction does the argument point? (Draw an arrow if you like.) 

What is John telling us about the brothers’ public relations campaign? 

“If” Statements 

“If you have a nuclear bomb underneath your house, you should drive very fast to somewhere as far away as possible.” 

That “if” statement tells you that a certain action (hurtling down the highway to nowhere in particular) is recommended in a certain situation (your house is sitting on a block of plutonium). But if your house is OK, then the action isn’t such a good idea—in fact, it would be a waste of fuel. Thus the advice is conditional upon a set of (admittedly rather unfortunate) circumstances. 

Here’s a biblical example: 

And the LORD will make you the head and not the tail, and you shall only go up and not down, if you obey the commandments of the LORD your God, which I command you today, being careful to do them. . . . But if you will not obey the voice of the LORD your God or be careful to do all his commandments and his statues that I command you today, then all these curses shall come upon you and overtake you. (Deut. 28:13, 15) 

These verses lay down an ultimatum for the people of Israel. God’s blessing for them is conditional upon their keeping the terms of God’s covenant. The blessings are not automatic; they can be forfeited if the people turn away from their relationship with God. And of course they do turn away, again and again. That’s the sad story of the Old Testament. God’s people just cannot seem to remain faithful to their God. We see a people desperately in need of rescue and a “heart transplant” (see Ezek. 36:26). 

However, there is a different kind of biblical if, one that doesn’t imply uncertainty in the way that our ifs do. When we say, “If it rains tomorrow, I’ll take the train,” we imply that it might not rain tomorrow. But it doesn’t always work like that in Scripture: 

If God did not spare angels when they sinned, but cast them into hell and committed them to chains of gloomy darkness to be kept until the judgment; if he did not spare the ancient world, but preserved Noah, a herald of righteousness, with seven others, when he brought a flood upon the world of the ungodly; if by turning the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah to ashes he condemned them to extinction, making them an example of what is going to happen to the ungodly; and if he rescued righteous Lot, greatly distressed by the sensual conduct of the wicked (for as that righteous man lived among them day after day, he was tormenting his righteous soul over their lawless deeds that he saw and heard); then the Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trials, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment until the day of judgment. (2 Pet. 2:4–9) 

When Peter says if God condemned the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah, he’s not suggesting that there’s any doubt about whether it happened. Instead, he’s using the if to mean something close to an English “because.” (Try reading it again, substituting the word “because,” and you’ll find it makes perfect sense.) Peter’s argument goes like this: God has a good track record in sorting out the wicked from the godly—Noah and the flood, Lot trapped in Sodom, etc. And if he’s done it before (which he has, no uncertainty intended), then he knows what to do this time. 

“So That”

One final ultraimportant linking phrase is “so that.” Sometimes it is there to tell us the purpose behind something: 

My dear children, I write this to you so that you may not sin. . . . (1 John 2:1) 

Sometimes it introduces the result of something: 

Meanwhile, when a crowd of many thousands had gathered, so that they were trampling on one another. . . . (Luke 12:1, NIV)

You have to use context to decide which it is. In this case it’s fairly obvious that trampling on one another wasn’t the purpose of the crowd gathering! 

[image: ]

Have you ever heard of the Power Team? Here’s some of their publicity that I (Andrew) found on the Internet some years ago: 

Ripping car license plates, phone books, and two decks of cards in half with their bare hands is no big deal for members of The Power Team. . . . These giant men can blow up hot water bottles, snap baseball bats like twigs, crush through ice with their heads, bend steel bars with their teeth. . . . And they use their muscles for God. These world-class athletes use phenomenal feats of strength, power, and speed to boldly proclaim the power of Jesus Christ.

The statistics are impressive. According to one article, more than four thousand people were saved at a five-day crusade; some 1,700 turned to Christ at another event. 

How does that make you feel? It makes me feel useless. Admittedly, I’m not that envious of the crushing ice with your head thing. But I wish I could be that successful with my evangelism. I’m not. Far from being the impressive Christian superstar, when I’m faced with a confident atheist, I feel very small and unimpressive. I’d never make it onto the spiritual “Power Team.” 

But then neither would the apostle Paul. 

In the book of 2 Corinthians, he is defending himself and his ministry in the face of the taunts of some “super-apostles” who were saying things like this about him: “His letters are weighty and strong, but his bodily presence is weak, and his speech is of no account” (2 Cor. 10:10). 

It seems that these super-apostles, by contrast, were great orators, schooled in the Greek art of rhetoric. They were impressive in every way. While Paul spent much of his time locked up in prison, they boasted a more “successful” type of Christianity. No doubt they had many converts. 

Probably they charged lots of money for their own spiritual services and lived in great luxury. It makes you think of some of those modern-day televangelists, who drive around in gold-plated Mercedes and tell you that it’s a sign of God’s blessing on them—although you can’t help thinking that it’s got more to do with the fact that they keep urging you to call in with your credit card details. 

Rather surprisingly perhaps, Paul’s defense consists of telling the Corinthians just how weak and inadequate he is: 

Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I was adrift at sea. . . . If I must boast, I will boast of the things that show my weakness. (2 Cor. 11:24–25, 30) 

Odd, isn’t it? He seems to be playing into his critics’ hands. “Yes, it’s true, I am much weaker than them. My version of Christianity is much less impressive than theirs.” 

But Paul explains the reason for all this in a series of “so that” statements that someone armed with the Linking Words tool would never miss: 

We do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, of the affliction we experienced in Asia; for we were so utterly, unbearably crushed that we despaired of life itself. Indeed, we felt that we had received the sentence of death so that we would rely not on ourselves but on God who raises the dead. (2 Cor. 1:8–9, NRSV) 

It is no accident that Paul experiences weakness. It is quite deliberate on God’s part. In his divine sovereignty God arranges things that way so that Paul might trust in God and not in himself: 

We have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us. (2 Cor. 4:7, NRSV) 

Clay jars in those days were the equivalent of the disposable plastic cups that you get in a vending machine. They were worthless. And Paul is saying that God has chosen to carry the priceless treasure of the gospel message in containers like that, so that the glory might go to him alone. 

Imagine for a moment that you are a dynamic, witty, good-looking, brilliant speaker. And through your impressive preaching, someone becomes a Christian. There would be just no way of knowing, would there, whether their conversion was just a result of the power of your sparkling personality. 

Imagine instead that you’re quite ordinary. Imagine that you tell someone the gospel with faltering words and a tremor in your voice because you’re so nervous. Imagine that you’re unpopular with some people you know because of your “extreme” views about religion. And someone is converted. Well, then, it’s obvious, isn’t it, that it’s God who has done it. It’s obvious that “this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.” 

And so that’s the way that God has chosen to work. 

[image: ]

Read Titus 2 in the New International Version. You might want to print out a copy from the Internet if you like the idea of drawing arrows all over it. 

Highlight all the linking words that you can find. 

What is the significance of the for that links the two halves of the passage? 

How would the thrust of the passage be radically altered if verses 11–14 were not there? 

There are three so thats in verses 1–10. What is the repeated reason for Christians to live godly lives? 
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THE PARALLELS TOOL


[image: ]

Having a toddler has reintroduced me (Nigel) to the nursery rhymes I had largely forgotten. I can now sing “Twinkle, twinkle little star, how I wonder what you are” all the way through—although I still struggle with the tune. 

Now, rhyming “star” with “are” isn’t great poetry, but it does remind us that rhyme is the basic building block of lots of our poetry. However, that isn’t the case with the poetry in the Bible. Instead, it uses something called “parallelism.” Here is an example: 

The earth is the LORD’s, and the fullness thereof,

the world, and those who dwell therein,

for he has founded it upon the seas

and established it upon the rivers. (Ps. 24:1–2)

Can you see how the two halves of each verse parallel each other? “The earth” (line 1) is the same as “the world” (line 2). “Founded it upon the seas” (line 3) is equivalent to “established it upon the rivers” (line 4). In both cases, the same thing is said twice in slightly different words. That’s the Hebrew way of doing poetry. When you get used to it, you’ll find it just as beautiful as a rhyme. 

There are a couple of variations on the theme that are worth mentioning briefly. Antithetical parallelism is when the second half of the verse gives the opposite perspective to the first half, by way of contrast: 

A fool gives full vent to his spirit,

but a wise man quietly holds it back. (Prov. 29:11)

 

Chiastic parallelism is when the second half of the verse says the same as the first half but flips the word order around: 

the torrent would have gone 

over us; 

then over us 

would have gone the raging waters. (Ps. 124:4–5, 
NRSV) 

The example above is particularly effective because the “us” is stuck in the middle, swamped by the “torrent” and the “raging waters” on either side—and that’s exactly what is being described! 

Parallelism Helps with the Meaning 

Parallelism is nice because it is poetic, it sounds good. But it can also help us to grasp the meaning of a passage. For one thing, it gives you two chances to understand something: if you don’t get it the first time, the parallel expression might help. 

For example, Isaiah (55:6) urges his hearers to “Seek the LORD while he may be found. . . .” You might wonder what that means. How do you go about seeking for God? Where are you supposed to look? The verse continues: “call upon him while he is near.” 

“Seek the Lord” is paralleled by “call on him.” In other words, we are to seek God by calling out to him in prayer, asking him to help us. 

Identifying parallel expressions can help us to unravel obscure verses in other parts of the Bible, even when they’re not poetry as such. For example, John’s Gospel records these words of Jesus: “Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day” (John 6:54). What does it mean to feed on Jesus’ flesh and drink his blood? Some people might think of Holy Communion, while others think of cannibalism! 

However, a few verses earlier Jesus had said this: “For this is the will of my Father, that everyone who looks on the Son and believes in him should have eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day” (John 6:40). 

Do you notice how the second half of verse 40 and verse 54 are identical? They parallel each other. That suggests that the first halves of the two verses are also parallel; that is, “whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood” parallels “everyone who looks to the Son and believes in him.” 

In other words, the language of eating and drinking Jesus is another way of talking about believing in him. It’s a particularly vivid way of saying it, but that’s what it means: trusting in his saving death, depending on him for life itself. 

[image: ]

How would you describe the thrust of the following verse? As comfort or as a challenge? 

	If we are faithless, he remains faithful—

for he cannot deny himself. (2 Tim. 2:13) 

You might instinctively interpret it along these lines: even our faithlessness cannot jeopardize our relationship with God, because he is always faithful to us; that is his very nature. That would be a great comfort. 

However, it could also be taken another way: beware of turning your back on God. If you do, then in faithfulness to his own character he will turn his back on you. That would be a serious warning. 

Both of these options find support elsewhere in the Bible. It’s true that God is faithful to forgive us even when we sin (e.g. 1 John 1:9), but it’s also true that Jesus promises to reject those who reject him (e.g. Luke 9:26). The question is, which of these is the author’s intended meaning here in 2 Timothy? 

Here is the context of the surrounding verses. Can you spot the parallelism? 

The saying is trustworthy, for:

If we have died with him, 

we will also live with him; 

if we endure, 

we will also reign with him. 

if we deny him, 

he also will deny us; 

if we are faithless, 

he remains faithful—


for he cannot deny himself. (2 Tim. 2:11–13) 

Lines 1–2 and 3–4 parallel each other. They are virtually synonymous—if we died/endure, then we will live/reign. 

Given that, we would expect lines 5–6 and 7–8 to be parallel, and that is confirmed, as they start in a similar way: to be “faithless” is the same as to “deny him.” That parallel suggests that the second halves of the statements are also equivalent—God’s remaining faithful is the same as his disowning us. 

We are now in a position correctly to interpret verse 13. Far from suggesting that faithlessness on our part doesn’t matter, Paul is warning that it has the gravest consequences. If we reject Jesus, he will disown us—because we are rejecting the very source of our salvation and forgiveness. 




[image: ]

In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son. . . . (Heb. 1:1–2, NIV)

Can you identify the parallelism in these verses? Is it simple, antithetical, or chiastic? 

Complete this table with the counterpart to each of the phrases from the first half of the parallelism. 



  
    
      	In the past 

      	 

    

    
      	God spoke 

      	 

    

    
      	to our forefathers 

      	 

    

    
      	through the prophets 

      	 

    

    
      	at many times and in various ways 

      	 

    

  




How does the author emphasize that Jesus is the climax of God’s revelation to humanity? 

Do these verses lead us to expect a further word from God? 


7



THE NARRATOR’S COMMENT TOOL


[image: ]

Have you ever stood in front of a piece of modern art and wondered what on earth it is all about? It’s not particularly complicated—there are only three lines and two blocks of color on the canvas! But while it’s simple at one level, you haven’t a clue what is going on. 

Imagine that at that moment the artist was standing behind you and whispered in your ear, “It’s a picture of the disconnectedness of our modern lives.” You look again at the picture, and it makes a bit more sense. There is a sense of things being disconnected in the picture. Or maybe, more cheekily, you might feel that the artist is somewhat disconnected from real artistic talent! Perhaps you sense that I (Nigel) am not a great modern art fan. I admit that most of it goes over my head. But there are times when we have similar feelings when reading parts of the Bible. I’m particularly thinking of narrative passages—we read about people being born, people dying, people becoming kings or slaves, people traveling from one place to another. The events themselves are reasonably straightforward and easy to understand. But what does it mean? So often these stories feel like modern art, where the “what” is easy (three lines and two blocks of color), but the “why” seems beyond reach. 

Fortunately, the author occasionally breaks into the narrative and gives us a brief commentary on what is happening, a word of explanation. That’s a big help. It is like reading about various events and having the author whisper in our ear, “This is what is going on!” 

Can you spot the narrator’s comment in the following verses from Matthew 2? 

Now when they had departed, behold, an angel of the Lord appeared to Joseph in a dream and said, “Rise, take the child and his mother, and flee to Egypt, and remain there until I tell you, for Herod is about to search for the child, to destroy him.” And he rose and took the child and his mother by night and departed to Egypt and remained there until the death of Herod. This was to fulfill what the Lord had spoken by the prophet, “Out of Egypt I called my son.” (Matt. 2:13–15) 

The last sentence does not tell us anything further about what has happened, about the events themselves. Rather, it gives us Matthew’s explanation of the events. Matthew tells us that Jesus’ being taken to Egypt is more than a matter of saving him from Herod’s sword; it also fulfills the promise in the Old Testament (Hos. 11:1) that Jesus would come “out of Egypt,” just as Israel had done during the Exodus. How amazing is God’s sovereignty, that even Herod’s attempt to kill Jesus leads to the fulfillment of his plan! 

What impression do you form of Esau from the following verses? 

Once when Jacob was cooking stew, Esau came in from the field, and he was exhausted. And Esau said to Jacob, “Let me eat some of that red stew, for I am exhausted!” (Therefore his name was called Edom.) Jacob said, “Sell me your birthright now.” Esau said “I am about to die; of what use is a birthright to me?” Jacob said, “Swear to me now.” So he swore to him and sold his birthright to Jacob. Then Jacob gave Esau bread and lentil stew, and he ate and drank and rose and went his way. . . . (Gen. 25:29–34) 

From the events alone it’s hard to tell. If anything, he comes across as the innocent victim, forced to sell his birthright (the inheritance due to the eldest son) or starve to death. However, the author doesn’t leave us to come up with our own interpretation. At this crucial point he supplies a narrator’s comment: “Thus Esau despised his birthright” (Gen. 25:34). 

That casts Esau in a different light, doesn’t it? All that talk of being “about to die” was pure exaggeration—he was just hungry, that’s all. And his birthright meant so little to him that he was prepared to swap it for a bowl of lentils. When, a couple of chapters later, we find Esau bawling because he’s been cut out of his father’s will, we aren’t quite as sympathetic as we might have been. 

[image: ]

John 2 describes a visit that Jesus made to the temple in Jerusalem. He was appalled by what he found. Instead of being a place of heartfelt religious devotion, it had become little more than a shopping center. The various religious service industries—moneychangers, from whom you could obtain the special coins necessary to pay the temple tax; and people selling animals for sacrifices—had moved into the temple courts themselves. You can imagine the cash registers ringing, as the pilgrims were “processed” as mere commercial traffic. Jesus made a whip and drove out the sheep and cattle; he upturned the tables of the moneychangers, scattering coins everywhere; he spoke in anger to those present: “do not make my Father’s house a house of trade.” Unsurprisingly, the religious authorities got upset: 

So the Jews said to him, “What sign do you show us for doing these things?” Jesus answered them, “Destroy this temple, and in three days I will raise it up.” The Jews then said, “It has taken forty-six years to build this temple, and will you raise it up in three days?” But he was speaking about the temple of his body. When therefore he was raised from the dead, his disciples remembered that he had said this, and they believed the Scripture and the word that Jesus had spoken. (John 2:18–22) 

In the Old Testament, the temple was hugely important. It was the place where God lived among his people, and so it was where you went to meet with God, to offer sacrifices to him or to pray to him. It was right at the heart of Jewish life and the people’s relationship with God. At the time of Jesus it had recently been rebuilt and, as we are told here, that had taken forty-six years. 

Given all this, Jesus’ words seem like nonsense to the people listening to him. How can he destroy the temple and then raise it in three days? Indeed, we might have been at a loss to understand it ourselves, were it not for the narrator’s comment (highlighted in italics above). When Jesus refers to the “temple” here, he isn’t talking about the physical building they are standing in. He is talking about his own body. 

The narrator’s comment highlights a huge claim that Jesus is making. From now on, he is God’s temple. He is God’s presence on earth, God dwelling with his people. And consequently he is the place, or rather the person, to whom you must go if you want to meet God. 

Actually, this is quite a big theme in John’s Gospel. There was a clue back in chapter 1, where John wrote that “the Word became flesh and dwelt among us” (John 1:14). A more literal translation would say that he “tabernacled” among us, referring to the tabernacle, which was the precursor to the temple. Later, in chapter 4, Jesus says that neither Jerusalem of the Jews nor Mount Gerazim of the Samaritans will be the center of religious worship in the future. In fact the particular location will be irrelevant; what matters is that we worship in spirit and truth, which in the context means worshiping through Jesus. 

All this means that to know and worship God, we don’t have to go to a special building or special place. The sign on the door of Westminster Abbey that says “This is the house of God” is wrong! There is no need for the ropes in some churches that keep you out of the so-called most holy area around the “altar.” There are no holy places anymore, only a holy person. And there should be no altar, because that was something that you had in the temple to make sacrifices for sin, and now Jesus is the temple, and he has already made the perfect sacrifice. 

Church buildings are useful because they keep the rain off and provide a helpful venue for us to meet with other Christians, which the Bible commands us to do. But you don’t need to go to church to meet God—you can do that anywhere, anytime, if you come through Jesus! 

[image: ]

The book of Judges is a prime example of a great story where we can understand what is happening but wonder what it all means. 

Read Judges 17:1–6. If you read about the actions of verses 1–5 on their own, what conclusions would you come to? 

How does the author’s comment in verse 6 help us understand what is going on? 

The comment of Judges 17:6 is repeated throughout the book; see 18:1; 19:1; 21:25. What is Israel’s big need at this point in her history and why? 

The people have their own solution, but it’s not the right one. Can you see why, from Judges 8:22–23 and 1 Samuel 8:6–7? 

What, or rather who, is God’s solution? Read Acts 13:20–23. 
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THE VOCABULARY TOOL


[image: ]

When I (Nigel) was an undergraduate, I spent some time studying philosophy. One day I was concentrating hard reading a philosophy textbook, and I have to admit that I was rather pleased that so far I understood what was being said. But then the author said, “or to put the matter more simply, the primary epistemological significance of cosmic teleology is. . . .” It didn’t really matter what he went on to say. I was lost! 

Every field has its own terminology, and it’s not uncommon for ordinary words to be invested with a special meaning; an “albatross” means something rather different to a golfer than to a bird-watcher. While technical terms can be intimidating at first sight, you have probably found that once you spend a little time familiarizing yourself, they’re not so hard after all. 

The Bible is no different—it too has its own distinctive vocabulary and uses words in a certain way. 

Big Bible Words 

As you read the Bible, you’ll come across some words that we use very little in everyday English. They are the Bible’s technical terms, what we might call “big Bible words.” Consider this verse from Paul’s letter to the Colossians: 

He has delivered us from the dominion of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, in whom we have redemption, the forgiveness of sins. (Col. 1:13–14)

The word “redemption” occurs fairly frequently in the Bible, and it has a particular meaning, which is important for us to understand (the same could be said of the word “kingdom”). The best way to begin is to consult a Bible dictionary. The entry for “redemption” in the New Bible Dictionary tells us: “Redemption means deliverance from some evil by payment of a price.”1

Ultimately words take their meaning from the ways that they are used, and so the Bible dictionary entry goes on helpfully to describe the various references to “redemption” throughout the Old and New Testaments. The archetypal example is God’s rescue of Israel from slavery in Egypt. God visited ten horrific plagues on Pharaoh so that he was forced to let Israel go. God then brought Israel through the Red Sea to meet him at Mount Sinai where they were designated his “treasured possession” (Ex. 19:5). They were bought out of slavery, and now belonged to God. That is redemption. 

Having sketched in that background, we can understand more fully what Paul wrote to the Colossians. Left to ourselves we are all in the dominion of darkness—that is, we are under the power and rule of Satan. But God has acted in Jesus to redeem us and release us from that slavery. Having been rescued, we now belong to God—we have been brought into his kingdom, where he is in charge. You might say that God’s rescue of the Israelites from Egypt has been fulfilled in what God has done for us in Jesus. 
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In this is love, not that we have loved God but that he loved us and sent his Son to be the propitiation for our sins. (1 John 4:10) 

Look up the word “propitiation” in a Bible dictionary. Write down a summary of what you learn. Propitiation means. . . . 

Familiar Words 

We’ve spoken about words in the Bible that are unfamiliar in modern English. However, words that we use all the time can be even more problematic. We often assume we know what they mean without checking whether the Bible is using them in the same way that we do. 

For instance, in his letter to Titus, Paul speaks of the “hope of eternal life” (Titus 1:2). We use the word “hope” a lot today. We hope it won’t rain, we hope we’ll pass our exams. We use “hope” to mean something we’d like to happen, though we have no certainty that it will happen. 

That’s not what Paul means by “hope.” He’s talking about something that he is absolutely sure will happen! That becomes clear if we look at the whole verse: “in hope of eternal life, which God, who never lies, promised before the ages began.” Eternal life has been promised by God. And God doesn’t lie. And therefore there is no doubt about this hope. It is certain. 

The point is, we must be careful not to assume that the Bible uses a word in the same way as we do. 

Words Are Used in Different Ways 

Sometimes the meaning of a word can vary in the Bible. It might be used differently by different authors, or perhaps by the same author in different contexts. 

For example, Jude uses the word “called” to refer to people who are “kept by Jesus,” that is, Christians: 

To those who are called, beloved in God the Father and kept by Jesus Christ. . . . (Jude 1) 

Paul uses it in the same way. He tells of how everyone finds the idea of a crucified Messiah stupid, with the exception of “those who are called,” that is, Christians: 

We preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles, but to those who are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God and the wisdom of God. (1 Cor. 1:23–24) 

So then, “called” is almost synonymous with “Christian.” Since Paul tells us elsewhere that Christians have been chosen by God (e.g. Col. 3:12; 1 Thess. 1:4), we would be right to conclude that all those who are called have been chosen. But what then do you make of these words of Jesus? 

For many are called, but few are chosen. (Matt. 22:14) 

That statement comes at the end of a parable describing how, out of the many who are invited to a wedding banquet, only a few attend. The “called” here refers to the large group of people who are invited to know God, many of whom say “no” to the invitation. In contrast, the “chosen” are the smaller group of people who accept the invitation and so are saved by Jesus. 

I’m sure we can see that the word “called” is being used in two different ways. Jesus uses it to refer to all those invited to be saved, but for Jude and Paul it refers to those who are saved. 

If we assumed that “called” always had the same meaning in the Bible, we would get into trouble with these verses. We would either have to say that everyone who is invited to be saved is saved, which we know isn’t true; or we’d have to say that only some of those who are saved are chosen by God, which is equally untrue! Being aware that words can be used differently by different authors will help us avoid such mistakes. 

Names 

It’s worth being aware that biblical names often have special significance. There are some terrible ones, such as Ichabod, which means “no glory” (1 Sam. 4:21), or Maher-Shalal-Hash-Baz (that would make you wince during school registration), which means “quick to the plunder, swift to the spoil” (Isa. 8:1), or even Lo-ruhamah, which means “not my people” (Hos. 2:23). There are also some glorious ones, such as Samuel, which means “God heard me,” or Jesus, which means “the Lord saves”: “She will bear a son, and you shall call his name Jesus, for he will save his people from their sins” (Matt. 1:21). 
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The letter we call “Galatians” was written by Paul to a group of churches in an area of Galatia. Clearly, the group he is writing to includes both men and women. However, in chapter 4 Paul writes that “because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, ‘Abba! Father!’” (Gal. 4:6). 

Why does Paul say that all Christians, both men and women, are “sons”? In today’s politically correct culture, that sort of thing doesn’t go down very well. (Accordingly, some Bible translators change the word “sons” to “children.”) 

Time to reach for the Vocabulary tool! We need to ask ourselves how Paul is using this word. In particular, does he use it in the same way as we do today, or does it have any special significance? The wider context will help: 

God sent forth his Son, born of woman, born under the law, to redeem those who were under law, so that we might receive adoption as sons. And because you are sons, God has sent the Spirit of his Son into our hearts, crying, “Abba! Father!” So you are no longer a slave, but a son, and if a son, then an heir through God. (Gal. 4:4–7) 

There was a great privilege associated with being a son in the ancient world. Paul spells it out at the end of this paragraph—being a son means that you are an heir; you stand to inherit all that belongs to your Father. 

If you read the rest of Galatians, you’ll discover that some people were suggesting that it was necessary to be circumcised in order to receive God’s blessings. Paul writes his letter to show that they are wrong. In fact, by trying to add human “works” to what Jesus has done on the cross, the Galatians were in danger of losing the gospel altogether. 

Paul argues that anyone who believes in Jesus is fully accepted by God and so will receive all of God’s blessings. All Christians are sons of God! 
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Compare these verses, written by Paul and James respectively: 

We hold that one is justified by faith apart from works of the law. (Rom. 3:28)

You see that a person is justified by works and not by faith alone. (James 2:24) 

At first sight we might think Paul and James are contradicting each other. But let’s look at the way they use the word “faith.”

Read Romans 3:28–4:8.

How does Paul say someone is “justified”? And how aren’t we justified?

In 4:4–5, how do faith and works function differently?

Sum up what Paul means by “faith” and “works” by completing the following sentences:

  •	Works mean trying to be accepted by God by . . . 

  • Faith means being accepted by God by . . . 


 

Using this passage, what would you say to someone who thinks he has to earn his acceptance with God by doing good deeds? 

Read James 2:14–24. 

Notice that James says in verse 19 that the demons “believe” (“believe” has the same root as “faith” in Greek). Now obviously the demons aren’t saved, so what does James mean by “believe” here? 

Given that James uses “faith” to mean merely “intellectual acknowledgment,” why does he say that works are necessary? 

Using this passage, what would you say to someone who just intellectually accepts that Jesus died for them, but it doesn’t affect their life at all? 

Can you now reconcile what Paul and James are saying in these passages? Do you see how they are using the word “faith” with a different meaning? 
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    1I. Howard Marshall, A.R. Millard, J. I. Packer, and D. J. Wiseman, eds., New Bible Dictionary (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1996), s.v. “Redemption.”
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THE TRANSLATIONS TOOL
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I (Andrew) remember once reading a spoof article in a Christian magazine that poked fun at the massive Christian merchandising industry—fish badges, WWJD bracelets, and so on. At one point, a Christian walks into a multistory Christian megastore and asks whether it sells Bibles. “Oh, yes,” replies the shop assistant, whose teeth are so white when he smiled that the customer must shield his eyes from the sun-reflected glare. “You want floors eleven through seventeen. Perhaps Madam would be interested in the new Spirit-Filled Housewife’s Bible for people who live in houses with thatched roofs? Or maybe you would be more suited to the Working Mother Translation with words of Christ in red and words of Moses in blue? Or maybe. . . .” 

Seriously, it does seem that there are endless Bible translations to choose from, and still more come out every year. It’s embarrassing, considering that some people in the world still don’t yet have any Bible in their language. We would do well to consider making a donation to the Wycliffe Bible Translators before we buy another copy in English. 

Having said that, there are great advantages in owning more than one translation, not the least because it allows us to use the Translations tool! But first a bit of background. 

The Bible was originally written in Hebrew and Greek (except a few small parts in Aramaic), Hebrew for the Old Testament and Greek for the New Testament. Some English versions seek to translate these ancient languages very literally, word for word. This means that the reader can get very close to what the Hebrew and Greek are saying, but the disadvantage is that the resulting English can be difficult to read or even obscure in places. 

Take, for example, a more literal translation of Genesis 4:1: “Now Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore Cain . . .” (New King James Version). It reads oddly, doesn’t it? Obviously Adam knew his wife—it would be a strange marriage if they’d never been introduced! But, in fact, to “know” in Hebrew is a polite way of talking about having sex. That makes much more sense! Adam had sex with Eve, and she conceived. But the literal translation retains the exact Hebrew expression, and so it’s hard to understand. 

Other versions have a different translation philosophy. Rather than rendering the Greek and Hebrew word for word, they instead try to translate idea for idea. This is technically known as the principle of “dynamic equivalence.” The result is a translation that is easier to understand, but not so close to the actual wording of the original. Here is Genesis 4:1 again, this time in a dynamic-equivalent translation: “Now Adam slept with his wife, Eve, and she became pregnant. When the time came, she gave birth to Cain” (New Living Translation). 

Now there’s no question that this is easier to understand. But it might lead you into trouble in another way. Suppose you read this verse, and what strikes you is the fact that Cain was born “when the time came” and you make a big point of that: Cain was born at a particular time, the appointed time, perhaps—and your Bible study goes off down that track. The trouble is that the words, “when the time came” don’t appear in the original Hebrew at all. They were just the translator’s way of making the sentence flow better in English. Our idea about the “appointed time” is completely bogus! 

The way to avoid gaffes like that is to check what you are reading against more than one translation. In particular, if you normally use a dynamic-equivalent translation, we would advise that you buy a literal translation as well. 

At the more literal end of the spectrum are the New American Standard Bible (NASB) and the English Standard Version (ESV). The Authorized King James Version (KJV) is also literal, but in the few hundred years since it was first published some better Greek manuscripts have come to light, and so more recent translations are often to be preferred. At the more “readable” end the best paraphrase is probably the New Living Translation (NLT). The popular New International Version (NIV) is somewhere in the middle. 

Translations and the Other Tools 

One disadvantage of dynamic-equivalent translations is that they can obscure some of the details of the text that we’ve learned to value for our toolkit. 

Consider this passage from Romans 1: 

I am under obligation both to Greeks and to barbarians, both to the wise and to the foolish. So, for my part, I am eager to preach the gospel to you also who are in Rome. For I am not ashamed of the gospel, for it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes, to the Jew first and also to the Greek. For in it the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to faith; as it is written, “BUT THE RIGHTEOUS man SHALL LIVE BY FAITH.” 

For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness. (Rom. 1:14–18, NASB) 

You could have a field day with the Linking Words tool here! The backbone of the passage is a whole string of “For” statements, almost as though Paul keeps anticipating the questions that his readers might be asking: 

“I want to preach the gospel also to you who are in Rome.” 

“Why so eager, Paul?” 

“For I am not ashamed of the gospel.” 

“Why not, Paul?” 

“For it is the power of God for salvation to everyone who believes.” 

“How come, Paul?” 

“For in the gospel a righteousness from God is revealed.” 

“But why are people in need of being right with God, Paul?” 

“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven. . . .” 

You can see how crucial the “Fors” are in this one big connected argument. But the NIV translators included only two of them. You’d spot the others only if you checked a more literal version like the one above. 

Actually, while we’re on this, it’s worth pausing to think how unfortunate it is to omit the “For” at the start of verse 18. It might just lead us to miss the connection between our need of salvation and the thing we need saving from, namely God’s anger. I think that’s happened in a lot of our evangelism. We tell people that they need to be saved, and they think, Why? Life is good. I don’t need saving any more than someone who is happily tanning themselves on the beach needs to call the coast guard. And so we try to think of things that Christianity might rescue them from—loneliness maybe, or a sense of lack of fulfillment, or guilt. And that works for a few of our friends who happen to feel lonely or unfulfilled or guilty. But lots of our other friends feel fine, and they remain indifferent and apathetic. But what if we were to explain to them (lovingly) that “the wrath of God is revealed from heaven” (v. 18) against them, and that in his terrible fury God will one day punish all those who reject his Son, and for that reason they need to be rescued? People on the beach don’t need the coast guard, but when you’re drowning in the ocean, it’s exactly what you need. 

Don’t get the wrong idea; the NIV is basically a good translation. We don’t want you to grow cynical, like some of our non-Christian friends who argue that the Bible is a giant game of Telephone. It’s not! We are privileged to have many excellent Bible translations in the English language. You can trust them. All we’re saying is that for close study it’s good to check more than one, particularly a more literal translation. 
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Now Jesus loved Martha, and her sister, and Lazarus. When he had heard therefore that he was sick, he abode two days still in the same place where he was. (John 11:5–6, KJV)

There’s an opportunity to use the Linking Words tool if ever there was one! It was because Jesus loved Mary and Martha and Lazarus that he delayed in going to Lazarus’s sickbed and (if you read on) let him die. But you’re thinking, “That’s odd—surely if Jesus loved him he would want to have stopped Lazarus from dying?” It seems that the NIV translators thought it was odd too, so they smoothed over it, and softened the “therefore” into a limp “yet.” 

Jesus loved Martha and her sister and Lazarus. Yet when he heard that Lazarus was sick, he stayed where he was two more days. (John 11:5–6, NIV) 

That really is a shame. Although the “therefore” seems strange, it actually guides us right to the heart of the passage. We’re left asking, “Why was it a loving thing for Jesus deliberately to let Lazarus die? He must have had some greater purpose in Lazarus’s death.” And that turns out to be exactly right, as Jesus says explicitly later in the passage (look out for another linking word): 

Then Jesus told them plainly, “Lazarus has died, and for your sake I am glad that I was not there, so that you may believe. But let us go to him.” (John 11:14–15) 

Jesus deliberately let Lazarus die, knowing that he would raise him from the grave. What was his purpose in that? It was so that the disciples might believe that he had power over death. It’s all very well to believe in heaven “up there,” a kind of ephemeral existence that, if Hollywood is to be believed, resembles an overexposed photograph, since everything is a different shade of white. But Jesus wants us to be confident that the kind of resurrection life that he can give us is a real, physical, touch-it-and-see thing. And he wants us to know that fact with a certainty that cannot be shaken even when we are face-to-face with the dead body of someone we love. So he proves it, in front of eyewitnesses, so that they may believe, and so that we may too, as we read the account of what happened (check out John 20:30–31). 
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Read Ephesians 5:18 in the NIV (if you don’t have one, you can look on the Internet at www.biblegateway.com). What do you think being “filled with the Spirit” is about? 

How do you know? Where did you get your definition from? 

Read Ephesians 5:18–21 in either the ESV or the KJV (more literal translations). Can you see now how verse 18 is connected to what follows? 

What four things does Paul associate with being filled with the Holy Spirit? 

How does this compare with your definition of a Spirit-filled person? 
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THE TONE AND FEEL TOOL
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Before you ask, this tool has nothing to do with keeping fit! 

C. S. Lewis, the Oxford professor who wrote The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe and other children’s stories, used to receive lots of letters from children who admired his books. One budding young writer sent him a story he had written, asking for comments. Lewis wrote back with this advice: 

Instead of telling us a thing is “terrible,” describe it so that we’ll be terrified. Don’t say “it was a delight,” make us say “delightful” when we’ve read the description.1

In other words, there is more to language than just conveying statements of fact. Poetry, especially, has the power to change the way we feel. Consider this passage from Ezekiel: 

Thus says the Lord GOD: Disaster after disaster! Behold, it comes. An end has come; the end has come; it has awakened against you. Behold, it comes. Your doom has come to you, O inhabitant of the land. The time has come; the day is near, a day of tumult, and not of joyful shouting on the mountains. Now I will soon pour out my wrath upon you, and spend my anger against you. . . .

Behold, the day! Behold, it comes! Your doom has come; the rod has blossomed; pride has budded. Violence has grown up into a rod of wickedness. None of them shall remain, nor their abundance, nor their wealth; neither shall there be preeminence among them. The time has come; the day has arrived. . . . (Ezek. 7:5–12) 

If all Ezekiel had wanted to do was to convey a statement of fact, he could have saved a lot of ink and just written, “Judgment day is here.” But somehow that wouldn’t have quite the same effect, would it? Here’s a happier example: 

Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth;

break forth into joyous song and sing praises!

Sing praises to the LORD with the lyre, 

with the lyre and the sound of melody! 

With trumpets and the sound of the horn

make a joyful noise before the King, the LORD! (Ps. 98:4–6)

Our paper-saving paraphrase: Make various musical sounds to show that you are happy about the Lord.

A good substitute? No. It means the same, but it’s drained of all the excitement of the original. 

The Tone and Feel tool reminds us that as we come to the Bible, we should pay attention not only to the point that is being made (although that is the first priority), but also how it is being made. We mustn’t reduce the richness of Bible literature simply to a list of logical statements; we want to be alert to the author’s tone, to immerse ourselves in the picture that he paints in such a way that our imaginations are awakened and our emotions are engaged. We ought to experience the urgency of  2 Timothy 4, the anguish of  Lamentations 1, the majesty of  Job 38, the relief of  2 Samuel 22, the joy of  Ephesians 1. It’s right to cry sometimes when we read the Bible. And when the Psalms tell us to shout for joy, we should do that too! 

Let’s think about a couple of different ways this works out in practice. With a narrative, it’s often the small details that put flesh on the bones and make the story more three-dimensional. Perhaps a particular character is brought to the fore, and the writer spends a little extra time sketching his circumstances so that we can really identify with him. 
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Look at the four incidents recorded in Mark 4:35–5:43. How does Mark’s use of detail help us to feel the extent of human helplessness before Jesus steps in? 

Read 1 Samuel 1. How does the writer enable us to identify with Hannah’s situation so that we are genuinely relieved and delighted when God intervenes? 

When it comes to poetry, look out for the use of simile and metaphor, which explain reality by drawing a comparison with something else. Here’s an example from the beginning of Psalm 42: 

As a deer pants for flowing streams, 

	so pants my soul for you, O God. 

My soul thirsts for God, 

	for the living God. (Ps. 42:1–2) 

 

The writer wants us to imagine a deer, perhaps on a hot day, perhaps exhausted after fleeing a predator. It is desperately thirsty. It needs to find water as if life depended on it. 

That’s how this psalmist feels. He is desperate for God. And while God seems so distant, he is on the brink of despair. A series of metaphors conveys his emotional turmoil much more powerfully than would a clinical description: 

My tears have been my food 

	day and night. (v. 3) 

 

Deep calls to deep

	at the roar of your waterfalls;

all your breakers and waves

	have gone over me. (v. 7)

 

As with a deadly wound in my bones, 

	my adversaries taunt me. (v. 10)

 

At the other end of the emotional spectrum, Isaiah describes the kind of scene that might be found in a Walt Disney cartoon, as he seeks to convey an overwhelming sense of wonder at the future God has prepared for his people: 

For you shall go out in joy

	and be led forth in peace;

the mountains and hills before you

	shall break forth into singing,

	and all the trees of the field shall clap their hands. 			(Isa. 55:12)

 

Do you get a sense of the tone and feel of these passages? One way to think about it is to ask what kind of sound track would be needed if you were making the film. A slow lament on a single violin, as in Schindler’s List? A trumpet fanfare? Louis Armstrong singing “What a Wonderful World”? 
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The book of Hosea begins like this: 

When the LORD first spoke through Hosea, the LORD said to Hosea, “Go, take to yourself a wife of whoredom and have children of whoredom. . . .” (Hos. 1:2) 

It’s put very briefly, but when we stop and think about it, it is horrific. “Hosea, I want you to marry a whore. Your wife will be someone who will sleep around and be unfaithful to you.” 

It’s not hard to imagine Hosea’s response: “But, Lord, why? I want a wife to love me and be faithful to me! Why put me through that?” 

God’s answer is given in the second half of the verse: “for the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the LORD” (Hos. 1:2).

God is saying, “Hosea, I want your marriage to act out my relationship with my people. I want people to come and look at your marriage, and wonder, “Hosea, why have you married a harlot like that?” And you will reply, “Because that is what you’ve been like with God. In your relationship with God you have committed spiritual adultery.” 

Israel was in an exclusive relationship with God. He was their God, they were his people. They belonged to him. But Hosea goes on to tell us how the Israelites worshiped other gods. Spiritually speaking, they had jumped into bed with someone else. 

Talk about Tone and Feel! This is one of the most striking metaphors in the Bible—especially when personally dramatized in the life of Hosea. It’s easy to think of sin merely as breaking some abstract law, but Hosea shows us that it’s much more personal than that. It is unfaithfulness to a divine husband (compare 2 Cor. 11:1–3). 

Thankfully, Hosea doesn’t stop there! The metaphor continues a couple of chapters later: 

And the LORD said to me, “Go again, love a woman who is loved by another man and is an adulteress, even as the LORD loves the children of Israel, though they turn to other gods and love cakes of raisin.” (Hos. 3:1–2) 

It seems that Hosea’s wife is now in a relationship with another man, but God tells him to take her back. Again it doesn’t take much to imagine how Hosea might have felt! You can almost hear him saying, “But, God! She has hurt me so much. To love her again feels crazy!” 

You can imagine the reaction of Hosea’s family and friends too: “Hosea, what are you playing at? To have her back, after all she has done to you—that’s unbelievable!” 

But once again there’s a reason: love her “even as the LORD loves the children of Israel, though they turn to other gods . . .” (Hos. 3:1). In other words, Hosea is to reply to his friends, “You’re right. It is mad, crazy, to love the adulterous. But that is how God feels about you. Despite all your sin, he loves you with a crazy, unbelievable kind of love.” 

We mentioned that we should sometimes cry or shout for joy when we read the Bible. Maybe here we should do both, as we see the amazing love God has for us despite our terrible spiritual adultery. As the apostle Paul puts it: “God shows his love for us in that while we were still sinners, Christ died for us” (Rom. 5:8). 
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The prophet Jeremiah uses the image of water in many different ways. What sense is being conveyed by the following metaphors? Which one strikes you most forcefully? 

	•	Jeremiah 2:13, 18

	•	Jeremiah 6:7

	•	Jeremiah 9:1

	•	Jeremiah 17:7–8

	•	Jeremiah 31:9
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    1W. H. Lewis, ed., Letters of C. S. Lewis (London: Geoffrey Bless, 1966), 271.
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THE REPETITION TOOL
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One of the ways a Bible writer can get our attention or make sure we don’t miss something important is to say it more than once. Our ears should always prick up if we see the same word or phrase cropping up again and again. It is obviously something the author wanted us to notice—very possibly the heart of what he is saying. 

Consider this passage from John 6, in which Jesus explains the significance of the feeding of the five thousand: 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, whoever believes has eternal life. I am the bread of life. Your fathers ate the manna in the wilderness, and they died. This is the bread that comes down from heaven, so that one may eat of it and not die. I am the living bread that came down from heaven. If anyone eats of this bread, he will live forever. And the bread that I will give for the life of the world is my flesh.”

The Jews then disputed among themselves, saying, “How can this man give us his flesh to eat?” So Jesus said to them, “Truly, truly, I say to you, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have no life in you. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life, and I will raise him up on the last day. For my flesh is true food, and my blood is true drink. Whoever feeds on my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him. As the living Father sent me, and I live because of the Father, so whoever feeds on me, he also will live because of me. This is the bread that came down from heaven, not like the bread the fathers ate and died. Whoever feeds on this bread will live forever.” Jesus said these things in the synagogue, as he taught at Capernaum. (John 6:47–59) 

Once we notice the repetition (see italics), the main thrust of the passage is obvious—Jesus is able to give us eternal life! In fact, if you’re sharp, you will have noticed that something else is repeated, namely the fact that Jesus “comes/came down from heaven” (three times). Putting it together, we might say that Jesus came down from heaven to give us eternal life. Now that doesn’t exhaust the meaning of these verses—there’s plenty that the Repetition tool doesn’t unlock—but we’ve made a pretty good start nonetheless. 

Another striking example of repetition is found in Daniel 3: 

King Nebuchadnezzar made an image of gold, whose height was sixty cubits and its breadth six cubits. He set it up on the plain of Dura in the province of Babylon. Then King Nebuchadnezzar sent to gather the satraps, the prefects, and the governors, the counselors, the treasurers, the justices, the magistrates, and all the officials of the provinces to come to the dedication of the image King Nebuchadnezzar had set up. Then the satraps, the prefects, and the governors, the counselors, the treasurers, the justices, the magistrates, and all the officials of the provinces gathered for the dedication of the image that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up. And they stood before the image that Nebuchadnezzar had set up. And the herald proclaimed aloud, “You are commanded, O peoples, nations, and languages, that when you hear the sound of the horn, pipe, lyre, trigon, harp, bagpipe, and every kind of music, you are to fall down and worship the golden image that King Nebuchadnezzar has set up. And whoever does not fall down and worship shall immediately be cast into a burning fiery furnace.” Therefore, as soon as all the peoples heard the sound of the horn, pipe, lyre, trigon, harp, bagpipe, and every kind of music, all the peoples, nations, and languages fell down and worshiped the golden image that King Nebuchadnezzar had set up. (Dan. 3:1–7) 

The writer is poking fun at Nebuchadnezzar’s statue. He made people worship it as though it were a god, but in fact it is only something he has “set up” (six times; see italics)—hardly a very convincing deity. But there’s even more repetition than that. The writer also rehearses at length the different ranks in Nebuchadnezzar’s Civil Service—“the satraps, prefects, governors, counselors, treasurers, justices, magistrates, and all the other provincial officials” (three times: vv. 2, 3, 27)—and he catalogs over and over again the musical instruments that were played to call people to worship the golden statue—“the horn, pipe, lyre, trigon, harp, bagpipe, and every kind of music” (four times: vv. 5, 7, 10, 15)—all of which serves to mock and ridicule the whole pompous affair. 

Colored pencils or highlighter pens are the friend of the Repetition tool. Choose a different color for each repeated feature that you notice. 

Repeated Ideas 

The Repetition tool works not only for repeated words or phrases, but also for repeated ideas. Thus, in chapter 15 of his Gospel, Mark wants us to grasp that Jesus really died—something that Muslims still deny. So he tells us that Jesus “breathed his last” (v. 37, also v. 39), but also that Pilate “was surprised to hear that he should have already died” (v. 44); and so he summoned the centurion to ask “whether he was already dead” (v. 44), and then gave his “corpse” to Joseph of Arimathea (v. 45) who put it in a “tomb” (v. 46). Without repeating many of the same words, Mark has mentioned the same idea around six times. It’s as if he is saying, “Jesus died, and, by the way, he died, and did I mention that he died?” 

Another example comes in 2 Timothy 2:3–6: 

Share in suffering as a good soldier of Christ Jesus. No soldier gets entangled in civilian pursuits, since his aim is to please the one who enlisted him. An athlete is not crowned unless he competes according to the rules. It is the hard-working farmer who ought to have the first share of the crops. 

At first sight these three pictures of how a gospel worker should behave seem quite different. Soldiers fight, athletes run races, farmers drive tractors . . . and a Bible study could very easily start speculating about many and varied connections between living as a Christian and each of these professions. However, a bit of thought reveals that these pictures have something in common: they are all situations where hardship now brings reward later. The soldier has a tough time on the battlefield, but is awarded medals when he returns; the athlete trains hard for months, but eventually wins a trophy; the farmer sows and ploughs and waters, but then finally he has a harvest. Suffering now, glory later. 

If we read on in 2 Timothy 2 we find that the same point is made by Jesus’ example (v. 8) and Paul’s example (vv. 9–10), and then it comes twice in Paul’s trustworthy saying (vv. 11–12). Every time, it is expressed in different words, but the idea is repeated again and again. The whole is greater than the sum of the parts, they say, and here it is true. It is the common theme we should focus on, and it is a vital and wonderful lesson to learn: we will suffer now, but it’s worth it! 

Repetition and the Other Tools 

So far, this tool sounds pretty good. All you have to do is find something that the author says more than once, put it in the slot, turn the handle, and out comes the main point of the passage. Hmm. Sadly, it’s not quite as simple as that. Consider this example from the book of Revelation: 

And the kings of the earth, who committed sexual immorality and lived in luxury with her, will weep and wail over her when they see the smoke of her burning. They will stand far off, in fear of her torment, and say, 

“Alas! Alas! You great city, 

you mighty city, Babylon!

For in a single hour your judgment has come!”

 

And the merchants of the earth . . . will stand far off, in fear of her torment, weeping and mourning aloud, 

“Alas, alas, for the great city, 

that was clothed in fine linen, in purple and scarlet, 

adorned with gold, 

with jewels, and with pearls! 

For in a single hour all this wealth has been laid waste.”

 

And all shipmasters and seafaring men, sailors, and all whose trade is on the sea, stood far off and cried out as they saw the smoke of her burning,

“What city was like the great city?” 

 

And they threw dust on their heads as they wept and mourned, crying out,

“Alas, alas, for the great city 

where all who had ships at sea 

grew rich by her wealth!

For in a single hour she has been laid waste.

 

Rejoice over her, O heaven, 

and you saints and apostles and prophets, 

for God has given judgment for you against her!” (Rev. 18:9–11, 15–20)

The important point here is not the distance of the ungodly from Babylon (“far off”), or the exact wording of their cry (“Alas, alas”), or even the time taken for the profits of godless materialism to be destroyed (“a single hour”), even though each of these features is repeated in the text. In fact, the most important theological statement is made only once, in the last sentence. Rather than highlighting a particular truth, the purpose of the repetition here is to set a certain tone. This is a lament. People are wringing their hands, shaking their heads, crying out over and over. We’re supposed to feel that; it’s supposed to capture our imaginations. Why envy the ungodly for their prosperity, when it will all end in tears? Who would want to be one of them? You might say that this is a case of Repetition tool meets Tone and Feel tool. 

On other occasions, repetition might prompt us to reach for our Structure tool. We have already seen how the repetition of “voice” in Isaiah 40 or the “next day” in John 1 helps us to break those passages down into paragraphs. In Genesis we find that each major section is introduced by the repeated phrase “These are the generations of . . .” (see 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 25:12; 25:19; 36:1; 37:2). 

Other particularly good places to practice using the Repetition tool include Genesis 1 and Exodus 8–11. 
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You probably know these famous verses from Isaiah: 

Surely he has borne our griefs

and carried our sorrows;

yet we esteemed him stricken,

smitten by God, and afflicted.

But he was wounded for our transgressions;

he was crushed for our iniquities;

upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace,

and with his stripes we are healed. 

All we like sheep have gone astray;

we have turned—every one—to his own way;

and the LORD has laid on him 

the iniquity of us all. (Isa. 53:4–6) 

The New Testament makes clear that this prophecy, written in the eighth century BC, finds it fulfillment in the death of Jesus on the cross (1 Pet. 2:22–25; Acts 8:26–35). But what is the main idea that we are to take away from it? Are we to put the emphasis on the similarities between humans and sheep—always prone to wandering off? Or should we highlight the physical suffering that Jesus endured on the cross as he was “crushed” and “afflicted”? Those ideas are certainly present in the passage. But the central point is made again and again by the pairs of repeated pronouns, “he,” “our,” “him,” “us,” and the constant swapping between them. That shows us that Jesus died as a substitute. It was a case of him instead of us. He took on himself the punishment due to us because of our “transgressions” and “iniquity” so that we could go free. 

Charles Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities is set during the French Revolution. Two of the central characters are Charles Darnay, a French aristocrat, and Sydney Carton, an English lawyer. As it happens, they look strikingly similar. They both love the same woman, Lucie Manette, but it’s Darnay who wins her. Toward the end of the book Darnay goes to France—not a good move for an aristocrat during the revolution—and sure enough he ends up in prison facing the guillotine. 

The night before Darnay is executed, Carton goes with a helper to the prison to visit him. He shows his papers at the gate, “Sydney Carton, Englishman,” and is let in. Once in his cell Carton gives Darnay a drink that contains a sedative. He then changes clothes and papers with Darnay. The helper carries out the sleeping Darnay to the carriage, then goes to the gate, announces “Sydney Carton, Englishman,” and he is let out to freedom. Meanwhile the real Carton is back in the cell, and the next day he is led out and executed. 

That is what Jesus has done for us. We are guilty and face death and God’s judgment. But Jesus, the innocent, is punished on our behalf so that we might go free. It is the most extraordinary swap in the world! 
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Read Daniel 4. An important statement about God occurs three times (and then it comes again in chapter 5). Can you spot it? 

How does this recurring slogan help to unlock the meaning of the chapter? 

When Nebuchadnezzar invaded Jerusalem, desecrated the temple, and took God’s people into exile (read 2 Kings 25 for more details), it must have looked as though he were more powerful than the Lord. How does Daniel 4 answer that fear? 

How might our repeated phrase comfort those Christians in today’s world who are suffering under political regimes that are hostile to their faith? Who is pulling the strings behind the superpowers of our own day, both the ones we like and the tyrannical ones that we don’t? 
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THE QUOTATION/ALLUSION TOOL
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Throughout this book we’ve tried to quote passages from the Bible to explain and back up what we’re saying. Sometimes we quote only a few words, and you might want to go back and read the whole paragraph or chapter to get the context. 

Sometimes the Bible quotes the Bible too. Later writers (e.g. Paul) may quote earlier writers (e.g. Moses) to explain and back up what they’re saying. Sometimes they quote only a few words, and you might want to go back and read the whole paragraph or chapter to get the context. 

In fact, it’s always a good idea to look up the original context of a quotation, in case the later writer wants us to think not just about the few words that he copies out, but the whole of the section that they were taken from. Many modern Bibles will give you the appropriate cross-reference in a footnote. 

Here’s an example: 

And he [Jesus] came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up. And as was his custom, he went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, and he stood up to read. And the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written, 

“The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,

because he has anointed me

to proclaim good news to the poor.

He has sent me to proclaim liberty to the captives

and recovering of sight to the blind, 

to set at liberty those who are oppressed, 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.”

 

And he rolled up the scroll and gave it back to the attendant and sat down. And the eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him. And he began to say to them, “Today this Scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” (Luke 4:16–21) 

As Jesus quotes from Isaiah 61, he does two extraordinary things. The first is that he applies the prophecy to himself, tantamount to saying, “I am the Messiah,” which must have astounded the first hearers. The second is that he ends the quotation in mid-sentence. You’d only know that if you looked up the original context. Here it is: 

The Spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me,

because the Lord has anointed me

to bring good news to the poor;

he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted,

to proclaim liberty to the captives

and the opening of the prison to those who are bound;

to proclaim the year of the LORD’s favor,

and the day of vengeance of our God. . . . (Isa. 61:1–2)

In Isaiah, the year of God’s favor and the day of his judgment come together (see also Isa. 63:4). But by cutting off the quotation halfway through, Jesus seems to be saying in effect, “This is the year of God’s favor. It’s come. But it isn’t yet the day of judgment!” 

That doesn’t mean that Jesus doesn’t believe in judgment day; some of his other teaching is pretty explicit that he does. It just means that God’s favor has come early, if you like, in advance of his judgment. There’s time to repent and believe and receive forgiveness before the “day” comes. 

Here’s another example, from John’s account of the crucifixion: 

Since it was the day of Preparation, and so that the bodies would not remain on the cross on the Sabbath (for that Sabbath was a high day), the Jews asked Pilate that their legs might be broken and that they might be taken away. So the soldiers came and broke the legs of the first, and of the other who had been crucified with him. But when they came to Jesus and saw that he was already dead, they did not break his legs. But one of the soldiers pierced his side with a spear, and at once there came out blood and water. He who saw it has borne witness—his testimony is true, and he knows that he is telling the truth—that you also may believe. For these things took place that the Scripture might be fulfilled: “Not one of his bones will be broken.” And again another Scripture says, “They will look on him whom they have pierced.” (John 19:31–37) 

What is the significance of these quotations? The first comes from Exodus 12:46, which talks about the Passover sacrifice. You will remember that God told the Israelites to sacrifice a lamb and to smear its blood on their doorposts. Then, as the Destroyer passed through the land, when he saw the blood on the door, he “passed over” that house and spared the firstborn son. God’s judgment was averted by a sacrifice, the substitutionary death of an animal. What you might not have known is that the Israelites were specifically instructed not to break the bones of the Passover lamb, a detail later replicated in the death of Jesus. Jesus fulfills the Passover. His death is the true sacrifice that saves his people from God’s judgment. 

The second quotation comes from Zechariah 12:10, which speaks of a day when “they will look on me, the one they have pierced. . . .” Again the context is instructive, for if we read on, a few verses later, we discover that “on that day there shall be a fountain opened for the house of David and the inhabitants of Jerusalem, to cleanse them from sin and uncleanness” (Zech. 13:1). 

John is using Zechariah to tell us that on the day that Jesus is pierced and dies, it is as though a fountain is opened to wash us clean of all our sin and wrongdoing. Wow! 

Allusions 

Allusions are harder to spot than quotations, because there’s nothing explicit to tell you that another part of the Bible is being referred to—no “it is written” or “this happened to fulfill the words of the prophet” or anything like that. Just an echo of another part of Scripture, which you’ll notice only if you’re tuned in. 

If I told you that yesterday, all my troubles seemed so far away, you might immediately recognize an allusion to a famous song by the Beatles. How about if you heard the start of this parable? 

A man planted a vineyard and put a fence around it and dug a pit for the winepress and built a tower, and leased it to tenants and went into another country. (Mark 12:1) 

If you were a first-century Jew, you would immediately think, “Ah, yes, he’s picking up the language of Isaiah 5!” Similarly, when Jesus’ contemporaries heard his description of the kingdom of heaven as a huge tree with the birds of the air perching in its branches (Matt. 13:32), they would pick up the echo of Ezekiel 31 and Daniel 4, which had described the earthly superpowers of Assyria and Babylon in those same terms. 

Of course, our problem is that we don’t know the Old Testament well enough to spot these allusions. A cross-reference Bible will often get you off the hook, but you shouldn’t miss the challenge of getting to know the Bible better for yourself! One way to do that would be to get a copy of the McCheyne Bible Reading Calendar (The International Fellowship of Evangelical Students publishes it in a little leaflet called More Precious Than Gold, or you can download it from the Internet at http://hippocampusextensions.com/mcheyneplan.html). This takes you through the Old Testament once and the New Testament twice each year. It takes me about fifteen minutes morning and evening to read through the four chapters prescribed for each day. It’s amazing how quickly you begin to spot connections between different things you read. 

Use of the same word or idea by two biblical authors does not necessarily imply a connection. So, for instance, the fact that Jesus rode into Jerusalem on a donkey (John 12:14) is entirely unrelated to Samson having killed a thousand men with the jawbone of a donkey (Judges 15:15–16) or Saul having been looking for lost donkeys when he first met the prophet of God (1 Samuel 9). Donkeys were fairly common things in those days, that’s all. Jesus riding on a donkey is related to the prophecy in Zechariah 9:9 about donkeys, but we know that only because John quotes it explicitly. 

So how can you tell if an allusion is real or spurious? A general rule of thumb is that the more specific or unusual the expression, the less likely it is that its use in two places in the Bible is coincidental. If sheep are mentioned in two places, it’s no big deal. But the phrase “sheep without a shepherd” is distinctive enough that when it comes up in both Mark 6:34 and Numbers 27:17, it can hardly be an accident. 

The Covenant with Abraham 

God’s promise or “covenant” with Abraham is alluded to so often that it merits special mention. Beginning in Genesis 12, God promises Abraham three things, namely: 


  	Many descendants (e.g. Gen. 13:16; 15:5) 

  	A land for them to live in (e.g. Gen. 12:7; 13:14–15) 

  	God’s blessing on them and others through them (e.g. Gen. 12:2–3) 



This promise is then repeated to Abraham’s son, Isaac: 

Sojourn in this land, and I will be with you and will bless you, for to you and to your offspring I will give all these lands, and I will establish the oath that I swore to Abraham your father. I will multiply your offspring as the stars of heaven and will give to your offspring all these lands. And in your offspring all the nations of the earth shall be blessed. (Gen. 26:3–4) 

And it is then repeated to his grandson, Jacob: 

And behold, the LORD stood above it and said, “I am the LORD, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac. The land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring. Your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south, and in you and your offspring shall all the families of the earth be blessed.” (Gen. 28:13–14) 

These promises are absolutely foundational for the rest of the Old Testament, even the whole of the Bible, as they spell out God’s great plan for a restored humanity. It’s no wonder, then, that there are many allusions to them throughout the Bible. Here are some examples: 

And God heard their groaning, and God remembered his covenant with Abraham, with Isaac, and with Jacob. (Ex. 2:24) 

Remember your servants, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Do not regard the stubbornness of this people, or their wickedness or their sin. (Deut. 9:27)

David did not count those below twenty years of age, for the LORD had promised to make Israel as many as the stars of heaven. (1 Chron. 27:23)

And if you are Christ’s, then you are Abraham’s offspring, heirs according to promise. (Gal. 3:29)

Quotations or allusions like this help us understand what is happening in the passage we are reading; in the cases above it is that God is fulfilling his great promise to Abraham. In fact, seeing this promise being fulfilled throughout the Bible teaches us a great truth about God: he is faithful and always keeps his promises. That is a great encouragement to us always to trust and obey what he says. 
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The book of Ezra describes a time near the end of Old Testament history when the Israelites returned from exile in Babylon to rebuild the fallen city of Jerusalem. Among other things, it describes paradoxically different responses to the laying of the temple foundation: 

And when the builders laid the foundation of the temple of the LORD, the priests in their vestments came forward with trumpets, and the Levites, the sons of Asaph, with cymbals, to praise the LORD, according to the directions of David king of Israel. And they sang responsively, praising and giving thanks to the LORD, 

“For he is good;

for his steadfast love endures forever toward Israel.”

 

And all the people shouted with a great shout when they praised the Lord, because the foundation of the house of the LORD was laid. But many of the priests and Levites and heads of fathers’ houses, old men who had seen the first house, wept with a loud voice when they saw the foundation of this house being laid, though many shouted aloud for joy, so that the people could not distinguish the sound of the joyful shout from the sound of the people’s weeping, for the people shouted with a great shout, and the sound was heard far away. (Ezra 3:10–13) 

Why are the senior citizens so miserable? There’s a clue in the fact that they had “seen the first house.” Perhaps they recognize something tragically deficient about this one by comparison.

Our Quotation/Allusion tool can help us here. The mention of trumpets and cymbals and the words of the song, “He is good; . . . his steadfast love endures forever,” are an unmistakable allusion to 2 Chronicles 5:13–14, the description of the dedication of the first temple. But there is a key difference:

(It was the duty of the trumpeters and singers to make themselves heard in unison in praise and thanksgiving to the Lord), and when the song was raised, with trumpets and cymbals and other musical instruments, in praise to the LORD, 

“For he is good,

for his steadfast love endures forever,”

 

the house, the house of the LORD, was filled with a cloud, so that the priests could not stand to minister because of the cloud, for the glory of the LORD filled the house of God. 

Did you spot the difference? In Ezra there is no glory. No cloud of God’s presence descends. No wonder there is weeping. A temple without God’s glory in it is a mere shell. 

While in Ezra’s day it was right for the Israelites to build the temple, this allusion to 2 Chronicles makes us look and long for the time God’s temple will be fully restored—the day his glory comes to it. That is the note on which the Old Testament closes, pointing us forward to a future day—the day the glory did come to God’s temple. Not in a cloud, but in the person of a Nazarene carpenter, of whom John wrote: “We have seen his glory, glory as of the only Son from the Father, full of grace and truth” (John 1:14). 
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In the garden of Gethsemane, Jesus refers metaphorically to a “cup” of which he seems to be afraid (Mark 14:36). That’s not much to go on, because like donkeys in the example above, cups are quite common things. Nonetheless, there are a couple of dominant Old Testament metaphors to which Jesus might have been alluding. From the context in Mark, which of these sets of passages is the better fit? Please look them all up, even if you get the general idea, so you get the full impact. 

Psalms 16:5; 23:5 

Psalm 75:8; Isaiah 51:17; Jeremiah 25:15–16; Lamentations 4:21; Ezekiel 23:31–34; Habakkuk 2:16 

Can you explain why Jesus should find himself drinking this cup, given the one for whom it was originally intended in the passages cited? 
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THE GENRE TOOL
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You might be familiar with the concept of “genre” from film reviews—horror movie, western, dark comedy, chick flick, documentary—those are all genres. It’s a way of classifying media according to their type or style rather than their specific content or storyline. There are many different genres in the Bible—songs, prophecies, proverbs, laments, visions, speeches, parables, historical narrative. Identifying the genre is very important to how we interpret a passage. 

When David says in Psalm 22, “I am poured out like water,” he is not describing a miracle in which his whole body became a liquid. It’s poetry; we’re not supposed to take it literally. On the other hand, when the Gospels record that the tomb was empty, they mean that it physically was. The resurrection of Jesus is not a metaphor. 

Sadly, we can’t give you a guaranteed 100 percent accurate way of deciding on the genre of a passage. Occasionally it is controversial, such as with Genesis 1, where there has been much debate on whether the creation in six “days” refers to a literal period of 6 × 24 hours, or whether it is a poetic way of speaking about the careful, ordered way in which God made the universe. Most of the time, however, it is fairly obvious. 

Once you’ve decided on the genre, here are two general principles to follow: 


  	When something is presented as historical fact, pause to consider that it really happened.

  	When something is presented as imagery/metaphor, don’t base crazy predictions of the future on its being literally and physically true. 



Stuff That Really Happened 

When we say you should pause to consider that historical things really happened, we’re talking about the danger of jumping so quickly to the spiritual lesson behind an event that we miss the fact that it was an event at all. 

Take, for example, the crossing of the Red Sea in Exodus 14. It has great theological significance as the Old Testament example par excellence of God’s deliverance; there are loads of cross-references we could look at with regard to its deeper spiritual meaning. But before we do any of that, we ought to stop for a moment and think, Hang on a minute, this actually occurred! God parted the waters of the sea and made the water on each side stand up like a wall. And the people walked through the middle, and it was dry! If time travel were possible, and you set the dial to 1447 BC or thereabouts, you would be able to see with your own eyes a bunch of people walking through a corridor of air cut through the sea. And then you would see their enemies chasing them with chariots and the walls of water on both sides suddenly crashing down to fill the gap, drowning them in their pursuit. You would actually see that, because this is real history. And that thought should make your heart beat a little faster and sing for joy along with Moses and the Israelites: 

Who is like you, O LORD, among the gods?

Who is like you, majestic in holiness,

Awesome in glories deeds, doing wonders? (Ex. 15:11) 

You may have heard the joke about the liberal theology professor who chose to speak on Exodus 14 for a preaching engagement at an African-Caribbean church. He had hardly read the first line of the story when he was interrupted by a cry from the back: “Hallelujah, praise the Lord, that he should part the waters of the mighty Red Sea!” Others joined in with loud “amens” and shouts of “preach it, preach it!” and outbreaks of applause. He read another line, and the same thing happened—more hallelujahs and clapping and shouts of “I believe it!” 

It wasn’t long before the professor became a little irritated by these interruptions, not the least because they displayed what was, for him, a hopelessly naive faith in the miraculous. “Of course, scholars now know,” he said rather pompously, “that the sea that Moses crossed wasn’t the Red Sea at all—it was probably just a swamp a few inches deep.” 

But, much to his consternation, the cry went up even louder, “Hallelujah, praise the Lord—that he should drown a whole army of Egyptians in a few inches of water!” 

Of course, the fact that something happened doesn’t mean that it can’t have theological or metaphorical significance as well. Miracles, especially, are almost always performed to teach us something; the apostle John prefers to call them “signs” because, like signposts, they point to a truth beyond themselves. If you did the Dig Deeper exercise on Mark 8 (see p. 38), you’ll have seen that the healing of the blind man was a metaphor for something else. Fair enough. But there was nonetheless a historical blind man who experienced a miraculous change in his retina, optic nerve, or visual cortex so that he could see. Let’s never forget that the Gospels are not merely a written philosophy but eyewitness testimony to someone whom the apostles had “seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon and have touched with our hands . . .” (1 John 1:1). 

Stuff That We Shouldn’t Take Literally 

There are other genres where we need to read things figuratively and not literally. Take parables, for example. The parable of the sower (Mark 4:1–20) is of limited benefit if Jesus is offering agricultural advice. After all, modern farmers have seed drills and combine harvesters. No, the seed in the parable is a metaphor for the message of the gospel (v. 14), and the different “soils” represent different hearers of the word and how they respond. 

We’re normally pretty good at switching into nonliteral mode when we read parables or poems. Where we sometimes get it wrong is with the genre known as “apocalyptic,” which includes Revelation, Daniel, and parts of Ezekiel and Zechariah. Those books are partly made up of visions and dreams and, as such, they contain vivid and sometimes bizarre images, just like our dreams do. If you’ve come across the popular Left Behind books, you’ll know that some Christians take these passages very literally. We think that’s a mistake, and we’ll try to show you why. 

In Revelation 21:2, John sees the heavenly city “coming down out of heaven.” It isn’t that John happened to catch it while it was still moving, before it comes to a stop. When he looks again a few verses later, it is still “coming down from heaven” (21:10). And according to 3:12, this is what it always does. You’re thinking, if it’s been coming down for that long, surely it’s got to reach its destination sometime soon? But that’s not the point. This isn’t a literal description of movement, but a poetical description of what kind of city it is—a coming-down-from-heaven city! A city that is from God! Notice also that it is the city (rather than the inhabitants) that is dressed like a bride (21:2). Skyscrapers wearing wedding dresses sounds like something out of a surrealist Salvador Dali picture! Of course, that won’t happen physically. It’s symbolic of the fact that the whole church (the city) is destined for an intimate, permanent, loving relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ, which John likens to a marriage (compare 19:7–9). 

A guy called John Richardson, who has written a highly recommended little book on Revelation, has summed up what we’re trying to say with the slogan “Vision Not Video.” Or if you prefer, “Imagery Not IMAX,” “Dream Not Documentary,” “Figurative Not Fujifilm”—you get the idea!1

Just to clinch the point, let’s ask this question: how many people will be in heaven? The number given in Revelation 7:4 is 144,000, but is that something we should take literally? The Jehovah’s Witnesses teach that it is, which apparently caused some problems when the number of JWs worldwide first topped 144,000. That interpretation also runs into difficulty five verses later when John says that the number was so large that “no one could number” them. But hang on, I thought he just did? I thought he counted and there were exactly 144,000? No, it’s a symbolic number. There were twelve tribes in Israel, the people of God (they’re listed in the next verse, so we’re on the right track), and 12 × 12 is 144, and 1,000 is just a really big number, so that 144,000 = all Israel × all Israel × a whole lot, that is, a breathtakingly huge number of people from every tribe and language and people and nation, whom God will save through the Lord Jesus. We are supposed to be excited by that, but we’re not supposed to keep a tally. 

This doesn’t mean, by the way, that you’re allowed to do loony math to find hidden symbolism in all biblical numbers. In an idle moment, I (Andrew) once calculated that if you take 153 (the number of fish caught by Jesus’ disciples in John 21:11) and add 13 (which is supposed to be unlucky) and then add ½ and double it and double it again, you get the number of the beast, 666. 

That isn’t significant, incidentally. So long as you add the right number, and multiply it by the right thing, then you can get 666 as the outcome of any calculation.

[image: ]

Try identifying the genre of the following passages. Should you interpret them as historical or figurative? 

Judges 9:8–15 

2 Samuel 12:1–6 

1 Kings 17:8–16 

Ezekiel 46:19–24 (harder—read on into chapter 47) 

Matthew 5:29–30 

Matthew 14:6–11 

Exodus 9:22–24; Revelation 16:21 (You may not get the same answer for both!) 

[image: ]

    1John Richardson, Revelation Unwrapped (Baulkham Hills: MPA Books, 1996).
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THE COPYCAT TOOL
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When I (Nigel) was learning to drive, I can remember watching other people at the wheel and copying what they did. However, many experienced drivers don’t drive as you are meant to, so it wasn’t long before I was told by those teaching me, “Drive as I say, not as I do!”

Sometimes we are to follow the example of people we read about in the Bible. But not always! Here are three events in the Bible followed by an interpretation that takes them as an example for us today:


  	In Daniel 6, an order is given that prayers may not be offered to anyone but the king of Babylon. Daniel ignores the king’s edict and continues to pray to the true God. This means we should copy Daniel and obey God rather than men. 

  	In 1 Samuel 3 the young boy Samuel hears his name called during the night and thinks it is Eli calling him. Eli tells him it is God speaking to him, which leads to God giving Samuel a prophecy. This means we should expect God to speak to us audibly and tell us what will happen in the future. 

  	In 2 Samuel 11 King David commits adultery with Bathsheba. This means we too can commit adultery.



What do you think of each of these? I imagine we’d all accept the first one happily. The second we may be more ambivalent about, depending on what we’ve been taught regarding how God speaks to us today. But I hope we would all disagree with the third! However, all three have used the Bible in the same way. 

The point is, we need to be very careful with this “copycat” approach. Not everything done by a Bible character is good. And even good things they do are not always normative; that is, they may not hold for all Christians at all times. 

To put this another way, there is a danger in mistaking something that the Bible describes for something that it prescribes. The Bible describes what happened to Samuel, as God spoke to him in an audible voice. But just because something happened in a particular way to a particular person doesn’t mean it will happen like that for us all. It isn’t necessarily something that is prescribed for us. 

Having said that much, we must also be clear that the copycat approach isn’t always wrong. Sometimes the Bible does hold up people and their various experiences as examples for us to imitate (or avoid): 

As an example of suffering and patience, brothers, take the prophets who spoke in the name of the Lord. (James 5:10) 

Brothers, join in imitating me, and keep your eyes on those who walk according to the example you have in us. (Phil. 3:17) 

Now these things took place as examples for us, that we might not desire evil as they did. (1 Cor. 10:6)

How can we know whether any given passage in the Bible is prescriptive or merely descriptive? How can we tell whether or not we should follow someone as an example? 

For one thing, we can ask whether it fits with or contradicts what is said elsewhere in the Bible. We would not conclude that adultery is acceptable from our example above, because other parts of Scripture clearly teach otherwise. The better we know our Bibles, the better we will be guarded from drawing wrong conclusions from what we read. 

Perhaps the biggest help, though, is the Author’s Purpose tool. Does the author intend this description to be taken as a prescription for us? 

In Judges 6, for example, God instructs Gideon to fight against his enemies, the Midianites and Amalekites, promising their defeat. However, Gideon asks for confirmation: 

Then Gideon said to God, “If you will save Israel by my hand, as you have said, behold, I am laying a fleece of wool on the threshing floor. If there is dew on the fleece alone, and it is dry on all the ground, then I shall know that you will save Israel by my hand, as you have said.” And it was so. When he rose early next morning and squeezed the fleece, he wrung enough dew from the fleece to fill a bowl with water. Then Gideon said to God, “Let not your anger burn against me; let me speak just once more. Please let me test once more with the fleece. Please let it be dry on the fleece only, and on all the ground let there be dew.” And God did so that night; and it was dry on the fleece only, and on all the ground there was dew. (Judg. 6:36–40) 

Some Christians have taken this as an example for us to follow whenever we need guidance from God. You may have heard the expression, “putting out a fleece,” meaning that we ask God to make a very particular thing happen to indicate what course of action we should take. 

However, we should be cautious about this. After all, Gideon wasn’t trying to discover what God wanted him to do; God had spoken to him clearly and promised that he would defeat these armies. Rather than guidance, the issue for Gideon is one of assurance—he’s scared and wants some encouragement that God will do what he’s promised. Gideon’s request about the fleece actually comes from his doubt and struggle to obey what God has said. 

Given that, it’s very unlikely that Gideon is being given to us as an example to follow—and the author certainly gives us no indication of that whatsoever. What it does show us is that God is very patient with those who have weak faith. That is something we should all find encouraging! 

We’ll look at some different aspects of this issue using the “Who Am I?” tool and the Bible Time Line tool. The overall point for now is that we must be careful before we turn a description into a prescription. 

This tool is particularly important when we come to the book of Acts, so let’s look at two examples from that book. 

[image: ]

Acts contains some wonderful descriptions of the generosity of the first Christians. In particular, we are told about a man named Barnabas: 

Now the full number of those who believed were of one heart and soul, and no one said that any of the things that belonged to him was his own, but they had everything in common. And with great power the apostles were giving their testimony to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus, and great grace was upon them all. There was not a needy person among them, for as many as were owners of lands or houses sold them and brought the proceeds of what was sold and laid it at the apostles’ feet, and it was distributed to each as any had need. Thus Joseph, who was also called by the apostles Barnabas (which means son of encouragement), a Levite, a native of Cyprus, sold a field that belonged to him and brought the money and laid it at the apostles’ feet. (Acts 4:32–37) 

Now, should we take Barnabas as an example to follow? Or, to put it another way, does Luke intend this description to be prescriptive? Note the following points: 


  	Luke uses repetition to emphasize the lesson of generosity. The generosity of the church is highlighted not only in the passage quoted above, but also in Acts 2:44–45. Luke’s decision to tell us something twice suggests that he wants us to learn from it (the issue is being generous, not necessarily selling all you own—we read later in Acts that believers still owned homes in which to meet). 

  	Luke highlights Barnabas as an example to us. Luke tells us that Barnabas was originally called Joseph, but the apostles had given him this special name, meaning “son of encouragement.” The inclusion of this detail suggests that Luke is holding Barnabas up as a model for us. 

  	Luke gives an opposite example to Barnabas. In Acts 5:1–11 we read about Ananias and Sapphira, who also sold some property and supposedly gave all the proceeds to the apostles, while secretly they kept some money back for themselves. Peter condemns them, for in claiming to be more generous than they were, they were guilty of lying to God. God then dramatically judges them. Luke tells us of this incident immediately after his mention of Barnabas, as though he is deliberately presenting both a positive and a negative example. 



Given these points, there is good reason to take Barnabas as an example for us to follow. And given our materialistic culture, he is a very challenging one. 

[image: ]

Acts 8 tells of how Philip takes the gospel to Samaria, and many believe. We then read this: 

Now when the apostles at Jerusalem heard that Samaria had received the word of God, they sent to them Peter and John, who came down and prayed for them that they might receive the Holy Spirit, for he had not yet fallen on any of them, but they had only been baptized in the name of the Lord Jesus. Then they laid their hands on them and they received the Holy Spirit. (Acts 8:14–17)

Some have concluded from this incident that, once people have become Christians, they need at some later date to receive the fullness of the Holy Spirit in an experience distinct from conversion. This is sometimes called “baptism in the Spirit” or a “second blessing.” However, when we look more closely, we discover that this is a case of mistakenly turning a description into a prescription. Note the following points: 


  	This isn’t what happens in the rest of the book of Acts; if every time someone became a Christian in Acts we saw this process repeated, it would be natural to conclude that Luke is presenting it as the normal Christian experience. However, that isn’t the case. Elsewhere in the book, people receive the Spirit the moment they put their faith in Christ, just as Peter promises in Acts 2:38. (Acts 19 is not the exception that it might at first appear to be; those involved are most likely not true believers prior to their encounter with Paul.) Thus even within Acts, the experience of the Samaritans is highly unusual. 

  	This is a unique moment in the history of the church. Acts 1:8 sets the agenda for all that will happen in the rest of the book; it is almost like a contents page:

But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the earth.

As we read through Acts, we see the Spirit-empowered preaching of Christ reach these three geographical regions/ethnic groups in turn—first the Jews in Jerusalem, then the Jews and Samaritans in Judea and Samaria, and then finally Gentiles from Rome, capital of the known world. Our verses from chapter 8 describe the very first time that the gospel has broken into Samaritan territory. This is an unrepeatable milestone in the spread of the gospel, the first time that the gospel has been preached to non-Jews. That’s why the apostles, as founders of the church, come to investigate (again something that happens nowhere else in Acts). It is such a big development that the question is raised, “Is this allowed? Can Samaritans really be Christians?” Of course, once they receive the Holy Spirit, everyone is convinced—this is proof that they are accepted by God. It seems that in this one-time case, God delayed in sending his Spirit until the right people were there to witness it. It would be a mistake to try to deduce what is normative from a unique occasion. 

  	Other passages in the Bible forbid us from separating conversion from the Spirit’s work. We must not draw principles from Acts 8 that lead us to contradict the plain teaching of other parts of Scripture. The following verses make clear that every converted person enjoys the Spirit’s presence: 
    Anyone who does not have the Spirit of Christ does not belong to him. (Rom. 8:9)

    In him you also, when you heard the word of truth, the gospel of your salvation, and believed in him, were sealed with the promised Holy Spirit. (Eph. 1:13)

In conclusion, there are several reasons why we should not take Luke’s description of the unique situation of the Samaritans as prescriptive for the rest of the church today. 
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Read Genesis 37:1–11. Let’s think about whether this description of Joseph receiving dreams is an example for us to follow or something unique to Joseph. Ponder the following questions: 

Are there any indications in the passage that the author wants us to see these dreams as an example, or as something unique to Joseph? 

If we read on in the story we find that Joseph’s dreams are fulfilled as he becomes second-in-command of Egypt, and so saves his family from starvation (read Genesis 41 onward). How does the fact that Joseph plays such a key role in God’s plan affect your view of his dream as normal or unique? 

What conclusions would you draw if you did take this as an example? Do other parts of the Bible confirm or deny those conclusions? 

What conclusion have you come to? Is this an example for us to follow or not? 
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THE BIBLE TIME LINE TOOL

[image: ]

The instruction given in Leviticus 4:27–31 is pretty clear: 

If any one of the common people sins unintentionally in doing any of the things that by the LORD’s commandments ought not to be done, and realizes his guilt, or the sin which he has committed is made known to him, he shall bring for his offering a goat, a female without blemish, for his sin which he has committed. And he shall lay his hand on the head of the sin offering and kill the sin offering in the place of burnt offering. And the priest shall take some of its blood with his finger and put it on the horns of the altar of burnt offering and pour out all the rest of its blood at the base of the altar. And all its fat he shall remove, as the fat is removed from the peace offerings, and the priest shall burn it on the altar for a pleasing aroma to the LORD. And the priest shall make atonement for him, and he shall be forgiven. 

Now answer these questions honestly: Have you accidentally broken any of God’s commandments this week? And have you slaughtered any female goats? 

Well, why not? You believe in the Bible, don’t you? So how come you’re ignoring what it says? 

The fact is, probably without even realizing it, you’re using the Bible Time Line tool! 

The Bible is a book with a big story, one that slowly unravels throughout human history. It begins at the start of Genesis with God creating the heavens and the earth (Gen. 1:1). It ends in the final chapters of the book of Revelation with God’s people dwelling with him in a perfect new world, and God’s enemies punished in hell. Lots happens in between! Perhaps the most important events are the fall (when sin entered God’s perfect world, and everything went wrong) and the death and resurrection of Jesus (where things got put right). We can arrange those events on a simple Bible time line (see fig. 2). 
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To be honest, it’s a pretty poor time line, both for artistic reasons (those overlapping circles are supposed to be the stone rolled away from Jesus’ tomb) and because so much is left out. We recommend you get a copy of God’s Big Picture by Vaughan Roberts (IVP). This great book will give you a Bible time line in much more detail. 

To use the Bible Time Line tool, we have to ask three simple questions: 


  	Where is this passage on the Bible time line? 

  	Where am I on the Bible time line? 

  	How do I read this in the light of things that have happened in between? 



Let’s do that for the Leviticus passage above (see fig. 3). 

How do we read Leviticus in the light of what has happened in between then and now, namely the death and resurrection of Jesus? His death was the final sacrifice for sins, the reality for which all the Old Testament sacrifices were just a “shadow” (Heb. 10:1). By the pouring out of Jesus’ blood on the cross, we can be cleansed from all of our wrongs, both deliberate and accidental. For this reason, we don’t have to kill goats anymore. 
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That doesn’t mean that Leviticus has nothing to say to us. It teaches us that sin is very serious, that a death is needed to deal with it, that only by the shedding of blood can there be cleansing and forgiveness. We just have to read it through the lens of Christ’s death to understand that those sacrifices have now been fulfilled. No wonder that Jesus said that throughout the Old Testament Scriptures there were things “concerning himself” (Luke 24:27). 

Another example comes from a recent Christian best seller that has sparked huge controversy—we won’t name it because that will just perpetuate its infamy. In one crucial passage, the author attacks traditional Christian teaching about original sin saying that Jesus believed in “original goodness,” because when God created the world, including humankind, he said that it “was very good.”

Can you see where his use of Genesis 1:31 falls down in terms of the Bible time line? (See fig. 4.)
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God’s statement about everything being good comes before the fall. Adam and Eve had not yet disobeyed God and eaten from the tree from which God had forbidden them to eat. There was no sin in the world. There was no death. Things certainly were “very good”! 

But that isn’t the way the world is anymore. In fact, only five chapters further on in Genesis we are told that “the LORD saw that the wickedness of man was great in the earth, and that every intention of the thoughts of his heart was only evil continually” (Gen. 6:5). 

There is now a huge problem of evil at the heart of our human nature. God cannot turn a blind eye to it. His holiness means he cannot coexist with sin; his justice means that he must punish it. Our only hope is Christ’s death in our place, taking the punishment that we deserve. 

Many of these things are denied by the book in question. It twists what the Bible says to create a message more agreeable to twenty-first-century ears. One of our prayers for this toolkit is that it will protect you against that kind of false teaching. 
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Read Genesis 13:14–17. 

Some Christians take this to mean we should help modern-day Israel to evict the Palestinians from the Gaza Strip, since God has given the Israelites that land. What do you think of that idea? 

Try using the Bible Time Line tool to answer our three questions: 


  	Where is this passage on the Bible time line? 

  	Where am I on the Bible time line? 

  	How do I read this in the light of things that have happened in between? In particular, read Hebrews 11:16 to see what perspective that verse gives on the nature of the “promised land.”



What is the true “promised land” that Christians are looking forward to? 

A Time Line within a Time Line 

At the risk of making things too complicated, here is a modified “Russian nesting dolls” version of our time line (see fig. 5). It’s supposed to indicate that the whole of the story is anticipated in miniature within the Old Testament.
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Obviously Jesus doesn’t die and rise again twice; that’s not what we mean. But there are strong parallels between what happened to Moses and the Israelites in the fourteenth century BC and what has happened to us through Christ. They were slaves (in Egypt) but were redeemed (through the Passover) to be God’s own people, awaiting the Promised Land (Canaan). We were slaves (to sin) but were redeemed (through the death and resurrection of Jesus) to be God’s own people, awaiting the Promised Land (heaven). 

This close correspondence between their situation and ours helps us in applying some parts of the Old Testament. Paul can even write the following to his New Testament audience: 

For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through the encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope. (Rom. 15:4)

Now these things happened to them as an example, but they were written down for our instruction, on whom the end of the ages has come. (1 Cor. 10:11)
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Consider this warning from Psalm 95: 

Today, if you hear his voice, 

do not harden your hearts, as at Meribah, 

as on the day at Massah in the wilderness, 

when your fathers put me to the test

and put me to the proof, though they had seen my work. 

For forty years I loathed that generation

and said, “They are a people who go astray in their heart, 

and they have not known my ways.”

Therefore I swore to them in my wrath, 

“They shall not enter my rest.” (Ps. 95:7–11) 

The psalm looks back to the events of Exodus 17, where the Israelites, having just been miraculously rescued from Egypt, somehow manage to doubt God’s goodness to them. They’re complaining because they’re in the desert and there’s no water, and so they accuse God of saving them only so that they will die of thirst. It’s perverse logic. Something very similar happens in the book of Numbers, and ultimately it’s because of this kind of rebellion that a whole generation is excluded from entering the Promised Land. That is what is meant by God’s oath that “they shall not enter my rest.” 

The psalm urges its Old Testament readers not to be like that earlier generation, hardening their hearts to God’s voice. However, it’s also something picked up by the New Testament book of Hebrews: 

Therefore, as the Holy Spirit says, 

“Today, if you hear his voice, 

do not harden your hearts as in the rebellion, 

on the day of testing in the wilderness.” (Heb. 3:7–8)

The writer to the Hebrews says the warning of Psalm 95, coming from that Exodus generation, now applies to Christians! This is a case of the miniature “Russian nesting dolls” time line—their experience was a picture of ours. Just as they looked back to their salvation but forward to the Promised Land, so we can look back to the cross and forward to heaven. Just as they experienced a time of wandering in the desert before they received all that God had promised them, so we experience a time of waiting in this present world until we receive all that God has promised. In the midst of the wait, we need to make sure that we keep on trusting God’s promises. 

The writer to the Hebrews goes on: 

Therefore, while the promise of entering his rest still stands, let us fear lest any of you should seem to have failed to reach it. For good news came to us just as to them, but the message they heard did not benefit them, because they were not united by faith with those who listened. . . . Let us therefore strive to enter that rest, so that no one may fall by the same sort of disobedience. (Heb. 4:1–2, 11) 

We should learn from that previous generation the vital lesson of perseverance. We must keep trusting and obeying God’s promise to us in Jesus right up until the day we enter God’s rest. 

As an aside, we don’t think that this means that Christians can “lose” their salvation. The rest of the Bible is pretty clear about that (e.g. Phil. 1:6; John 10:28–29). But that doesn’t mean that we are free to ignore the warnings, either. It’s a bit like having a “Danger, Steep Drop” sign on the edge of a cliff. The presence of the sign doesn’t mean that lots of people fall off; in fact, the sign is the means by which they don’t. It would be stupid, though, to play around the edge. 

When You Don’t Need the Bible Time Line Tool 

There is one aspect to our Bible study that doesn’t require the Bible Time Line tool, and that is when we look at the character of God. Our God is unchanging, forever the same: 

For I the LORD do not change. . . . (Mal. 3:6) 

The Father of lights with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change. (James 1:17) 

Jesus Christ is the same yesterday and today and forever. (Heb. 13:8) 

It doesn’t matter whether you read about him in Deuteronomy or Habakkuk or Galatians or Revelation. In every one of those books, we’re reading about the very same God that we pray to as our Father. That’s why it’s so wrong when people try to drive a wedge between the “stern” God of the Old Testament and the “kind” God of the New. (For one thing it means that they haven’t read either Testament very carefully.) God is both stern and kind (Rom. 11:22). He has not changed since the day that he rained down burning sulfur on Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen. 19:24). It’s true that he now delays his judgment until the final day, but his anger at sin is no different. But neither has he changed from the tender shepherd that David knew him to be, who “leads me beside still waters” and “restores my soul” (Psalm 23). 
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Read Exodus 6:1–8.

What unchanging truths do you learn about God and his character?

What elements are there in the ministory of Exodus that will parallel the big story?
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THE “WHO AM I?” TOOL
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It’s true that the title of this tool implies existential angst. The point of it, though, is to work out which character (if any) we are supposed to identify with in a given passage. If the Bible Time Line tool looked at the “when”—“When was this, relative to when I am?”—then this tool looks at the “who”—“Who is this, relative to who I am?” 

I (Andrew) was once in a church home group studying Exodus 3, which begins like this: 

Now Moses was keeping the flock of his father-in-law, Jethro, the priest of Midian, and he led his flock to the west side of the wilderness and came to Horeb, the mountain of God. And the angel of the LORD appeared to him in a flame of fire out of the midst of a bush. He looked, and behold, the bush was burning, yet it was not consumed. And Moses said, “I will turn aside to see this great sight, why the bush is not burned.” (Ex. 3:1–3) 

We were working from published notes, and I still remember one of the questions: “What burning bush experiences have you had?” 

It was a silly question. I was 99.9 percent sure that no one in the group had ever seen a bush that was on fire but did not burn up or heard the voice of God speaking from the middle of it. Not one of us had had a burning bush experience. 

Actually, that’s not quite true. I once went to a fireworks party at a friend’s house. Not being very experienced in setting up fireworks, someone had pushed the rocket so far into the launch tube that the end stuck out the other side into the ground beneath, anchoring it a little too firmly. When we lit the rocket, it started to blast off, but it didn’t go anywhere. It was one of those split-second things, as we all realized that it was about to detonate at ground level. “Get back!” Followed by boom! as fire flew in all directions. Followed by woof! as the large fluffy pampas grass bush in the next-door neighbor’s garden was enveloped by a fireball. We reached for the garden hose, but it was all over for that bush within seconds. Almost a burning bush experience. But, sadly for neighborly relations, it was not miraculously kept from burning up. 

Those Bible study notes fell foul of the Genre tool, effectively turning a historical narrative into a metaphor for our psychological experiences. But they also failed on account of the “Who Am I?” tool. It was a story about Moses. And Moses isn’t me. 

The Moses-is-me syndrome (as we call it) reflects my propensity for identifying myself as the hero or central character in every story; everything has to be ultimately about me and my life. If someone shows you an old photograph of your class at school, who do your eyes go to first? You. Well, so it is with the Bible. We read the story of Moses and the bush as though we were Moses. We read about David and Goliath as if we were David: what are the giants that you need to fight in your life? We read the story of Elisha doing mighty miracles through the Holy Spirit, and we are Elisha. And so on. 

But we shouldn’t have to think very hard before we realize that none of us is the king who defeats God’s enemies and rules over God’s people (David), or the mediator who led his people out of slavery (Moses), or the one with power to heal lepers or raise the dead (Elisha). There is someone else who fits those descriptions much better than we do! Indeed, the ways in which the lives of these men prefigure the life of Christ is often remarkable. Think, for example, of how Pharaoh orders all Hebrew infants to be killed, but Moses manages to escape. Compare Herod’s edict and Jesus’ escape in Matthew 2. Or how about David’s feeling of godforsakenness as he pens Psalm 22? That psalm is so true to Jesus’ experience that we easily forget that it was first used by someone else. 

Having said all this, sometimes we are right to identify with Moses and David. For example, David’s experience of God’s forgiveness is something that we may share:

David also speaks of the blessing of the one to whom God counts righteousness apart from works:


	Blessed are those who lawless deeds are forgiven, 


		and who sins are covered;

blessed is the man against whom the Lord will not count his sin. (Rom. 4:6–8, quoting Psalm 32)

 

Again, Moses’ trust in God is something that the book of Hebrews encourages us to imitate: 

By faith Moses, when he was grown up, refused to be called the son of Pharaoh’s daughter, choosing rather to be mistreated with the people of God than to enjoy the fleeting pleasures of sin. He considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt, for he was looking to the reward. (Heb. 11:24–26) 

Mind you, sometimes the characters we should identify with aren’t the heroes so much as the villains! For instance, we might be one of the grumbling Israelites whom Moses has to lead, rather than Moses himself (see 1 Cor. 10:1–13). In David’s lament psalms, we might sometimes be the persecutor rather than the victim. (That’s how Paul applies some of these psalms to us in Rom. 3:9–18.) 

To sum up: often these Old Testament characters are pictures of Jesus, and so we should learn from them about him, rather than about ourselves. However, sometimes these characters are role models (both positive and negative) for us. We just need to stop and think before we rush to put ourselves into the picture. 
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What do you think the following verse means for us? 

But the Helper, the Holy Spirit, whom the Father will send in my name, he will teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said to you. (John 14:26) 

If we assume that this was addressed directly to us, then we might conclude that we don’t really need to read the Bible (and certainly don’t need to bother with all these tools) because Jesus promised that the Holy Spirit would teach us everything directly. 

However, Jesus wasn’t addressing us in John 14. He was speaking to his apostles. What’s more, he can’t have been speaking to us, because he talks about reminding them of everything he said. We can’t be reminded, because we didn’t hear him say it in the first place. 

The right question to ask, therefore, is: “What does it mean to me that Jesus said this to them?” Answer: “I can trust the New Testament. Jesus promised to those who wrote much of it that the Spirit would guide them into all truth and give them perfect memories for his teaching.” This verse should make me want to read the Bible more, not less! 

Having said that, there are other verses in the Bible that teach us about the Spirit’s work in us and how he enables us to understand what God has given us (see 1 Cor. 2:11–16). It’s a wonderful thing to grasp that the Spirit both guarantees the Bible’s trustworthiness and helps us to understand what was written. 
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Read Joshua 1:1–9. 

The book of Joshua describes how Joshua leads Israel into the Promised Land, defeating their enemies. The Bible Time Line tool reminds us that this is a minipicture of God’s rescue of us: through Jesus he defeats our enemy, the devil, and brings us to the Promised Land of heaven. Now let’s use the “Who Am I?” tool. 

We might be tempted to put ourselves in Joshua’s shoes and read God’s words to him as if they applied directly to us. What do you think of that idea? 

What is distinctive about Joshua’s role in verse 6? 

Instead of reading this verse as God speaking to all Christians, how could it be read as a picture of God commissioning Jesus as our leader? 

So which group of people should we identify with in this passage? 
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THE “SO WHAT?” TOOL
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It is possible to be an expert in understanding the Bible and for it to do you no good whatsoever. You might apply the tools in this book with such care and precision that you know exactly what Paul meant when he wrote to the Romans or what Isaiah was saying to the people in his day. That’s interesting as a history lesson, but unless you recognize that God is also speaking through those things to you today, it will have been a waste of time. We must always ask the “So what?” question. What does this mean for me and my life? 

Actually, in the last three tools (Copycat, Bible Time Line, “Who Am I?”) we’ve been encouraging you not to jump too quickly to apply things to yourself. We need to take care to understand before we apply. But we must get to application in the end: 

But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves. For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer, he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. For he looks at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like. But the one who looks into the perfect law, the law of liberty, and perseveres, being no hearer who forgets but a doer who acts, he will be blessed in his doing. (James 1:22–25) 

How then can we make sure that we “do” the word? Stage 1 is to work out what response the author was looking for—the Author’s Purpose all over again. Stage 2 is to work that out in the nitty-gritty of our lives. Here are two questions that might help: 


  	Do I need to stop doing something? Is there some aspect of my behavior that must change? 

  	Is there something new that I should start doing? 



However, it isn’t only our actions that God wants to change. His Word also addresses our patterns of thinking. 

Motives Matter

Over the years that I (Nigel) have been married, I have learned that my wife really enjoys being bought flowers. But I’m not so bothered about that sort of thing myself, so I don’t naturally think of bringing flowers home for her. 

Imagine if I said to myself, “It will make my life a lot easier if I get Elisa some flowers,” and so I then buy her flowers mechanically once a month, looking for a quiet life. That isn’t quite what Elisa has in mind! It’s hardly romantic, is it? 

However, imagine a second scenario. I say to myself, “I know that Elisa really likes flowers, and I love her, so I’m going to get some flowers today.” Now we’re all smiling! 

The point is this: simply doing an action, in this case buying flowers, isn’t enough. What lies behind the action is vitally important. The same is true for us as we apply the Bible to our lives. 

Sometimes we are given direct commands: 

Flee from sexual immorality. . . . (1 Cor. 6:18) 

Bearing with one other and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other. . . . (Col. 3:13)

A new commandment I give to you, that you love one another. . . . (John 13:34)

Obviously, the right response to these verses is to put them into practice and obey what God says. However, our motives matter too. We could do these things just to impress other Christians, or because we think that going to heaven depends on our earning our way through good works, or a host of other wrong reasons, none of which would honor God. 

Here is Paul’s imperative from 1 Corinthians 6 in its context: 

Flee from sexual immorality. Every other sin a person commits is outside the body, but the sexually immoral person sins against his own body. Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are not your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body. (1 Cor. 6:18–20) 

Did you notice the motivations Paul gives for the command of fleeing sexual immorality? 


  	We have the Holy Spirit living in us, so what we do with our bodies really matters. 

  	We have been bought by God. This picks up on the idea of redemption we encountered under the Vocabulary tool. God has paid the price of Jesus’ death to buy us, so that we now belong to him. 



Paul isn’t moralizing. He doesn’t just bark out a command and expect us to follow it; he tells us why we should live differently. He wants us to be gripped by the knowledge that we belong to God now, that his Spirit lives within us. As we grasp that as reality, we will be empowered to flee sexual immorality. 

The Bible addresses not only our behavior but our worldview, the mental map we have of the world. It should shape the way we see God, other people, ourselves. 

Our worldview impacts how we live. If someone sees money as the most important thing in life, that person will pursue a career that pays as much as possible. If someone cares about the environment, that person will make time for recycling and composting. If someone believes that there is a loving God who made us and who sent his Son to die to save us, that person will live to please him. A biblical worldview leads to biblical behavior. 

In summary, we should ask of our Bible passage not only “What does it tell me to do?” but also “How does it tell me to think?” 

Who Is This Message For? 

Not every passage of the Bible will be equally relevant at every point in your life. Some passages are written to comfort the suffering, others to rebuke the complacent; they are for different times and seasons. We don’t recommend being too selective in what you read, however; the ideal is to work through whole books bit by bit, and to cover the whole Bible in time. There are two reasons for this. First, you will store up lessons that you might need in the future when circumstances change. (The best time to get your thoughts clear on the issue of suffering is when you are not suffering.) Second, it will keep you from steering clear of the uncomfortable passages that, like bad-tasting medicine, may still be good for you. 

That said, you will sometimes hear God saying something in the Scriptures that, while not immediately relevant to you, you realize would be a great help to somebody else. Sharing God’s truth with one another within a Christian community is a wonderful thing. It’s this that lies behind the vital spiritual gift of prophecy: “the one who prophesies speaks to people for their upbuilding and encouragement and consolation” (1 Cor. 14:3). 

At other times the Bible’s message will apply not so much to “me” or to “you” but to “us,” corporately. Unlike modern English, the Bible’s original languages have separate words for “you” (singular) and “you” (plural). It may be a challenge in our individualistic culture to realize that the plurals predominate. Take this example from Hebrews: 

Take care, brothers, lest there be in any of you an evil, unbelieving heart, leading you to fall away from the living God. (Heb. 3:12) 

That verse instructs the whole church (“brothers,” plural) to ensure that no individual (“any of you,” singular) falls away. Each person’s spiritual well-being is the responsibility of everyone else. 

Finally, it is good to ask what implications our passage has for someone who is not a believer. God has left us in the world to be his witnesses, and we are surrounded by those who do not know the saving power of the Lord Jesus—friends, family, colleagues, the cashier in the supermarket we shop in, the person we pass each day walking the dog. Our evangelism will be kindled if we keep these people in mind as we read the Bible. We might read of a wonderful blessing that we have from God, and realize that they don’t share it. Or we might read of the terrible danger from which we have been rescued, and realize that they have not been: 

The Father loves the Son and has given all things into his hand. Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life; whoever does not obey the Son shall not see life, but the wrath of God remains on him. (John 3:35–36) 

In summary, we should be asking what the passage means 


  	for you

  	for a Christian friend

  	for your church community 

  	for an unbeliever 



Make sure you don’t skip the “you” part, though, lest you earn Jesus’ rebuke: “Why do you see the speck that is in your brother’s eye, but do not notice the log that is in your own eye?” (Matt. 7:3). 

Praying in Response to What God Has Said 

Sometimes people say that prayer is a two-way conversation, where God speaks to us and we speak to God. But the Bible never uses the word “prayer” in this way. Prayer is simply when we talk to God.

Others think of reading the Bible as a conversation, in which God speaks to us, and we bring our own meanings to the text so that in some sense we find a voice, too. That’s not right, either. 

We have a conversation when we hear God speak to us in the Bible and then we speak to him in prayer. There’s a vivid description of that dynamic in Nehemiah 8–9. For seven days Ezra the scribe read the words of the Law of God (part of the Old Testament) to the people. As they heard God speaking to them, the people were deeply moved to sadness and to joy; there were tears as well as rejoicing and great feasting. And in response to what they heard, they poured out their hearts in prayer to God. 

In our churches, though, the things that we share “for prayer” at the end of an evening’s Bible study are often completely unrelated to the passage we’ve been studying. While it’s true that nothing is too small to bring before our heavenly Father, it’s a shame when the tiny things—the health of someone’s neighbor’s dog, for instance—take over, and we forget the amazing truths that God has been speaking to us minutes before. 

Get into the habit of praying these kinds of prayers: 


  	“Sorry for X, which your Word has shown to be wrong in my life.” 

  	 “Thank you for Y, which you have shown us this evening.” 

  	 “Please, by your Spirit, give me power to change Z in response to what you have been saying.” 
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In Revelation 21 we read John’s vision of God’s new creation:

Then I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away, and the sea was no more. And I saw the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down out of heaven from God, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband. And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former things have passed away.” (Rev. 21:1–4) 

We aren’t told specifically to do anything in this passage, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t apply to us. It has much to say to how we view the world. It should make us ask questions like this: 


  	Do I really believe the world is heading to this wonderful future? 

  	Does this certain future give me a wonderful sense of hope and joy? 

  	Am I looking forward to this day? 



All of those questions are to do with our worldview. As we change the way we think, it will surely lead to changes in how we live. 

If we had spent some time looking at the Author’s Purpose, we would have discovered that the book of Revelation is addressed to suffering Christians (see 1:9). So we might also ask of our passage: 


  	How does this future change the way I view suffering in the present?

  	Is there someone in my church who is undergoing suffering whom I could encourage with these verses?



We might also ask ourselves what this passage means for friends who are not believers. This is a glorious vision of a future that they will miss out on, unless they trust in Christ. Should we not tell them of it? 

Finally, what sort of prayers should we be praying in response to this passage? 


  	“Thank you, Father, that you have prepared this amazing future for your people.” 

  	 “Please help me to live today in the light of this promise. I pray that you would give me a heavenly perspective on that essay deadline/problem at work/trouble with the kids that has dominated my horizons recently.” 

  	“I pray for my Christian friend who is dying of cancer. Please comfort her in the hope that one day there will be no more death or mourning or crying or pain.” 

  	“Lord, have mercy on the person who I see at the bus stop every day. Give me an opportunity to speak to him about Jesus, so that he too might have a place in your new heaven and new earth.” 
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We quoted Colossians 3:13 earlier but left out part of the verse. Read this verse in the context of verses 1–14. 

What motivations are given to forgive? 

Think about what the Lord has done for you. How does that change your worldview (values, priorities, view of yourself and of others)? 

How will this help you forgive other Christians? Try to be very practical. 

What would be an appropriate prayer in light of what you have learned? 

Pray that prayer! 



CONCLUSION: PULLING IT ALL TOGETHER

Imagine watching a carpenter at work. Holes have been drilled, angles cut, joints made, and now the scene is chaotic with tools and bits of wood everywhere. But then comes the moment when all the parts are assembled, and at last you can see what all the activity has been about. Aha! It’s a chair! 

The same moment comes when we are studying the Bible. The tools we’ve mentioned can all play a part in helping you understand different aspects of your Bible passage, but the time comes to draw together all you have learned. 

It is a very good discipline to try to capture the overall message of your passage in a single sentence or sound bite. Writing a sentence sounds like an easy thing to do, but actually it’s one of the hardest. You will have discovered many things, but we’re asking you to boil it down to just one or two big ideas. You need to decide what is central and what is peripheral; which of your insights should go in the margin and which should be written in block capitals with a box around them. What lies at the heart of all that God has been saying to you? 

Imagine you finish your Bible study and get on a bus to go into town. There’s a spare seat next to someone you know, and you get chatting. 

“What have you been doing this afternoon?” your friend asks. 

“I’ve been reading the Bible.” 

“Oh yes? What did you find out?” 

“Well. . . .” 

Cue your summary sentence. In a few words you are able to answer your friend’s question. The essence of the passage is at your fingertips; it’s concrete in your mind, and you’re taking it with you wherever you go. 

Here are a few hints on writing a summary sentence. 


  	Don’t make it too long. It’s tempting to try to cram in everything you’ve learned, but that defeats the object. You’re aiming to focus on the main point. 

  	Try to distinguish between the overall point of a passage and the subsidiary or supporting points.

  	Make sure your sentence has a sense of purpose in it. We don’t want just to learn abstract, academic truths. God never speaks to us simply to give us information; he always speaks with a purpose, and it will be helpful to reflect that in your sentence. 

  	Use your sentence to meditate on what God has said to you through the day. 
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Shout for joy in the LORD, O you righteous!

Praise befits the upright.

Give thanks to the LORD with the lyre;

make melody to him with the harp of ten strings!

Sing to him a new song;

play skillfully on the strings, with loud shouts.

 

For the word of the LORD is upright, 

and all his work is done in faithfulness. 

He loves righteousness and justice;

the earth is full of the steadfast love of the LORD. 

By the word of the LORD the heavens were made,

and by the breath of his mouth all their host.

He gathers the waters of the sea as a heap;

he puts the deeps in storehouses. 

 

Let all the earth fear the LORD;

let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of him!

For he spoke, and it came to be;

he commanded, and it stood firm. (Ps. 33:1–9)

We put the toolkit to work on the passage above. Here are some of the things we came up with. 

Using the Structure tool, we have split the psalm in half at verse 9. For the sake of space, we will look at only the first half. 

The Tone and Feel tool should get you reaching for a tambourine! This is a celebration song, full of praise to God (vv. 1–3). 

The Genre tool tells you that this is poetry. There aren’t literal “storehouses” (v. 7) in which God puts the waters of the deep. It’s a way of telling you that he is in control of all of nature—he decides when it rains and when there is a drought, almost as if he stores the water away for the time that he sees fit. 

Let’s move on to the Quotation/Allusion tool. The reference to God creating the world by a word (v. 6) looks back to Genesis 1:3, in which God merely says, “Let there be light,” and there is light. That tells you something about the authority of God’s words, doesn’t it? If I were to say, “Launch missiles against X now,” nothing would happen (except my getting a reputation for being a maniac!). If the president of the United States says, “Launch missiles against X now,” then there will probably be a third world war. But even the president can go into the Oval Office and say, “Let there be light” as much as he likes, and unless he’s gone to ridiculous lengths with electronics and voice recognition software, it won’t do much. God’s words have unsurpassed power. 

What about the Translations tool? In the ESV we have quoted from, verse 7 describes the waters being gathered into a heap. But many translators obviously feel aware that water doesn’t really form heaps, it tends to flow away! So they talk about water being put into jars (e.g. NIV). Nonetheless, the word “heap” is in the original Hebrew. Maybe we can see why, if we bring in the Quotations/Allusions tool again. There are two references to heaps of water in the Old Testament, both of them in the context of God providing safe passage for his people on their journey out of slavery in Egypt and into the Promised Land: 

At the blast of your nostrils the waters piled up;

the floods stood up in a heap. . . . (Ex. 15:8)

 

And as soon as those bearing the ark had come as far as the Jordan, and the feet of the priests bearing the ark were dipped in the brink of the water . . . the waters coming down from above stood and rose up in a heap very far away. . . . And the people passed over opposite Jericho. (Josh. 3:15–16) 

Please don’t worry if you wouldn’t have gotten that for yourself. We only found these references because we have a computer program that allowed us to do a search on the Hebrew word for “heap.” Cheating! This insight is a bonus, but certainly not something essential for understanding the passage. 

The Parallels tool really comes into its own in the Psalms. There are parallels everywhere! We’ll look at three that help our understanding in some way: 

For the word of the LORD is upright, 

and all his work is done in faithfulness. (Ps. 33:4)

 

You might expect the second line to talk about God being faithful in all he says. But instead, the author parallels a statement about God’s word with a statement about his work or action. That is because God acts by speaking, as we’ve noted already. 

By the word of the LORD the heavens were made,

and by the breath of his mouth all their host. (v. 6)

Here the “word” of God is paralleled with the “breath of his mouth.” Fair enough, because words travel on our breath, as we mentioned near the start of this book. However, we can go further. In Hebrew, the word for “breath” is the same as the word for “Spirit.” The parallel is telling us that what God accomplishes through his Spirit is the same as what he accomplishes by his word. 

There’s one more case where the Parallels tool will help us, and in fact it comes to the aid of the Vocabulary tool. You might have wondered what it means to “fear the Lord” in verse 8. Does it mean a spooky, horror movie kind of fear? Or an anxious “what will happen?” fear? Or a terrified, waiting-outside-the-principal’s-office fear? No, none of these: 

Let all the earth fear the LORD;

let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of him! (v. 8)

“Fear” is paralleled with reverence. To fear God is to hold him in awe, to respect him. 

What about the Repetition tool? Notice that God’s word or the fact that he speaks is mentioned in three separate verses (vv. 4, 6, 8). Similarly, his work of creation appears often. These are two themes to which we must give due weight. 

Next up is the Linking Words tool. Twice we get a “for” that links the imperative to praise/fear God with a reason for doing so, namely that God made everything by speaking. Here is the second one: 

Let all the earth fear the LORD;

let all the inhabitants of the world stand in awe of him!

[image: ] he spoke, and it came to be; 

he commanded, and it stood firm. (vv. 8–9) 

 

Noticing this logical relationship actually helps us to unlock the Structure of the whole section: 


  
    	Verses 1–3

    	Instruction to praise God 

  

  
    	Verses 4–7

    	Reason: he is the Creator 

  

  
    	Verse 8

    	Instruction to revere God 

  

  
    	Verse 9

    		Reason: he is the Creator 

  



Do we need to be worried by the Bible Time Line tool? Not really. We are being told something timeless about God, who never changes. 

Similarly, the “Who Am I?” tool will not cause us much difficulty. The audience envisaged in verse 8 is “all the inhabitants of the world,” and we can fairly confidently place ourselves in that category! 

All the work of the “So What?” tool has been done for us by the author in this case. He tells us exactly what response he is looking for—we are to praise God (vv. 1–3) and revere him (v. 8). And so is every human being who lives on this planet. 

Phew! All those tools later, how are you feeling? Exhausted? Confused? Learned lots but unsure how it all fits together? 

This is the stage when we need to be ruthless. Which of our insights were central, and which can we leave to one side? The “waters in a heap” thing—that can go. The centrality of God’s word in creation—that must stay, because it was supported by converging evidence from more than one tool. 

Some agonizing decisions later, here is our attempt at a summary sentence: 

God created the cosmos by his word, so fear him. 

Maybe you can do better, but hopefully you agree that we’re in the right ballpark. 

The Andromeda galaxy is the closest to our own, only 2.2 million light years away. It contains something like ten thousand million stars, each one of them like our own sun. The Lord made it all. By just telling it to exist. Wow! 

Respect is due to a God like that. That is what Psalm 33:1–9 is telling us. 
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This is the last chapter in the book, and we don’t have another exercise. Well, actually, we do. Pick a book of the Bible. Any book. Start using the toolkit. Listen to what God is saying. Have your life changed. Then move on to the next book and do the same. 

We can think of no better closing remarks than those of Paul to the elders of the church in Ephesus: 

And now I commend you to God and to the word of his grace, which is able to build you up and to give you the inheritance among all those who are sanctified. (Acts 20:32) 


APPENDIX: IT REALLY WORKS!

Ed Shaw leads the work among university students at his church. They’ve been using the toolkit idea in their small groups. We asked Ed to explain what they did: 

As we seek to prepare the students that come to our church for a lifetime of Christian service, we want both to teach them God’s Word and for them to learn how to understand and apply it for themselves. With these aims in mind we found the toolkit provided in this book invaluable. 

At the beginning of the student year we trained up our small-group leaders to use the toolkit, with examples all taken from John’s Gospel (the book that we were about to study). The aim was for them to teach the various tools to the students in their groups as appropriate passages came up over the course of the term. Each of our small groups had a set of large laminated cardboard cutout tools (hammer, screwdriver, etc.) as a visual aid, each one corresponding to one of the tools from this book. One group produced a makeup bag equivalent! We also gave each student a small Bible-sized card with the whole toolkit on it and a brief explanation of each tool. 

Leaders chose to use the tools in different ways. Some explained a relevant tool at the beginning of the study, telling group members to be on the alert, looking for how it could be used during the evening. Others introduced the tool during the study when they reached a verse or paragraph where the tool would be helpful. Some small groups occasionally split into pairs, each armed with a different tool, to see which would help us most in understanding the passage. As the term progressed, all the tools were put on display from the beginning and group members had to work out which would be best to unlock the passage we were studying; we wanted to get them to a position where they were confident in using them for themselves. 

This visual way of teaching Bible study skills proved memorable and effective. It’s been a great encouragement to see students using the toolkit in Bible studies ever since. The result has been students handling God’s Word with increasing confidence and faithfulness; some have discovered important truths for the first time, and lives have been changed.

We’re eager to keep using the toolkit with each lot of new students who join the group. Competence in handling the Bible is one of the greatest needs in the church today, and so this toolkit couldn’t be more timely. I’d strongly urge you to use it yourself and then teach it to others—the long-term benefit of doing that is incalculable.



RECOMMENDED READING

Maybe this doesn’t need saying, but the book that we’d most recommend that you read after this one is . . . the Bible. Seriously. But we thought we’d suggest some other things for you to read as well. Those marked with an asterisk are more difficult or academic, which doesn’t necessarily make them better. 

Maybe you have been conscious while reading this book that you’re not a Christian—you don’t know Christ as your own Lord and Savior. Although we’ve tried to touch on some of the core truths of the Christian gospel in passing, there are other books that set it out more simply and clearly. We recommend:


  	Christianity Explored by Rico Tice and Barry Cooper (Authentic Lifestyle, 2002)

  	Turning Points by Vaughan Roberts (Authentic Lifestyle, 2002)

  	A Fresh Start by John Chapman (Matthias Media, 2003) 



Some other books cover similar ground to this one. If we’ve failed, and you want to check out another approach (or you just want more of the same), then you could try:


  	Postcard from Palestine by Andrew Reid (Matthias Media, 1997) 

  	Grasping God’s Word: A Hands-On Approach to Reading, Interpreting, and Applying the Bible by J. Scott Duvall and J. Daniel Hays (Zondervan, 2001) 

  	How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth by Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart (Zondervan, 2003) 

  	Getting the Message: A Plan for Interpreting and Applying the Bible by Daniel M. Doriani (P&R, 1996)

  	Ancient Word, Changing World: The Doctrine of Scripture in a Modern Age by Stephen J. Nichols and Eric T. Brandt (Crossway, 2009)



If you want to turn your understanding of a Bible passage into some study questions to help others understand the passage for themselves either in a small group or a one-on-one setting, try: 


  	Growth Groups by Colin Marshall (Matthias Media, 1995)

  	One to One: A Discipleship Handbook by Sophie Peace (Authentic Lifestyle, 2003) 



For a fuller critique of postmodernism (chap. 1), see:


  	Meltdown by Marcus Honeysett (Kregel, 2002)

  	*The Gagging of God by Don Carson (Zondervan, 1996)

  	The Postmodern World: Discerning the Times and the Spirit of Our Age by Millard J. Erickson (Crossway, 2002)



For a more detailed explanation of the “inspiration” and “authority” of the Bible (chap. 2) see:


  	Bible Doctrine by Wayne Grudem (Zondervan, 1999).



The Bible Time Line tool gave a very rough sketch of the big story of the Bible and how it all fits together. We urge you to read something further on this: 


  	God’s Big Picture by Vaughan Roberts (InterVarsity, 2003) 

  	*According to Plan: The Unfolding Revelation of God in the Bible by Graeme Goldsworthy (InterVarsity, 2002)

  	What Does God Want of Us Anyway? A Quick Overview of the Whole Bible by Mark Dever (Crossway, 2010)



Under the Vocabulary tool we recommended that you buy a Bible dictionary for reference. The best one to go for is probably:


  	New Bible Dictionary, ed. by I. Howard Marshall, A.R. Millard, J. I. Packer, and D. J. Wiseman (InterVarsity, 1996)



Finally, there are Bible commentaries. If you use them as a shortcut to the “right answer” without doing the work on the text for yourself, they will make all that you have learned in this book a waste of time. Be disciplined. Study a passage by yourself first for an hour or so, and only then turn to a commentary for further insight or help with a problem that you’ve run into. And remember, the commentary won’t necessarily be right all the time! 

We’re not going to attempt to tell you the “best” commentary on every Bible book; we don’t have the expertise for that, for one thing. Instead, we thought we’d give you an assortment of commentaries that we’ve found particularly helpful. Some of them are parts of good series: 


  	*Genesis by Bruce Waltke with Cathi Fredricks (Zondervan, 2001) 

  	2 Samuel by Dale Ralph Davis, Focus on the Bible (Christian Focus, 1999) 

  	Psalms by Derek Kidner, Tyndale Old Testament Commentaries, 2 vols. (InterVarsity, 1973, 1975)

  	The Message of Zechariah by Barry Webb, The Bible Speaks Today (InterVarsity, 2003) 

  	*The Gospel According to John by D. A. Carson, Pillar Commentary (Eerdmans, 1991) 

  	*Epistle to the Romans by Douglas Moo, New International Commentary on the New Testament (Eerdmans, 1996)

  	Guard the Gospel: The Message of 2 Timothy by John Stott, The Bible Speaks Today (InterVarsity, 1973) 

  	First Epistle of Peter by Wayne Grudem, Tyndale New Testament Commentaries (Eerdmans, 1988) 

  	Revelation Unwrapped by John Richardson (St. Matthias Press, 1996)
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‘At fast the book we have been waiting for, a modest-sized volume.
that lays out the cardinal principles of biblical exposition in clear,
accessible, winsome language. | will keep a stash of Dig Deeperin
my office for gifts to aspiring preachers as wellas to refresh my
own preaching. A quickening read for il expositors and teachers
of the Word"

R KexT HUGHES, Senior Pastor Emeritus, College Church,

Wheaton lnols

‘Nigel and Andrew have written a great work on knowing God
better, learning his will for your ife, and reading your Bible. | like it
In fact, 1 think wefl start using It at our church.”

Mank DEVER, Pastor, Capitol il Baptist Church, Washington DC:
Presidont, SMarks

‘As 3 minister to college students, | am constantly on the lookout
for resources for thoughtful and passionate young people who
are hungry to know the Word of God and hungry to teach it to
others. This is.a great hermeneutics 101 text, but t s more—it also.
consistently drives home the authorlty of the truth. This book
is deep, approachable, and pastoral. | would gladly put it in the
hands of one of my students.

14 THOMAS, College Pastor, College Church, Wheaton, linois
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