
How to study the bible - 3 week course 
 
Introduction 
Why do people have trouble studying the bible? 
 
1. They don't know how. Nobody has taught them. Hopefully this course will help. 
 
2. They have become satisfied with getting their spiritual food from someone else, e.g. 
their pastor, Life group leader, or TV, rather than studying the Word for themselves. 
 
3. Studying the bible can seem difficult and boring. The truth is, once you've learned a 
few skills and found the joy of discovering new truth and hearing God speak through His 
Word, it will no longer be boring or difficult, but exciting instead. 
 
Session 1 
 

Method 1 - Daily bible study 
 
This method involves choosing a passage of the bible, reading it through carefully and 
prayerfully and seeing what it may be saying to you. 
 
Step 1 - pray 
Before you read, ask the Lord to speak to you. Ask Him to open up your understanding 
and give you insight to the meaning and to what He wants to say specifically to you. 
 
Step 2 - Choose a passage 
First, choose a book of the bible to begin to work through. James is a good book to start 
with because of its simple, practical nature. Next, select a few verses, say five to eight. 
Do this by looking for a logical beginning and end of a thought, like a paragraph (note: 
the bible is set out in verses, not paragraphs. The reason for this is for ease of locating 
passages. But paragraphs still exist in that there are points at which a new thought is 
introduced and concluded). 
 
Step 3 - Read the passage three or four times 
By the time we have read a passage, we've often forgotten what we read at the 
beginning. By taking time to slow down and re-read the passage, we will retain a whole 
lot more. As you read, try emphasising different words to see how this affects your 
understanding of the passage. Also, it is important to read the passage in context with 
the whole chapter, so read the chapter as well. 
 
Step 4 - Write out the passage in your own words 
This next step is a very important one. As you write out the passage in your own words, 
by necessity you have to think about what it is talking about and what the inherent 
meaning is. Put any words that seem like Christian jargon into modern English. This 
process will cause you to look below the surface, and it's below the surface that gold is 
found. 



 
Step 5 - Write down the main points 
Write down the three of four key points that you feel the passage is addressing. Some 
passages will have three or four clear points. Others will only have a couple, and still 
others will require you to really think and get beneath the surface. This is where God 
can really begin to open your eyes and speak to you. 
 
Step 6 - Write down a personal application 
Write down how you think this passage applies to you. It may be one of the main points 
that stands out, or it may be a thought that the passage triggers in your mind. Whatever 
the application is, it needs to be personal and practical as opposed to vague and 
general. The application may be something that isn't an issue for you right now, but 
write it down anyway. It may prove to be valuable in the future. 
 
Step 7 - Pray  
End your study time in prayer again, this time asking the Lord to help you apply His 
Word so that it produces fruit in your life. As you pray, listen for the prompting thoughts 
of the Holy Spirit and pray accordingly. Sometimes He will speak to us in that moment 
of prayer that will put the icing on the cake, so to speak. 
 

Method 2 - Summarising a chapter of the bible 
 
This method involves gaining a general understanding of the contents of a chaper by 
reading it through three or four times, asking a series of questions, and summarising the 
central thoughts of the passage. This method is deliberately designed to slow you down 
so you can absorb the content. 
 
Step 1 - Pray 
Before you read, ask the Lord to speak to you. Ask Him to open up your understanding 
and give you insight to the meaning and to what He wants to say specifically to you. 
 
Step 2 - Choose a chapter to study 
Once again, the first chapter of James is a good place to start because of its simple, 
practical nature. 
 
Step 3 - read and re-read the chapter 
REad throught the chapter three or four times. The more you read, the more you will 
retain. If you have difficulty retaining what you're reading, try reading it out loud. 
 
Step 4 - Contents 
Make a list of the main points of the chapter as they stand out to you. Don't try to 
interpret the chapter; just record what the writer is saying.  
 
Step 5 - Key people 
List down the key people mentioned in the chapter. Ask, 'Why are they included'? 'What 
is significant about them'? 



 
Step 6 - Main verse 
Choose a verse that stands out as important or seems to summarise the whole chapter. 
You may find it difficult to pick just one. 
 
Step 7 - Important words 
Write down the key words of the chapter - words that seem to be emphasised. Ask, 
'What is their significance to the chapter'? 
 
Step 8 - Title 
Give the chapter a short, descriptive title. Try to fit some of the key words into your title. 
 
Step 9 - Challenges or problems 
List any difficulties you have with the chapter. Are there any words you don't 
understand? Do you need to look for further information about some areas? Do you 
need to look some words up in the dictionary to get a clearer meaning? 
 
Step 10 - Major lessons from the chapter 
Write down the major principles, insights and lessons that you learnt for this chapter. 
What is the central thought that the writer is trying to develop? Does the passage teach 
you something about the nature of God? Does it teach you something about your 
relationship with Jesus? 
 
Step 11 - application 
Ask yourself the following two questions: 
1. How do these truths apply to me personally? 
2. What specifically am I going to do as a result of this study? 
 
Step 12 - pray 
End your study time in prayer again, asking the Lord to help you put what you have 
learned into practice. 
 
Session 2 
 

Method 3 - Character Study 
 
The bible is composed of numerous stories of men and women and their relationship 
with God. Because they are all human, we can relate to them. Their stories have been 
recorded; the good, the bad, and the ugly, so that we can learn and grow. In fact, we 
can learn from the bad points of their lives as much as from the good points. For this 
study method you will also need a concordance and a bible dictionary. A bible website 
such as biblegateway.com is an excellent computer resource. 
 
Step 1 - Pray 
Ask the Lord to help you learn from the life of te person you are about to study. 
 



Step 2 - Select a person from the bible 
Don't start with Jesus straight away, but choose someone who exhibited both strengths 
and weaknesses.  
Some major men in the bible include: Abraham, Daniel, Elijah, Elisha, Ezekiel, Ezra, 
Jacob, Joseph, Jesus, Joshua, John, Moses, Nehemiah, Paul, Peter, Samson, Solomon 
 
Some major women on the bible include: Bathsheba, Deborah, Delilah, Elizabeth, 
Esther, Eve, Hagar, Hannah, Jezebel, Leah, Martha, Mary (Jesus' mother), Mary 
Magdalene, Miriam, Rachel, Rahab, Ruth  
 
Note: Be careful not to confuse different people in the bible who have the same name 
when you look up references for them. Also, the same person may be referred to by 
different names in different parts of the bible, for example, Peter was also know as 
Simon, Simeon and Cephas. 
 
Step 3 - Make a list of bible references 
Using your concordance or computer, make a list of all the references you can find 
about the person you have chosen to study. These verses might include their birth, 
death, life accomplishments, what others say about them, etc. Also, look up references 
that deal with the historical background of the person's life. For example, if you were 
studying the life of Daniel, you would need to also study the background of his day 
which was the Babylonian exile, because this put his life and ministry into context. 
 
Step 4 - Write down your thoughts 
Read through all the references and make notes about them. These notes will include 
your impressions of the person, important information about then, questions you would 
like answers to, etc.  
 
Step 5 - Make a time line 
Set up a chronological outline of the person's life, noting down when specific events 
occurred. This will help you to see how different events relate to each other, and how 
these events may have shaped the person. 
 
Step 6 - Ask questions about the person 
Look over the references again and look for answers to some of the following questions: 
 
Background:  
What can you discover about their family and ancestry? 
What does their name mean? 
Was there anything special about their birth? 
What was their occupation? 
How long did they live? 
How did they die? 
 
Significant events: 
What were the great achievements of their life? 



How/why did they succeed? 
How/why did they fail? 
What part did they play in the history of God's plan? 
 
Reputation: 
What did other people say about them? 
What did God say about them? 
Why do you think God allowed this person to be mentioned in the bible? 
 
Character: 
What were their aims and motives? 
What were they like at home? 
How did they respond to failure? Success? 
How quickly did they thank God for the things that happened to them? 
Were they Christ-like? 
 
Relationships: 
Did they get on well with other people? 
Who were their close companions? 
Who were their enemies? 
Did their family and friends help or hinder them? 
Did they train a successor? 
 
Personality: 
In what area was their greatest battle? 
What were the results of their sins and weaknesses? 
What qualities made them a success or failure? 
 
Spiritual life: 
What were their personal encounters with God recorded in scripture? 
What was their purpose in life? 
Was their life a message for or against God? 
What lessons did God teach (or try to teach) them? 
What was their attitude towards God? 
What was their attitude towards God's word? 
What kind of prayer life did they have? 
 
Step 7 - Summarise the main lessons 
In just a few sentences, write down what you think the main lesson is that is taught by 
their life. Is there one word that could describe this person's life? Is there a Character 
quality that could describe this person’s life? 
 
Step 8 - Write our a personal application 
As is always the case, personal application is the goal of bible study. Ask yourself: 
Did I see anything of myself in this person? 
Did they reveal some of my weaknesses and/or strengths? 



What impressed me most about this person's life? 
Where do I fall short in this area? 
What do I intend to do about it? 
 
Step 9 - pray 
End your study time in prayer again, asking the Lord to help you put what you have 
learned into practice. 
 
Session 3 

 
Method 4 - Studying a topic 
 
In the topical study method you choose a word or a theme and trace it through the bible. 
You find as many verses as possible that relate to the topic you are studying. This might 
take several sessions depending on what the topic is, but it will be very rewarding. Note: 
avoid the mistake of taking a verse out of context. A basic principle to follow in bible 
interpretation is to look for the common denominator in all the verses on a given subject. 
 
Step 1 - Pray 
Ask God to show you from His Word what He thinks about the topic you are about to 
study. 
 
Step 2 - Choose a topic to study 
Possible topics include: 
Apostle, baptism, belief, body, Christ, church, confess, covenant, death, disciple, evil, 
family, fear, fellowship, flesh, gospel, grace, hell, holy, hope, Jesus, joy, judgement, 
justification, kingdom, law, life, lord, love, marriage, mediator, meek, mercy, miracle, 
mystery, name, obedience, Passover, peace, prayer, preach, promises, prophecy, 
reconcile, redeem, remnant, repent, resurrection, righteous, Sabbath, sacrifice, saint, 
sanctify, save, servant, sin, soul, spirit, temptation, wisdom, witness, word, world, 
worship. 
 
This list will keep you going for a while! Added to this, look up the meaning of your 
chosen topic in an English dictionary and a bible dictionary. 
 
Step 3 - Collect bible references 
Using your concordance or computer, make a list of all the bible references you can find 
which mention this topic and that relate in any way to it. 
 
Step 4 - Consider each verse individually 
Study each bible reference and write down your observations and insights on it. Look at 
the surrounding verses to ensure you have the context and are interpreting it correctly. 
As many questions as you can about each verse. Define all the key words you come 
across. 
 
Step 5 - Compare and group the references  



After you have studied all the references on your list you will begin to notice that some 
of the references naturally complement each other and deal with the same areas of the 
topic. You may also notice that some verses almost seem to contradict each other or at 
least be in tension. When this occurs, take time to look closer at what is being said and 
you will discover richer insight. 
 
Step 6 - Summarise your study into an outline 
Logically arrange your main divisions and make an outline of your study. This will 
enable you to share your findings with others.  
 
Step 7 - Personal application 
Write down how you can apply what you have learned to your own life. 
 
Step 8 - Pray 
Ask God to help you put into practice what you have learned.   
 
 
 
 


