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chapter five :: 

God’s story…the how

the Discussion—

Over the last several weeks, we have been talking about God’s story and how it unfolds in Scripture.  Last week, we discussed why we should study Scripture, and how interacting with the Bible is not simply something we do in order to check it off a spiritual to-do list. Rather, Bible study is essential to our growth—not only spiritually, but also emotionally and relationally. Most of us would say we can agree with the truth of that statement, and yet don’t make the time investment to read Scripture regularly.  We rely on the teaching of our pastors or those who are “experts” on a given topic to help us understand what the Bible teaches.  So if we would agree that being in the Word regularly is vital to our growth, why don’t we do it?  

Howard G. Hendricks, author of Living by the Book, suggests that there are several reasons why people don’t have a regular habit of reading the Bible.  Take a look at the following list and see if you resonate with any of these reasons:
· relevance :: it is culturally-specific, and not relevant to my life today
· priority :: my life is so packed, I don’t really have time to sit and read everyday for an hour
· reliability :: I have questions and doubts about the Bible and what it says
· process ::  I will never be able to do this habitually, so why even try
· comprehension :: I do not understand the meaning of what I am reading
· technique :: cannot manage to find a method of study that works for me
· training :: no one has ever taught me how to read the Bible, and I have no idea where to begin

Do you hear yourself in any of the above statements?  You are not alone. While one or more of those statements may resonate with you, the most common reason most people don’t spend time in the Word is because they don’t know how!  There is no doubt that reading Scripture can be daunting, but we can assure you that if you learn how to approach reading the Bible, you will feel more confident in your ability to understand what you are reading.  In addition, you will encounter rich personal discovery as well as a deeper relationship with the Lord.  Does that sound like it is worth the effort?

Tonight we will be exploring a process that you can use no matter what your level of spirituality or education. However, there is a cost--that you make an effort, that you are open to anything God wants to reveal to you, that you are willing to be transformed by what you read, and…that you begin!  We will teach you a method that helps guide your study time by answering three questions: what does it say?, what does it mean?, and how do I apply this?
knowing God—
· Break into groups of three or four, and take a few minutes to read Psalm 8.  Write down any thoughts or observations that you get from reading the passage in the space below.  
Try to answer the question “what does Psalm 8 say?”
You have actually just tried out the first step in the inductive process!  In order to really understand what you are reading, you need to know what you are reading.  Making observations as you read allows you to answer the question “what do I see?” 

· specific terms :: John uses the word “believe” 70+ times in his gospel—there is a reason why.  Look for specific words that can help lend insight into what the author wanted to communicate.

· grammatical sentence structure :: Knowing the subject, object or verb of a sentence unlocks the meaning of the passage.  The structure of the sentence helps you see questions and their answers, causes and effect, and even resolution of a climactic event.

· literary genre ::  The Bible is made up of narratives, poetry, letters and more—knowing what type of literature you are reading helps you know how to read it [you would read each genre differently] and what to expect from the passage.

· mood or atmosphere :: Bible study does not have to be limited to the intellect.  Imagining what it might be like to be in a smelly, confined and dangerous prison could give you deeper insight into Paul’s perspective as he was writing the book of Romans.
· Now, based on what you just learned about observation, take a minute to go back and re-read Psalm 8 again.  
· Do you see anything different that the first time that you read it? 
· Share your thoughts with the entire life group.
· What terms stood out?

· What did you notice about the sentence structure?

· Since the book of Psalms is considered poetic, how might this change how you hear it?

· What is the mood or atmosphere of this particular Psalm?

· Based simply upon your observations, what did you “learn” about God?  
knowing Others—
· Break into groups of three or four again, and take a few minutes to read Romans 15:1-13.  Write down any thoughts or observations that you get from reading the passage in the space below.  
Try to answer the question “what does this passage say?”

It is not enough for you to simply read the Bible; you also must understand what you are reading.  It is impossible for you to properly apply Biblical truths to your life if you misunderstand their meaning.   God did not intend for His Word to be confusing, however it might seem at first glance.  He meant for it to be a revelation of Him—His character, plans and purposes.  There are three basic tools in helping you interpret what you are reading:  asking questions, finding answers, and integrating what you find into a meaningful whole.

· Questions ::  what questions can be asked? 

Bombard the text with who, what, where, when and how?  Not all of these questions will be applicable for every text, but you will need to be able to identify those that are.  [i.e. who is the ‘we who are strong’ in verse one?]  

· Answers :: what are the answers to your questions?

If there are questions, there will be answers.  Finding answers to basic questions will help you identify foundational information located in a text.  [i.e. the answer to the question above is the man whose “faith allows him to eat anything.”  See chapter 14 for reference.]

· Integration :: helps you put the questions and answers into a whole.  This is where you reconstruct the meaning of an entire passage after taking it apart to inspect the details.  [i.e. in Chapter 15 of Romans, Paul is continuing to build a case that he began in Chapters 13 and  14, where he encourages Christ followers to love one another. And, in this passage, he is referring to loving someone by not holding a person’s weakness or struggle against them, nor to do anything that causes them to stumble].
· Now, based on what you learned about interpretation, take a couple minutes and re-read Romans 15:1-13 again.  
· Do you see anything different than the first time you read it? 
· Share your thoughts with the entire life group.
· What questions could be asked?

· What were the answers to the questions?

· How would you integrate the questions and answers in order to understand the meaning of the passage?

· Based simply upon the questions that you asked and answered, what did you “learn” about others?  
knowing Self—
· Break into groups of three or four one last time, and take a few minutes to read Romans 2 and Timothy 3:14-17.  Write down any thoughts or observations that you get from reading the passage in the space below.  Try to answer the question “how should I apply this?”
As we read Scripture, we must ask ourselves what practical use it has in our lives.  After all, as Hendricks asserts, “the Bible was not written to satisfy your curiosity, it was written to transform your life.”  So, the ultimate goal of reading Scripture should not be to check it off a spiritual to-do list, or to be able to spout off all kinds of information.    Instead, reading God’s Word should enrich, inspire and change us—ultimately moving us toward application.  There are many ways to apply what you are learning as you read.  For simplicity’s sake, we will give you four steps to guide you.

· step one :: know  

You have to know what the text says.  If your interpretation is erroneous, your application will likely be erroneous as well.
· step two :: relate

You will want to be able to relate what you are reading to your life—personal, family, church, and work lives—and to your life group community.  Essentially, all of your life.
· step three :: meditate

You need to take time to ponder the truths Scripture is revealing to you with a posture of willingness to let it reframe your life.
· step four :: practice

Not everything you read will apply to every situation in your life.  And yet, as you interact with Scripture, you will want to ask yourself, is there some area in my life where I can put these principles into practice?  
· Now, based on what you learned about application, take a couple of minutes and re-read Romans 15:1-13.  

· Do you see anything different than the first time you read it?  
· Share your thoughts with the entire Life Group.
· What do you “know” from reading the text [i.e. what does it say?]

· How does it relate to your life?

· How might these words re-frame how you do life?

· In what way are you putting/can you put these truths into practice today?

· Based simply on the four steps listed above, what did you “learn” about how you can apply this passage to your own life?  
the Response—

We have spent a good amount of time talking about the practical aspects of studying God’s Word, and how by following a few fairly simple steps, you can dramatically change how you understand [and hopefully apply!] Scripture.  While we believe that the ability to read, understand and study Scripture is vital, we do not want to reduce God’s Word to information you must know in order to be a “good Christian” or, worse yet, as a weapon to beat others over the head with.  

The Bible has been described as God’s “love letter” to us.  It is meant to be read devotionally as well as intellectually.  Billy Graham describes the Bible as “a reliable voice of authority…that sheds light on human nature, world problems and human suffering.”  He also says it “clearly reveals the way to God.  The message of the Bible is clearly the message of Jesus Christ, who said, ‘I am the Way, the Truth and the Life.’ It is the story of salvation: the story of your redemption and mine through Christ.”  

· As we take time to pray together tonight, let’s ask God to give us a fresh perspective and passion for studying and engaging His Word.  Ask God to reveal any past or current barriers to spending time in the Word, and ask Him to renew our passion for devotion to Jesus as the Living Word of God.

the Spiritual Practice—

· Over the next week, look up and meditate on one or more of the following verses.  You may want to write them on index cards, and place them where you will see them throughout the week.  Ask God to show you what He wants to reveal to you about Himself, others or yourself—and how you might respond to what He has shown you.
· 1 Peter 2:2

· Hebrews 5:11-14
· 2 Timothy 3:16-17
· Psalm 100
for Next Week—
· Please turn to Chapter Six [alternate gathering :: FUN!] and read ahead.  Next week we will not be gathering here in the usual way, but will instead be having a FUN night as a Life Group.   You can take some time tonight to discuss your options, or you can think of ideas over the next few days.   Either way, take time this evening to read ahead, making sure to keep the values for an alternate gathering in mind as you make plans.   Feel free to invite others outside the group to join you.  Have FUN planning your FUN night!!
