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CUTTING IT STRAIGHT

How To Study The Bible For Yourself


God gave these words to Israel: “but to this man will I look, even to him that is poor and of a contrite spirit, and trembleth at my word.” (Isaiah 66:2). This study is for Christians who are awed by God’s Word and more than anything else in life want to get it right. 

“Blessed is the man that walketh not in the counsel of the ungodly, nor standeth in

 the way of sinners, nor sitteth in the seat of the scornful. But his delight is in the

 law of the LORD; and in his law doth he meditate day and night. And he shall be

like a tree planted by the rivers of water, that bringeth forth his fruit in his season;

 his leaf also shall not wither; and whatsoever he doeth shall prosper.”

(Psalm 1:1-3)


In 2 Timothy 2:15 it says, “Study to show thyself approved unto God, a workman

that needeth not to be ashamed, rightly dividing the word of truth.” The phrase

‘rightly dividing’ is used in Greek literature when talking of a guide’s ‘cutting a

straight path’; or when referring to a priest who was to slice the animal just right

according to God’s instructions; or a farmer cutting a straight furrow; or of a builder

cutting the rocks just right to place them in a decorative and pleasing arrangement in

the building. What Paul is demanding of Timothy at this point is faultless

workmanship. The prayer of anyone who undertakes to study and know the Word of

God ought to be, ‘Lord, help me to cut it straight.’ 
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Whether you are a saint of many years or a new believer in Christ, a series of simple steps for fruitful Bible study can successfully lead you into the Word of God. You’ll come away with the deep satisfaction of knowing that God has spoken to you through His word and that you understand the message. 

AFFIRMATION


Sir Walter Scott, on his deathbed, asked a friend to read to him. Puzzled, as he scanned the shelf of books that Scott had written, he asked, ‘What book shall I read?’ Sir Walter replied, ‘Why do you ask that question? There is but one book; bring the Bible.’ 


The first step in studying the Bible is affirming that “All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in righteousness: That the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works.”  (2 Timothy 3:16). It is God’s Holy Scripture. 


The Bible does not merely contain the truth, it is the truth. “Sanctify them through thy truth: thy word is truth.” (John 17:17). 

“Thou through thy commandments hast made me wiser than mine enemies: for they

are ever with me. I have more understanding than all my teachers: for thy testimonies

 are my meditation. I understand more than the ancients, because I keep thy

precepts.”

Psalm 119:98-100


Every time we open the Bible it is to be with a fresh realization that it is ‘God’s Word’, and therefore authoritative and trustworthy. It thus becomes my teacher and absolute authority for faith and practice. The doubting question posed to Eve by the serpent, “Yea, hath God said…?” should never enter our minds. Yes, God hath spoken, and it behooves us to pay close attention to all that He has said, in order to be obedient servants. 


We will not enter into a detailed examination of the mode of inspiration, transmission, preservation, and accuracy of the Scriptures in this study. A treatment of those subjects would fill another whole volume, and has filled many already by many fine scholars. We will enter into our study with the proofs of these works already in our minds, that God’s Word can and will be trusted and depended upon.


For further study in this area the writer suggests the following works:

1. Knowing the Scriptures, by Arthur T. Pierson. Scripture Truth Book Company, Fincastle, VA, 1969.

2. The Bible For Today’s World, by W. A. Criswell. Zondervan Publishing House, Grand Rapids, MI, 1965.

PREPARATION

Much will be said later about practical helps, tools, and methods to aid in successful Bible study. First, we must prepare ourselves for the journey. Holy things cannot be looked into with the scales of sin over our eyes. We cannot handle the Truth that makes us clean with dirty hands. One must come to God’s Word with a clean heart, with nothing amiss between themselves and God. Psalm 66:18 says, “If I regard iniquity in my heart, the Lord will not hear me.” How then can we hear from God through His Word if we come to Him with unconfessed sin? We must prepare ourselves first by making sure our heart is clean.


Our next step in preparation is prayer. 1 John 2:27 says, “But the anointing which ye have received of him abideth in you, and ye need not that any man teach you: but as the same anointing teacheth you of all things, and is truth, and is no lie, and even as it hath taught you, ye shall abide in him.” The Spirit of God is the supreme teacher of God’s Word, and before any truth is uncovered, we must implore Him to be our guide. 


Psalm 119 overflows with the writer’s love of Scripture. We can learn much from his prayers recorded throughout the Psalm. Following is a few selections that can aid us in our prayerful contemplation of God’s Word:

1. ‘Open my eyes that I may behold wonderful things from Thy law’ (Psalm 119:18). It leads to knowledge.

2. ‘Teach me Thy statutes’ (Psalm 119:120). It leads to understanding.

3. ‘Oh that my ways be established to keep Thy statues!’ (Psalm 119:5). It leads to obedience.


The last step in our preparation is to be patient. God’s Word is unfathomable. No one will ever be able to find all the truth in God’s Word, not even in a single passage. Truth is revealed according to God’s timetable. Persistence will pay off in the end, so stay at the task. 

OBSERVATION

Look! That’s the key to fruitful Bible study. We are drinking from a well that never runs dry – so drink deeply! The following exercise is good practice. Observe the figure below for thirty seconds and write down how many squares you see.

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	



If you came up with less than thirty, look again. Stick with it until you can see them all. 


This challenging exercise in observation points out that there is more to see than first meets the eye. This is most true with the Bible. Every time we encounter Scripture, there will be new discoveries. Studying the Bible is like mining and refining a precious metal. We are to continue working at the task until all is mined and refined to its purest form. 


To illustrate how you can study the Bible for yourself, we’ll use Psalm 13 as a sample text. This ancient poem could be entitled ‘How To Wait For God.’ 

How long wilt thou forget me, O LORD? for ever? how long wilt thou hide thy face from me?

How long shall I take counsel in my soul, having sorrow in my heart daily? how long shall mine enemy be exalted over me?

Consider and hear me, O LORD my God: lighten mine eyes, lest I sleep the sleep of death;

Lest mine enemy say, I have prevailed against him; and those that trouble me rejoice when I am moved.

But I have trusted in thy mercy; my heart shall rejoice in thy salvation.

I will sing unto the LORD, because he hath dealt bountifully with me.
OBSERVE SINGULARLY


At first, do not look at any other book other than the Bible. Read through the text a number of times. Use different translations. Compare the differences. 

NOTES: ____________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________


What differences did you find? Can the different words be used interchangeably? Keep your notes for later. 

OBSERVE CAREFULLY


It shall greatly help you understand Scripture if you notice not only what is spoken or written, But of whom? And to whom? With what words? And what time? Where? To what intent? With what circumstances? Considering what goes before and after.


As you observe you might begin to see the basic units of Psalm 13.

1. David’s Impatient Complaint (13:1-2)

2. David’s Insistent Cry (13:3-4)

3. David’s Indomitable Confidence (13:5-6)


In 13:1-2, David asks five questions in a row. Four times he cries out, ‘How Long?’ His repetitive protest immediately tells us David is fighting a battle with impatience. The three questions in 13:1 seem to be asking:

1. Did God forget me (13:1a)?

2. Will it be forever (13:1b)?

3. Is something wrong with me (13:1c)?


13:2 takes on the form of a personal protest with these admissions:

1. I am frustrated (13:2a)

2. I feel forlorn (13:2b)

3. I see myself as a failure (13:2c)


There is a turn in the psalmist’s voice at 13:3-4. He acknowledges his personal relationship to the one to whom he speaks: ‘O Lord, my God.’ His protest of 13:1-2 has led to this prayer. 13:4 alludes to possible circumstances that are the real life cause of the psalm. Later on we will see if it is recorded elsewhere in Scripture. It is a life and death matter. 


Finally, in 13:5-6, the psalmist’s prayer turns to praise. It raises the question, Why this dramatic change in response to life when the circumstances that originally caused the protest have not changed?


Look carefully at the verbs in the last two verses. They follow this sequence – the past, the future, the future, the past. The psalmist begins to remember how God has dealt with him before and says, ‘I must praise Him for that now and in days to come.’ God’s dealings with David in the past, when recalled, served to soothe and strengthen in the midst of current crisis. 

KEY TO EXERCISE ON PAGE 4
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INTERPRETATION

Good interpretation employs the normal rules of literary interpretation. Interpret the Bible as you would any other kind of literature. It is the ‘literal’ method in that it takes the text at face value. Yet it recognizes figures of speech and provides the only honest way to interpret the reality portrayed by symbol or imagery. 


Interpretation takes language into consideration. It looks at words and their meaning, grammar, figures of speech, verb tenses, and so on. This bridges the gap between the Hebrew of Psalm 13 and our English language translations. In the initial readings, take note of key or unknown words for later use. These will be studied individually for root meanings, cultural meanings, and any bearing this may have on the text itself. 


Interpretation looks at culture. How did they live when the text was originally written? What special customs, habits, or mores of their day would be helpful to understand? It helps to recreate the actual situation out of which a Scripture was written. The culture of both the writer and recipient are important. 


Geography is another prominent area in interpretation. Although it is not significant in Psalm 13, geography is very important if you are tracing the drama of David’s escape from Saul or Paul’s missionary journeys. 


Interpretation always looks at history. The entire Bible occurs in the context of world history. This discipline is the time context in which to understand what God did with Israel in the Old Testament or the church in the New. 


When the plain sense of Scripture makes common sense, seek no other senses; therefore take every word at its primary, ordinary, usual literal meaning unless the facts of the immediate context, studied in the light of related passages and fundamental truths, indicate clearly otherwise. 


Some of the interpretive issues raised in Psalm 13 are:

1. Can God really forget (13:1b)?

2. Does God really have a face (13:1c)?

3. What does ‘enlighten my eyes’ mean (13:3b)?

4. What relationship does sleep have to death (13:3b)?

5. Who are David’s enemies (13:2b,4)?

6. What is God’s salvation to David (13:5)?

Here are six other important principles to remember. These will apply to a deeper study of the text, and therefore are all the more important.

1. The Implicit is to be interpreted by the Explicit. In the business of language we can usually determine the difference between what is actually said and what is left unsaid though implied. If Christian communities consistently followed this one rule, the vast majority of doctrinal differences that divide us would be resolved. 

Those who maintain that angelic beings are sexless usually refer to Mark 12:25. Here Jesus says that in heaven we will not marry, but will be like the angels in heaven. That implies that angels do not marry, but does it also imply that they are also sexless? The Bible does not say that. The inference of angelic sexless ness is a possible inference from the text but not a necessary inference. 

2. Note the presence of Parallelisms in the Bible. Hebrew poetry, like other forms of poetry, is often structured with a particular meter. Parallelism is not a rhythm of words and vowels, but a rhythm of thoughts. Parallelism can contrast two thoughts, re-emphasize the same thought in a different way, or build one thought upon another. 

3. Note the difference between proverb and law. A common mistake in Biblical interpretation and application is to give a proverbial saying the weight or force of a moral absolute. Proverbs are catchy little couplets designed to express practical truisms. They reflect principles of wisdom for godly living. They do not reflect moral laws that are to be applied absolutely to every conceivable life situation. Law is expressed in the “if…then” form of conditional statement. This form gives a series of examples, which act as guidelines for rendering justice. They are explicit statements of principle that have wide realms of application. 

4. Observe the difference between the spirit and letter of the law. We all know the reputation of the Pharisees in the New Testament who were quite scrupulous about keeping the letter of the law while violating the spirit constantly. People today are often guilty of the same offense. Observe Matthew 5:27-28, “Ye have heard that it was said by them of old time, Thou shalt not commit adultery: But I say unto you, That whosoever looketh on a woman to lust after her hath committed adultery with her already in his heart.” Jesus is not saying that lust is as bad as adultery. Jesus says that when lust occurs, a person has committed adultery in his ‘heart.’ The point is that, though the letter of the law has been kept, the spirit of the law has been broken; there is more to sin than external acts. God is concerned with the heart as well as the act. 

5. Be careful with parables. Parables are true-to-life scenarios used to illustrate some truth or principle. If a picture is worth a thousand words, a word picture is surely worth the same. Danger exists if we try to make a parable ‘walk on all fours.’ Every detail of a parable does not have to represent some hidden truth, and usually doesn’t. Only in such cases as when the interpretation is given in the text in an allegorical fashion are we to accept an allegorical interpretation of a parable. The safest and probably most accurate way to treat parables is to look for one basic central point in them. Some will have more than one point or application, be care must be taken not to twist Scripture to say something that the writer did not intend to say. 

6. Be careful with predictive prophecy. Handling predictive prophecy both from the New Testament and the Old is one of the most abused forms of biblical interpretation. Interpretations range from skeptical eradications of all things supernatural to bizarre methods that see a ‘clear’ fulfillment of a biblical prophecy in every contemporary event. Apocalyptic literature is characterized by a high degree of symbolic imagery that is sometimes interpreted for us and sometimes left uninterpreted. An important key to interpreting these images is to seek the general meaning of such images in the Bible itself. For example, most of the images of the book of Revelation are found elsewhere in the Bible, particularly in the Old Testament. Another important key is to take all statements literally unless the statement is so bizarre as to warrant another meaning. Interpreting prophecy is so complex that giving any detailed formula to follow is beyond the scope of our study. The general emphasis is on careful observation. 

CORRELATION

In reality the Bible is actually one book, not sixty-six. All thirty-nine books of the Old Testament and twenty-seven of the New are part of ‘The Book’ we call God’s Word. So it is important when we study a text that we ask what else God has said about a certain theme or subject. How else has a certain word been used in Scripture? What else has happened in a location in biblical history? Is there anything else about the passage I can learn elsewhere in the Bible? Correlation allows us to see the part (the text we study) in the light of the whole (the entire Bible). It provides the way to gain a proper Biblical perspective – to major on majors and minor on minors. Once the whole is understood, the part will take on added meaning. One of the best ways to do this is by using the cross references in your Bible to get a broader understanding. Correlation helps flesh out the text. It also prevents us from drawing wrong conclusions from only part of what the Bible says. Some examples follow.

Psalm 13 raises the question, Is David the only person to question God with doubt? By correlation we discover David is in good company.

1. The prophet Habakkuk called out, ‘How long, O Lord, will I call for help, and Thou wilt not hear?’ (Habakkuk 1:2).

2. John the Baptist queried, ‘Are You the coming One, or should we look for another?’ (Matthew 11:30).

3. Even Christ asked, ‘My God, my God, why hast Thou forsaken me?’ (Matthew 27:46).


David was not the only saint who had to wait a considerable time for God’s plan to fully unfold. He joined the elite ranks of:

1. Noah, who waited 120 years for the judgment of the flood (Genesis 6:3).

2. Abraham, who waited 25 years for Isaac (Genesis 15-17).

3. Moses, who waited 40 years to be rescued (Exodus 2:23-25; Acts 7:30).

4. Joseph, who waited over a decade to be vindicated (Genesis 37:2; 41:46).

5. Job, who waited an indefinite period for restoration (James 5:11).

6. Daniel, who waited 70 years for God to intervene in Israel’s history (Daniel 9:2).

PERSONALIZATION

The next and final step in the process, although certainly not the least important, is to ask the question, “What does the text mean to me?” In answering this question, several more questions are helpful:

1. Are there examples to follow?

2. Are there commands to obey?

3. Are there errors to avoid?

4. Are there sins to forsake?

5. Are there promises to claim?

6. Are there new thoughts about God?

7. Are there principles to live by?


Psalm 13 is loaded with personal application. Here are a few ideas:


First, David did not abandon God in the midst of his impatience and questions. Rather, he sought God for a solution. 


Second, he did not try to redefine God as an explanation for how the Lord had responded to his circumstance. 


Next, he did not publicly broadcast his innermost doubts about God’s dealing with his circumstances. He chose to privately pray to God who really was the only one who could make a difference. 


Fourth, David did not abandon reality. He didn’t retreat or try to detour. He faced life squarely and looked circumstances right in the eye.


Fifth, he did not get angry with God. Although there was initial protest, in short order David ended up worshipping God by praising His name.


Finally, David did not plea bargain with God or try to coerce Him. 

NOTES
Record here any passages of Scripture that you now see differently or have a question about. 

_________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
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