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SELF-GUIDED TOUR OF THE BIBLE

Introduction
A Self-Guided Tour of God’s Word

The Bible can be an intimidating book. 

For one thing, it’s just plain massive. Consider that the best-selling novel To Kill a 
Mockingbird contains around 99,000 words. Dickens’s heftier A Tale of Two Cities 
has 135,000 words. Now consider that the Bible has around 800,000 words! 

The epic War and Peace by Tolstoy? It’s more than 1,000 pages in length—and still 
around 200,000 words shorter than the Bible! 

(Did we mention the Bible is big?)

Also the Bible can be mysterious. Where to start? What’s an Old Testament and 
how does it differ from the New? What are we to make of all those exotic settings, 
strange events, and quirky characters?

We created this book to help with questions like that. 

Imagine entering a vast museum dedicated to helping people understand the 
Bible. You might get lost wandering around all those vast exhibit halls—unless you 
had a handy-dandy guide. 

Think of this book as such a resource. Think of each chapter as a clear, concise 
guide to some particular aspect of the Bible. 

The beauty of a guide like this? You get to tour the “museum” at your own pace. 
You can follow the suggested order (1 through 9), but you surely don’t have to. You 
get to decide which Bible “exhibit” you want to look at first and where you want 
to go next. 

It’s all up to you. What about the Bible has got you most curious? 

As a kind of museum guide to the Bible, the chapters of this book function as 
overviews of nine important, different rooms. 
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INTRODUCTION

Now, if you’ve ever been to a world-class museum, you know you can’t see 
(much less appreciate) everything in a single day. In the same way, you can’t learn 
everything about the Bible in a short time.

But that’s okay. It’s by returning again and again over the course of a lifetime that 
we not only increase our understanding of God’s Word but also come to know the 
Author himself! There are always new things to discover.

Here are some tips for your tour:

  Decide how much interest and time you have. If you are new 
or fairly new to the Bible—or if you are pushed for time—you 
may simply want a better understanding of the essential story 
of the Bible. You can do that by going to rooms 1, 3, and 6. Or, 
if you have doubts about the trustworthiness of the Bible, you 
may want to visit rooms 1 and 7 first.
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SELF-GUIDED TOUR OF THE BIBLE

  Go at your own pace. There’s no right (or wrong) way to 
read this book. And there’s no prize for finishing quickly. Take
your time.

  Keep your Bible handy (and open). This book is designed 
to be read alongside the Bible. Look up in your Bible all the 
references you find here. As you do, your understanding
will grow. 

  Mark up this book. Write down your observations and 
questions. The Bible is like a priceless painting. Every time 
you look into it, you’ll see and experience new insights.
Jot these down, so you can come back to them.

  Check the resource list at the end of this book for any areas 
you want to explore in more detail. While this book covers a 
lot of ground, it is only an introduction. Want to go deeper? 
We’ll point out some helps for further study.

  Share what you learn with others. Learning is best 
retained when we share what we’ve learned with others. 
Find a classmate, family member, or friend to read with
and compare notes. Or share with a spouse or child the
most interesting things you learn along the way. You’ll
pass on knowledge to them and retain more for yourself
in the process.

Before you begin your tour, it’s important to understand our approach in writing 
this book. We believe the Bible is a reliable word, or message, from the Almighty 
himself. God wanted to reveal truths about himself, about us, and about the 
meaning of life. And so he did—speaking to and through people. The result is
the Bible.

We also believe the best, most accurate understanding of a Bible passage is usually 
the most straightforward one. And so we constantly ask, “God, what are you saying 
through this verse or that passage?” Rather than using the Bible to justify ideas (or 
biases) we already have, we try to humbly and prayerfully listen to God’s voice. This 
book simply provides background material and practical tips to help you learn how 
to do that yourself.
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INTRODUCTION

As you take this self-guided tour, it’s our prayer that you’ll develop a deeper 
appreciation and better understanding of the treasure chest that is the Bible. More 
than that, we pray you’ll get to know God in a richer way.

Thanks for taking this tour. May God bless you as you read, engage, and apply
his Word.

Christopher D. Hudson and the Hudson Bible Team
www.ReadEngageApply.com
Facebook.com/Christopher.D.Hudson.books
Twitter: @ReadEngageApply
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The Bible.

The best-selling book in the history of the world is venerated and vilified, beloved and 
burned. Some—who regard it as God’s Word—swear by it. Others—who regard it as a 
dangerous man-made document—swear at it.

As we start our tour, let’s begin with the audacious claim that the book we call the Bible is 
not just any book. The Christian view is that the Bible is actually God’s Word.  

  Is that claim true? 

  Is the Bible itself true? 

  Can we really trust it? 

  Can it really transform us?

This chapter of your Bible tour guidebook is designed to help 
you wrestle with five basic but very important questions:

1. What role did God play in the writing of the Bible?

2. Who were the human authors of the Bible?

3. How did the Bible get to us?

4. How do we know what the Bible means?

5. Why are the different parts of the Bible so, well, 
different?

1. What role did God play in the 
writing of the Bible?
We mentioned a couple of classic literary works—To Kill a 
Mockingbird and A Tale of Two Cities. Many would say those 
works are inspiring. But the claim of the Bible is that it is 

 inspired.

“All Scripture is inspired by God and 
profi table for teaching, for reproof, for 
correction, for training in  righteousness.”  
—2 Timothy 3:16 NASB 

Exhibit Hall 1
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The idea in 2 Timothy 3:16 is that the Bible is “God-breathed,” that is,  inspired. That’s a 
way of saying the Bible finds its origin in God himself. This obviously doesn’t mean God sat 
down at a physical desk and used ink to write words on parchment. To say that the Bible 
is  inspired means that in a mysterious and hard-to-comprehend way, God superintended 
human authors. He worked with and through their unique personalities, styles, and 
vocabularies so that they recorded the things he wanted them to convey to the world.

Inspiration is a bold claim. It’s a jaw-dropping thing to suggest that a perfect God would 
partner with imperfect humans to reveal his nature and will. But Christians believe he did. 
That’s what we mean when we say the Bible is inspired. It’s not just any book.

Sometimes the human writers of Scripture wrote down their experiences from God-given 
 visions—Ezekiel 37, for example, or most of the book of   Revelation. In other places, we 
see the phrase “this is what the LORD says” (for example, Isaiah 18:4; Jeremiah 6:16) 
followed by verbatim statements from God. These instances are similar to a scribe 
taking dictation.

However, the great differences in writing style throughout the Bible show us that 
God didn’t primarily dictate to copyists. He spoke to and through human authors. 

 Peter was a follower of Christ and a 
leader in the early church. He was also 
one of these collaborators with God in 
the writing of Scripture. (He wrote the 
New Testament letters 1 and 2 Peter.)
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You’ll hear people refer to 
the Bible in a number of 
ways:

 • Scripture
 • God’s Word
 • The Holy Bible
 • God’s Revelation
 • Holy Writ
 • The Word of God
 • The Word
 • The Good Book
 • The Old and New 

Testaments
 • Biblical  Truth

Synonyms for the Bible

Exhibit Hall 1
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Peter described that process like this:

“For  prophecy never had its 
origin in the human will, but 
prophets, though human, spoke 
from God as they were carried 
along by the   Holy Spirit.” 
— 2 Peter 1:21

The verb for “carried along” was used in ancient times to describe a ship being driven by 
a strong wind (see Acts 27:15, 17). The sailors in such conditions, no matter how skilled, 
could not ultimately determine the ship’s course. The sailors were active and involved. 
They played a real role. But in the end, it was the wind that controlled the destination of 
the ship.

This is a good picture of the writing of the Bible. Both God and people were involved in its 
production, but God was the ultimate author. He directed the writing. The content is the 
divine author’s; the stylistic differences are due to the human authors. Two things are true:

1. People played a vital role in the production of the Bible.

2. The final product is ultimately from God. This is why we call the Bible God’s Word.

Bi
bl

e 
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The  Old Testament (the fi rst thirty-
nine books of the Bible) was originally 
written (roughly 1500–400 BC) mainly in 
Hebrew, with some Aramaic. The  New 
Testament (the fi nal twenty-seven books 
of the Bible) was written (approximately
AD 50–100) in Greek. This means the 
various writers of the Bible not only
had their own communication styles
but also used different languages.

Exhibit Hall 1
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Old and New Testaments: What’s the Difference?

In accepting that God inspired the words in the Bible, we acknowledge that it contains the 
very words of God. In saying this, we need to remember something else: God’s unchanging 
nature. Both  Moses and  David speak of this (Numbers 23:19; Psalm 55:19). The implications 
are huge: The words of God from a few millennia ago are still words we can and should 
rely on today. 

Since God doesn’t change, his words and their meanings don’t change. What he says in 
the Bible is still a trustworthy source for understanding reality, forming beliefs, and making 
decisions. The apostle  Paul confirms the Bible’s present-day relevancy when he reminds us 
that all Scripture (the Bible) is useful for teaching us, correcting us, and training us in how 
to live (2 Timothy 3:16).

And the bonus? Since the Bible is God’s Word, engaging the Bible is an opportunity 
to engage with God. Although our knowledge of the Bible and of God will always be 
incomplete—until we one day meet him—the more we study the Bible, the more of God 
we can know now.

 Old Testament  New Testament

39 books 27 books

Written from approximately 1450 to 420 BC Written from approximately AD 44 to 96

Humanity’s need for  redemption God’s provision of  redemption

Preparing the way for Christ Presenting the way of Christ

A   Savior is promised, hinted at, alluded to A  Savior is given, hated, killed, resurrected, 
ascended, and proclaimed 

The  law is emphasized  Grace is emphasized

Animal sacrifi ces made repeatedly to 
temporarily  forgive sin

Christ  sacrifi ced once-for-all to forever 
forgive sin

The  twelve tribes of Israel are prominent The  twelve disciples of Christ are prominent

God wants to reveal his  glory through Israel God wants to reveal his glory through the 
 church

Begins in a garden (Eden) with God’s 
creation being ruined by sin

Ends with God’s creation of a new heaven 
and a new earth completely devoid of sin 
because of Christ’s sacrifi ce

Exhibit Hall 1
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2. Who were the human authors of the Bible?
The Bible has about thirty to forty human authors. These writers came from varied 
backgrounds. There were shepherds (  Moses and   David), fishermen ( Peter and  John), a 
military leader (  David), prophets (  Isaiah and   Jeremiah), kings ( David and   Solomon), a prime 
minister (  Daniel), a royal cupbearer (  Nehemiah), a doctor ( Luke), a tax collector ( Matthew), 
and a tent maker (  Paul). Last, but most important, consider Jesus, a carpenter-turned-
teacher. Though Jesus didn’t write any of the books in the Bible, the books of Matthew, 
Mark,  Luke, John, Acts, and Revelation all record his spoken words.

 MOSES 1446–1406 BC   Genesis,  Exodus,   Leviticus,   Numbers, and 
   Deuteronomy

  EZRA 457–444  BC Possibly  Ezra and possibly 1 and  2  Chronicles

 NEHEMIAH 424–400  BC Possibly   Nehemiah

 DAVID 1011–971  BC 73 psalms in the book of  Psalms

 SOLOMON 971–931  BC   Proverbs (with help on the last two chapters), 
  Ecclesiastes, and   Song of Songs

 ISAIAH 701–681  BC  Isaiah

 JEREMIAH 626–582  BC  Jeremiah and   Lamentations

  EZEKIEL 593–570  BC  Ezekiel

 DANIEL 605–535  BC  Daniel

  HOSEA 752–722  BC  Hosea

  JOEL Unknown, possibly 
515–350  BC

 Joel

  AMOS 760–753  BC  Amos

  OBADIAH 586  BC  Obadiah

  JONAH 783–753  BC  Jonah

  MICAH 738–698  BC  Micah

  NAHUM 663–612  BC  Nahum

  HABAKKUK 609–598  BC  Habakkuk

  ZEPHANIAH 641–628  BC  Zephaniah

  HAGGAI 520  BC  Haggai

 ZECHARIAH 520–518  BC  Zechariah

 MALACHI 400s  BC  Malachi

BooksAuthor Date Written*

Exhibit Hall 1
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 MATTHEW AD 50s–60s  Matthew

 MARK AD 50s–60s  Mark

 LUKE AD 60–62  Luke and   Acts

 JOHN AD 85–96  John; 1, 2, and  3   John; and   Revelation

  PAUL AD 48–66  Romans; 1 and  2   Corinthians;   Galatians; 
  Ephesians;   Philippians;  Colossians; 1 and 
 2   Thessalonians; 1 and 2   Timothy;   Titus; 
 Philemon; and possibly  Hebrews

 JAMES (JESUS’ 
HALF-BROTHER)

AD 49  James

 PETER AD 64–65 1 and  2   Peter

  JUDE AD 60s–80s  Jude

UNKNOWN Various   Joshua;  Judges;   Ruth; 1 and  2   Samuel; 1 
and  2   Kings;   Esther;   Job; some  psalms; and 
possibly  Hebrews

*Dates are approximate.

HOW TO FIND A VERSE IN THE BIBLE

You’re reading along in this guide, and you
come to a parenthetical note that looks like
this: (2 Timothy 3:16). 
That’s simply a reference to a specifi c verse in
the Bible. The “2” before “Timothy” means it’s 
from the second letter to Timothy—sometimes
it means it’s a letter “by” someone. The “3” 
means it’s found in the third chapter, and the 
“`16” means you need to look for the sixteenth 
verse.
Use your Bible’s table of contents until you 
become familiar with where the different books 
are found.
Note: The Bible’s chapter and verse breakdowns 
weren’t part of the original writings. Those were 
added in the fi fteenth century as a help
to students and readers of the Bible.

BooksAuthor Date Written* Exhibit Hall 1
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With so many writers, it’s clear the Bible is an anthology: a collection of works from various 
contributors. Unlike many anthologies, though, the Bible has some unique traits. First, 
most of its contributors are not contemporaries with each other. Their contributions span 
centuries, likely some 1,500 years from start to finish. 

It’s also obvious these assorted individuals contributed different kinds of literature (a.k.a. 
 genres). This is why the Bible contains:

  Stories ( history/ narratives)

  Poetry

  Prophecies of future events ( apocalyptic literature)

  Portraits of Jesus ( Gospels)

  A slew of messages to various churches and people (  epistles) 

Scattered among all these are messages, or sermons, given to God’s people. Through 
each type of writing, we learn about God and our connection to him.

A close reading shows these writers have their own individual styles. Some are technical in 
their wording, while others use more common language. Some jump from topic to topic; 
others unfold logical arguments. Some writers repeat themselves; others are concise. We 
appreciate the Bible more when we understand each author’s communication method and 
look past his stylistic preferences to understand God’s message.

The Bible writers did their work in different settings.   David composed many of his psalms 
while tending sheep or hiding from his enemies in the wilderness.   Paul wrote some of his 
letters while on missionary journeys. When Paul was incarcerated, he sometimes dictated 
to a trusted colleague who sat outside his prison cell. 

The writers of books like 1 and 2   Kings or 1 and 2   Chronicles were officials or  priests who 
wanted to document the historical events of God’s people. Others, like  Luke (the Gospel 
writer), conducted thorough, historical research, interviewing multiple eyewitnesses. They 
then diligently recorded their findings in an effort to encourage future generations.   Isaiah, 
  Ezekiel,   Daniel, and  John all had incomprehensible  visions and shared them the best they 
could. 

Many of these individuals likely had no idea they were writing anything that would ever 
be considered sacred. All wrote because they felt compelled to do so. It’s doubtful they 
envisioned the end result would one day be the big, thick book we call the Bible.

Exhibit Hall 1
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3. How did the Bible get to us?
So thirty to forty contributors independently writing over hundreds of years, all over the 
ancient Near East—how did their sixty-six writings get together in one book?

Over the centuries, these writings were collected and arranged and recognized as inspired, 
sacred authority by groups of scribes and scholars. The  Old Testament priest   Ezra is said 
to have collected and arranged various religious writings around 450 BC. In the first few 
centuries AD, the four  Gospels as well as  Paul’s letters and other  epistles were circulated 
among many church congregations and seen by Christians as authoritative. Near the end 
of the fourth century, in AD 397, a church council, the Synod of Carthage, confirmed the 
twenty-seven books of the  New Testament based on precise spiritual criteria. It’s crucial to 
understand that these scholars and church councils did not make a book become inspired. 
They didn’t bestow that characteristic. On the contrary, they recognized that divine quality 
in certain writings.

Still, the question remains: All these things happened a long time ago—before the days 
of copy machines and printing presses—so how is it that we have the ancient writings of 

Moses and David?

Let’s say you find some old newspapers in 
your attic. They’re just fifty years old, but 
they’re yellowed, faded, and torn. They 
look like something—bugs? a mouse?—has 
been chewing on them. 

If that can happen in only a few decades to 
modern newsprint, how do we know what 
Moses wrote 3,400 years ago? 

The short answer:  copies! 

Here’s a little-known fact: We don’t have 
any of the original writings of the Bible. It’s 
true. We only have copies. Actually we have 
copies . . . of copies . . . of copies . . . of 
copies . . . (you get the idea). 

Before the days of PDFs and copy machines, 
we had living, breathing copy machines! 
Copying was a full-time job for many people. 

Rose Publishing, Inc.      May be reproduced for classroom use only, not for sale.

Exhibit Hall 1

17

DIVING IN: A QUICK OVERVIEW OF THE BIBLE

4111X_SGT_book.indb   17 7/22/16   11:49 AM



Rose Publishing, Inc.      May be reproduced for classroom use only, not for sale.

These copyists (often  priests, later monks) were extremely careful in taking writings that had 
originally been committed to stone, clay, leather, papyrus, or animal skins and reproducing 
them for future generations. This was painstaking work. The copyists developed intricate 
methods of counting lines, words, and letters to guard against errors. 

Did mistakes creep in? Of course. Humans make errors. Occasional misspellings would 
occur, and words would inadvertently get omitted. But with so many people making so 
many copies (more than 5,000 of which we still have), it becomes possible, through the 
science called  textual criticism, to track back, find the probable source of the errors, 
compare manuscripts, and uncover what the original text likely said. 

All this is to say: We can have confidence that our modern-day Bibles are a reliable 
expression of what God communicated to and through people like  David and  Moses. 

WE CAN TRUST THE BIBLE
Those who copied the ancient Scriptures in 
the days before Xerox® were careful. How 
careful? Princeton’s Bruce Metzger, one of 
the preeminent New Testament scholars 
of the twentieth century, concluded that 
after two thousand years of being copied 
exclusively by hand, only forty of the twenty 
thousand lines of the New Testament are in 
dispute. More importantly, none of these 
variances undermines the basic teachings 
of the Christian faith. In other words, our 
modern-day Bibles are very credible—far 
more so than any other ancient historical 
document.

Bi
bl

e 
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Maybe you’ve heard people 
speak of the canon of Scripture, 
or of the Bible books being 
canonical. The word  canon
comes from a Greek word that 
means “rule or measuring stick.” 
Thus the sixty-six canonical 
books are the books that reveal 
God’s rule of faith. Using those 
books, we can authoritatively 
and accurately know the  truth 
about God. 

Exhibit Hall 1
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For example, let’s compare the works of the philosopher Plato to that of the New Testament 
writings.

Written around 400 BC. Written between AD 49 and 96.

Only 210 copies have 
survived. 

Well over 5,000 portions have survived. Fragments survive 
from a few decades after the texts were fi rst written.

The earliest surviving 
manuscript was copied in 
AD 895, more than 1,200 
years after the original 
documents were written.

Complete books survive from the second century, less 
than a century after the books were written.

Complete manuscripts of the New Testament survive from 
the early fourth century, less than three centuries after the 
original documents were written.

In 1946, something happened to give us even greater confidence in the accuracy of the 
Bible’s reproduction. The   Qumran texts, more commonly known as the   Dead Sea Scrolls, 
were found by shepherds in a cave near the historic village of Khirbet  Qumran, about a 
mile from the   Dead Sea. 

People from a monastic Jewish community who lived in the area (possibly the Essenes) 
likely hid the scrolls there to preserve them from being destroyed by the Roman army.
This army indeed devastated the Jewish community in AD 68, but the scrolls survived.

It took a while before anyone realized the significance of the shepherds’ find. Subsequent 
searches in the area over the next decade uncovered more caves and hundreds of
well-preserved scrolls sealed in clay jars. Soon, parts of every  Old Testament book (except 
  Esther) had been found, with multiple copies of several books. Archaeologists hail this as 
one of the greatest discoveries of modern times.

Using carbon dating, these scrolls were found to be hundreds of years older than our oldest
and best Old Testament  copies at the time (i.e., from the ninth and tenth centuries AD).

 New TestamentWorks of  Plato

The Great  Isaiah Scroll of the  Dead Sea Scrolls

(From How We Got the Bible by Timothy Paul Jones)
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Yet in comparing the older   Dead Sea Scrolls 
with much more recent copies of the biblical 
text, there is remarkable, though not perfect, 
agreement. This confirms that highly accurate 
copies were made throughout history. This 
means we can have great confidence that 
what we read today in our Bibles is trustworthy.

4. How do we know 
what the Bible means?
Can a person jump into the Bible anywhere 
and begin to understand it? 

That’s a tricky question. Could you start reading Tolstoy’s War and Peace on page 511 
and understand it? That might be tough. What if a friend blogs daily about ways to save 
money, and you only pay attention when she writes about how to travel cheaply. Could you 
understand those posts? Sure. 

So the right answer is “It depends.”

Here are some simple realities and reminders that can help as you jump into the Bible and 
seek to understand it. Follow the simple plan: read, engage, and apply. 

READ 
 Reading is the first step to understanding. Here are several helpful tips and ideas:

  Read a passage two or even three times. Repetition is your often leads to “aha!” 
moments).

  Take time to step back, and read what’s just before and just after your passage. Do 
this so that you’ll understand the context of your passage, so you don’t take things 
out of context.

  Pay attention to words. Underline the verbs to emphasize their importance. Look 
for key terms, repeated phrases, emphasized themes.

  As you  read, be like a detective investigating a scene. Be curious. Gather facts 
by asking lots of questions: What does this passage actually say? What do I see? 
What’s the setting? Who are the characters? What are they doing and saying?

  Take plenty of notes. Write down your observations.

Caves where some of the  Dead Sea Scrolls were found
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FROM GOD TO US
How We Got the Bible

 DUPLICATION

Scribes and  priests carefully
hand copy these ancient 
documents on leather,
 papyrus, and vellum
(animal skins).

ILLUMINATION & 
TRANSFORMATION

As people read the Bible in a 
language they can understand,
the   Holy Spirit opens their
eyes to God’s  truth (that’s 
 illumination) and lives are forever 
changed (that’s transformation)!

 CANONIZATION

The process of church 
leaders collecting various 
religious writings and 
recognizing which ones 
bear the marks of inspiration 
(divine authenticity).

 TRANSLATION

Scholars translate the Bible 
to make it understandable 
to more people.
Missionaries spread
God’s Word.

 PRESERVATION

Despite the efforts of some 
to destroy the Bible, God 
sovereignly ensures that
his Word is guarded and
passed on.

PUBLICATION

Thanks to Gutenberg’s 
printing press, the Bible
is published in 1455.
No more hand copying!

THE
WORLD

PROCLAMATION 
Sharing God’s  truth

with neighbors
near and far!

REVELATION
God unveils special,
detailed  truth about
himself, humanity, 
and eternity to
select individuals.

 INSPIRATION
God oversees the 
recording of this 
 truth so that his 
revelation is without 
errors in the original 
writings.
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ENGAGE
Engaging is the second step of reading and understanding the Bible. This is where we 
move from simply seeing what the Bible says to grasping what the Bible means. These tips 
can help us better engage and interpret the text:

  Pray for wisdom and insight. Jesus promised that the Spirit would lead us into all 
truth (John 16:13). Who better than to help us understand God’s Word than God’s 
Spirit?

  Let the Bible speak for itself. Before you decide what you think a passage means, 
give the Bible the opportunity to explain itself. A cross-reference Bible can help. It 
lists in the margin (or sometimes in a center column) other verses in Scripture that 
address that same subject or use the same biblical word or phrase as the one in the 
verse you’re reading. By looking up these companion or complementary passages, 
you’ll get a richer, more accurate understanding of biblical topics.

  Understand that Scripture will never contradict Scripture, because God doesn’t 
contradict himself. Certain passages may seem to contradict each other, but when 
we can’t reconcile two passages, it’s a “we”  problem, not a “God” problem. Consult 
a Bible commentary only after you’ve read your passage several times and prayed
for clarity.

While reading the Bible on our own is a worthy pursuit, 
asking God to speak to us as we read can make our 
investment more valuable. God, through his Spirit, can 
show us deeper meaning when we read the text, just as he 
inspired the original authors when they wrote it. We need to 
make  prayer a priority as we read and study the Bible. Our 
goal ought to be to discover God’s meaning, not to bring 
our own meaning to the Bible.

Here are some suggestions:

* Thank God for what he has revealed to you previously.

* Ask God to speak in the text you are about to read. Pray 
for focus. Ask God to provide new insights and build 
upon what you already know.

* Ask God for help as you encounter confusing passages. 
Pray for clarity and supernatural insight.

* Ask God to help you to apply his  truth to your life.

*  Prayer can help us ensure that we are focused on and 
determined to fi nd God’s words for us today.

Make 
 Prayer a 
Priority
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  Don’t read too much into unique 
or rare biblical events. Much of 
the Bible consists of descriptions 
of events that took place, not 
necessarily prescriptions  for 
how we should routinely live. 
For example, there’s a story in 
Matthew about Jesus giving his 
follower Peter instructions for 
paying a  temple tax: “Go to the 
lake and throw out your line. Take 
the first fish you catch; open its mouth and you will find a four-drachma coin. Take 
it and give it to them for my tax and yours” (17:27). Don’t you think we’d be silly to 
interpret this as the way Jesus always wants Christians to pay their taxes? 

  Resist the urge to interpret Scripture on the basis of your own personal opinions, 
feelings, or experiences. We all have built-in biases and presuppositions, but when 
we read the Bible, we want to be careful not to read into it. The big question isn’t 
what do I want it to say and mean? It’s what does it actually say and mean?

  Remember that the Bible 
is all about Jesus. He is the 
center of biblical revelation.
The New Testament ingeniously 
shows how much the Old 
Testament pointed to Christ.

 APPLY
Applying the Bible is moving from 
merely hearing the Word to doing what 
it says (James 1:22). Applying the Bible is 
taking action. It’s living out God’s  truth. 
Here are some tips for being a doer of 
God’s Word: 

  Ask yourself, What is the timeless 
principle or  truth I gleaned from 
the Engage step of my reading? 
For example, in the passage just 

Rose Publishing, Inc.      May be reproduced for classroom use only, not for sale.
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A  commentary is a resource 
developed by a Bible scholar (or 
team of experts) in which the goal 
is to help Bible readers understand 
the meaning of Scripture. Some 
commentaries offer broad 
explanations of the entire Bible. 
Other commentaries seek to explain 
in great detail the contents of one 
particular Bible book.
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cited (Matthew 17:27), a bad interpretation would be that at tax time I need to go 
fishing. A better interpretation would be that Christ’s followers should submit to 
proper authorities. 

  Assess how your own current life situation mirrors or dovetails with the  truth of 
what you’ve just read. Maybe tax season is coming up. Maybe the law says you’re 
supposed to get a city construction permit for that remodeling project you’re about 
to do in your hall bath, but most people don’t; and you’d rather skip the hassle and 
save the $45 permit fee, so . . .

  Ask these other application questions of your passage: 

Rose Publishing, Inc.      May be reproduced for classroom use only, not for sale.

 » Is there a command to obey? 

 » Is there a sin to avoid? 

 » Is there a  truth about or promise of 
God to believe? 

 » Is there an example to follow? 

 » Is there an attitude to forsake? 

 » Is there a  prayer to make my own? 

 » Be still, as you quietly reflect on 
what you’ve read:  Do you sense 
God’s Spirit nudging you in some 
specific, unmistakable way?
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FAQ ABOUT  READING THE BIBLE

When should I read? 

Read when you’re most alert and least distracted. 
Read when you won’t be in a rush.

How much should I read at once?  

Always try to read a “unit of thought” in its 
entirety. In a book like   Proverbs, a distinct unit of 
thought might be just a verse or two. In a book 
like  Psalms, it’ll be an entire psalm/chapter. In a 
short book like 2  John, it’ll be the whole book—
really not much longer than a postcard. In the 
 Gospels— Matthew,  Mark,  Luke, and  John—it’ll 
be a stand-alone parable told by  Jesus or a story 
of him doing a miracle. Most times, chapter 
breaks are good stopping points. Just know 
that sometimes these chapter breaks (added 
to the Bible in the fi fteenth century) interrupt 
the author’s fl ow of thought, sort of like when 
your televised movie cuts in mid-scene to go to 
a commercial. Many Bibles today also include 
subheadings to help you know when a passage 
begins and ends. 

How should I read? 

Read  prayerfully, carefully,  humbly, curiously, and 
expectantly. If you are open to hearing from God, 
good things will come about!
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5. Why are the different parts of the Bible so, well, 
different?
You don’t have to be a Bible scholar to notice there’s a difference between reading, 
say, 1 Samuel in the Old Testament and the apostle Paul’s letter to the Romans in the
New Testament. 

To really “get” the Bible, we have to first realize, as mentioned earlier, that it’s composed of 
different kinds of literature, or  genres, interspersed throughout the Bible. Often books that 
comprise mostly a similar genre are grouped together in the Bible, but there are notable 
exceptions. Here’s a good snapshot of the basic types of biblical content:

HISTORY/
NARRATIVES 
(including Law) 

These are the stories where the 
action takes place—characters do 
things. (Note: The fi rst fi ve books 
of the Bible are viewed as books 
of history and books of  law.)

60%  Genesis, 
Gospel of 
 Matthew

 PROPHECY These writings record God’s 
specifi c messages to his people 
through his  prophets.

20%  Isaiah

  EPISTLES These are letters written either to 
individuals or groups of people.

7% 1  Corinthians

 WISDOM These writings give profound 
insight into God or the human 
condition.

6%  Proverbs

  POETRY These writings emphasize the 
human experience as we relate 
to God—these can be  prayers, 
poems, and songs.

5%  Psalms,  
Song of Songs

 APOCALYPTIC 
LITERATURE

These mysterious writings give us 
a peek into the  end times.

2%  Daniel, 
 Revelation

Percentage 
of BibleGenre Defi nition Example
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 HISTORY/ NARRATIVES
What to Know: About 40 percent of the  Old Testament texts are stories—historical 
records of how God interacted with people. Like every good story, each one has 
characters who want something and face obstacles. 

Where to Find: Many Old Testament stories—like   Moses and the parting of the   Red Sea or 
  David defeating   Goliath—are found in the books of   Genesis through   Esther. There are also 
narratives about the lives of the prophets in books like   Daniel and   Jonah. 

How to Read:

  Always try to get a sense of the context. For example, ask, What has 
led up to this? Where does this take place?

  Keep in mind that like instruments in an orchestra, each small story 
adds something to the overall story God is telling. 

  Pay attention to dialogue, so you know who the speakers are, and 
look for repeated words or phrases to help you understand important 
details.

  Remember that despite many differences between Old Testament 
characters and us, we share many of the same human emotions, 
struggles, and experiences.

  Don’t expect to find a line at the end of each story that says “The 
moral of the story is . . . ” Usually, a story’s main message is indirect. 
Prayerfully ask God, “What are you saying through this story?”

 LAW
What to Know: The law is a reflection of God’s holy character. It also illustrates how 
the people of God are called to live  holy lives. It came to Israel as a  covenant, 
like a binding treaty.

Exhibit Hall 1

27

DIVING IN: A QUICK OVERVIEW OF THE BIBLE

4111X_SGT_book.indb   27 7/22/16   11:50 AM



Rose Publishing, Inc.      May be reproduced for classroom use only, not for sale.

Where to Find: The  law is concentrated in the books of   Genesis through    Deuteronomy, but 
discussions of God’s laws are located in many places throughout the Old Testament. (The 
first five books of the Bible include many stories, making them also  narrative literature.) 

How to Read:

  Remember that law means instruction; God shows us his goodness by 
giving us instructions for how to live.

  If you begin to feel overwhelmed when reading the Old Testament 
laws, don’t despair. Spoiler alert: The New Testament points out that 
the  law was never meant to be a ladder to God. Rather, it was given to 
show us our need for God. Jesus is the only person who ever kept the 
law perfectly. In fact, it all points to him!

  Recognize that each law or commandment says something about 
God, his character, and his expectations—or about our own nature.

  Look for differences and similarities between the ancient Israelites and 
us. Even with a different context, God remains the same.

  Remember that  Jesus summarized the law as loving God whole-
heartedly and loving others unselfishly.

  POETRY 
What to Know:  Poetry in the Bible is beautiful, emotional, image-rich expressions 
of the human condition. The psalms (150 in all) have various purposes: to lament, 
celebrate, express thanksgiving, offer praise, rejoice in God’s  salvation, record 

history, provide wisdom, and curse evil.

Where to Find:  Psalms,   Song of Songs, and some of the wisdom books are teeming with 
poetry. You’ll also find poems scattered within various Old Testament stories. 

How to Read:

  Don’t expect Hebrew poetry to rhyme! It depends more on repetition 
and alliteration.

  Look for reoccurring words and phrases.

  See if you can detect the theme or main idea of the writer.
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  Appreciate how emotional and raw and authentic the poems are. (This 
is a very different kind of faith expression than most first-time Bible 
readers expect!)

  Make the Bible’s poems your own  prayers to God.

WISDOM 
What to Know:  Wisdom literature typically focuses on God and the human 
experience. Wisdom literature is often written in the format of poetry.

Where to Find:   Job,   Proverbs, and   Ecclesiastes are known as wisdom books—but 
of course there are wise words throughout the Bible! 

How to Read:

  Understand that the proverbs are not promises. They offer widely 
observed, generally true principles of life. Remember that just because 
the Bible reports certain truths (for example, Proverbs 17:8 records that 
bribes are often effective), that doesn’t mean it endorses such things.

  Note how concise and memorable the proverbs are. You might wish 
to memorize certain favorite ones. Think of  Jesus as the fulfillment of 
wisdom. Ask, How might Jesus illustrate the ultimate wisdom of this 
proverb or statement?

  Pray for God to grant you insight. He is the source and giver of wisdom.

 PROPHECY
What to Know: Prophetic literature includes words or messages from God via 
prophets or prophetesses about issues such as the condition of the people’s 
hearts, the nature of God, repentance, obedience to God, judgments, blessings, 

victories, salvation, and woes.

Where to Find: The Old Testament prophecy books are   Isaiah through   Malachi, but you’ll 
also find messages from prophets within many Old Testament stories. 

How to Read:

  Note that the  prophets typically show up in Scripture when people or 
nations have turned to false gods.
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  Know that prophetic books are collections of individual revelations 
called oracles. 

  Read each prophetic book within the author’s own historical context—
this is a must.

  Realize that the Bible contains prophetic warnings against nations 
opposed to God and his people, but the majority of the prophetic 
writings in Scripture are aimed at the people of God. 

  When you read a prophecy that refers to an upcoming event, 
investigate further by asking, Was this fulfilled in the Old Testament or 
through Jesus? Or are we still awaiting its fulfillment?

 HISTORY/ NARRATIVES
What to Know: The  Gospels ( Matthew,  Mark,  Luke, and  John) are narrative accounts 
that provide portraits of  Jesus. They complement and inform one another. The 
Gospels tell us about the birth and life of Christ, whereas  Acts tells us about the 

birth and life of Christ’s church. Together they comprise 60 percent of the  New 
Testament.

Where to Find: The first five books of the New Testament—Matthew through Acts—are 
history/narrative books. 

How to Read:

  Realize that each Gospel writer had a different emphasis and audience: 
Matthew wrote primarily to Jews about Jesus being the  Messiah. This 
is why he frequently quotes the Old Testament. Mark wrote to a Roman 
audience about Christ’s  servant nature. Notice how action-oriented his 
short book is.  Luke wrote to Greeks and emphasized  Jesus’ perfect 
humanity. John’s Gospel was written to prove that Jesus is the Christ, 
the  Son of God, and to urge readers to believe in Christ. 

  Recognize that Acts, also written by  Luke, traces the growth of Jesus’ 
church and the Spirit-led advance of Jesus’ gospel from  Jerusalem to 
 Judea to  Samaria—all the way “to the ends of the  earth” (Acts 1:8). 
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  EPISTLES 
What to Know:  Church leaders (primarily   Paul) wrote these letters to various 
churches and individuals. We accept them as authoritative for teaching and 
living.

Where to Find: The New Testament  epistles consist of thirteen letters by  Paul ( Romans 
through   Philemon) plus eight other letters ( Hebrews through   Jude). 

How to Read:

  Note that the book of   Acts sheds light on the historical context and 
background of Paul’s letters. 

  Realize that these letters resulted from specific questions and problems 
their recipients faced.

  Notice that Paul liked to begin his letters with reminders of what we 
believe. He liked to end his letters with very practical reminders of how 
to behave (for example,  Ephesians,  Colossians,  Romans).

  Look for common themes:  worship, relationships, false teachers, living 
purely in an impure world. 

  Look beyond the specific incident to the general principle. For 
example, Paul’s discussion of eating meat in 1 Corinthians 8 is really 
about being mindful of others.

 APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE
What to Know: Our word apocalyptic comes from a Greek word that means “to 
reveal.” The emphasis in this kind of literature is on God’s eventual  salvation of 
his people and punishment of the wicked.

Where to Find: The Bible’s primary apocalyptic book is the book of   Revelation, though 
other books also contain end-time references: 1 and  2  Thessalonians and  Matthew in the 
New Testament; and   Isaiah,   Joel,   Zechariah, and   Daniel in the Old Testament. 

How to Read:

  Realize that the apostle  John wrote Revelation after God gave him an 
epic vision of the end of the world at the end of his life.
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  Recognize the marks of apocalyptic literature: good versus evil;  angels 
and  demons; and a focus on the   Messiah (Jesus).

  Note that Revelation uses symbols—animals, colors, numbers, and 
cataclysmic imagery—to point to things that are real but not in a literal 
way. For example, the “beast” in Revelation 11:7 is an evil person, not 
an animal.

  Remember that Revelation reveals certain events at the  end of the age 
but does not give an exact time line. Its ultimate purpose is to assure 
readers that God wins and that he will one day make “all things new” 
(21:5 NASB).

Now that you have a broad overview of the Bible as God’s Word, maybe you’d like to get 
a better understanding of Bible geography. That’s what we’ll explore in chapter (or exhibit 
hall) 2. 

Exhibit Hall 1

32

SELF-GUIDED TOUR OF THE BIBLE

4111X_SGT_book.indb   32 7/22/16   11:50 AM


	Front Cover
	Title Page
	Copyright Page
	Contents
	Introduction
	Main Content



