
SESSION 1 
 

HOW CAN I UNDERSTAND THE BIBLE? 
“Why should I read the Bible, a 2000-year-old book?” 

 
Shuffling from his cell, he slowly made his way down the cold, dimly lit hallway. He could feel 
his excitement mounting. The guard would escort him to the toilet, a place reeking of mold from 
the dampness and assorted fumes from a failing sewage line. The room was filthy but private. 
The stench always deterred the guards from hanging around. In those ten minutes, they could 
have a smoke. This was the perfect amount of time to take “the book” from its hiding place 
between the porcelain bowl and wall.  
 
The Bulgarian Secret Police, under the pretext of “unauthorized ministry,” had arrested Stefan 
months earlier. He was leading an underground church but had stubbornly refused to disclose 
names. Communists always needed names, needed to know who was saying what, wanted to 
know everyone’s comings and goings and thinking. 
 
During these difficult days, many Christians were thrown into prison. Stripped of every outward 
comfort, they went to their memories for comfort and hope by recalling and repeating Bible 
passages to themselves. Then one day, in the bathroom, an idea was born.  One inmate wrote out 
a couple of verses on a piece of toilet paper. He left it behind the urinal along with a stub of a 
pencil. Other inmates hearing of it would write down verses they had learned by heart and added 
them to the growing book of sheets with each visit. 
 
That day, Stefan, in spite of his surroundings, would receive courage by reading a word from 
God that would lift his sagging spirit: “I will never leave you or forsake you.” 
 
It is because of God’s kindness that He has given us His Word, the Bible. It was only as Stefan 
was telling me this story that I began to realize the Scriptures are a gift to us and that I should 
never take them for granted. Who knows, some day they may be taken away from me too. 
 
In these studies, I will often refer to the Bible (also called the Scripture) by quoting verses and 
citing references. In this first session, I want to introduce you to some basic keys that will help 
you understand your Bible. 
 
FACTS YOU SHOULD KNOW ABOUT THE BIBLE  
 
Ever been lost in a big box store or in a large city? Many people feel equally lost when it comes 
to finding their way through the Bible. It can be intimidating. In this section you will find a basic 
“map” of how to get around in the Bible. 
 
Open your Bible and find the Table of Contents. There you will see that the Bible is a “library” 
of sixty-six books divided into two sections: the Old Testament and the New Testament.  Until 
you become familiar with the order of the books, you can locate the page numbers here.  
 
 



Below are some interesting facts about the Bible, put in the form of a quiz: 
 

1. The word “bible” is from the Greek word biblia and means ___________. 
 
2. The Old Testament was originally written in אבגדהו  ______________. 

 
3. The New Testament was originally written in αβγδεζηθ _______________. 

 
4. The Bible is a library of 66 books written over a period of 1600 years by ________ 

different writers. 
 

5. The New Testament contains _______ books written between 50 and 100 A.D. 
 

6. The Bible was translated into homo unius libri or ____________ in 420 A.D. by Jerome 
and was “the Bible” of the church for a thousand years. 

 
7. According to Luke 22:44, the theme of the Bible is _______________. 

 
8.  The Catholic Bible contains extra books called the _______________. 

 
9. The Pseudepigrapha or “false writings” are books that are rejected by both Protestants 

and Catholics. In 2006, one of these books was discovered and was titled, The Gospel of 
___________. 

 
10. In 1380-1382 A.D., John Wycliffe first translated the Bible into ______________. 

 
 
*FACTS QUIZ—Answers: 
(1) book; (2) Hebrew; (3) Greek; (4) forty; (5) twenty-seven; (6) Latin; (7) Jesus; (8) Apocrypha; (9) Judas; (10) English. 
 

A REALLY BAD IDEA 
 
In 1229, the Roman Catholic Church at the Council of Narbonne made it against the law to 
own the Bible unless you were a priest or bishop.  It was deemed dangerous in the hands of 
common people. 
 
 
YOU KNOW MORE BIBLE THAN YOU THINK YOU DO 
 
Below is a list of oft-used phrases (sometimes called idioms) commonly heard in English-
speaking countries. Circle the phrases you use or have heard others use. Are you surprised that 
these sayings come from the Bible (King James Version)? 

• "A law unto themselves" (Romans 2:14) 
• "A house divided" (Matthew 12:25, Luke 11:17) 
• "Apple of my eye" (Deuteronomy 2:10, Zech  2:8) 



• "At my wit's end" (Psalm 107:27)  
• "Blind leading the blind" (Matt 15:14, Luke 6:39)  
• "By the skin of our teeth" (Job 19:20)  
• "Don't cast your pearls before swine" (Matthew 7:6)  
• "Drop in the bucket" (Isaiah 40:15)  
• "Dust of the earth" (Genesis 13:16)  
• "Eat, drink, and be merry" (Ecclesiastes 8:15)  
• "Eye for an eye" (Exodus 21:24, Matthew 5:38)  
• "Fight the good fight" (1 Timothy 6:12)  
• "Good Samaritan" (Luke 10:25-37)  
• "Hammer swords into plowshares" (Isaiah 2:4)  
• "He that is without sin…let him cast the first stone" (John 

8:7)  
• "Handwriting on the wall" (Daniel 5:5) 
• "Labor of love" (1 Thessalonians 1:3)  
• "Letter of the law" (2 Corinthians 3:6)  
• "Many are called, but few are chosen" (Matt 22:14) 
• "My brother's keeper" (Genesis 4:9)  
• "No peace for the wicked" (Isaiah 48:22)  
• "Out of the mouths of babes" (Psalm 8:2)  
• "Pride goes before a fall" (Proverbs 16:19)  
• "Put your house in order" (2 Kings 20:1) 
• "Salt of the earth" (Matthew 5:13)  
• "Signs of the times" (Matthew 16:3)  
• "Strait and narrow" (Matthew 7:14)  
• "Sweat of your brow" (Genesis 3:19)  
• "Money is the root of all evil" (1 Tim 6:10) 
• "The truth shall set you free" (John 8:32)  
• "There's nothing new under the sun" (Eccles 1:9)  
• "Thorn in the flesh" (2 Corinthians 12:7)  
• "To everything there is a season" (Eccles 3:1) 

 
TOP TEN REASONS FOR READING YOUR BIBLE 

"Let the Word of Christ dwell in you richly" (Col. 3:16). 
Good books open up to us new worlds. Cookbooks are doorways to foods, spices and dishes 
never tasted before. Novels or travel books are entryways to exotic places and adventures. So 
too, the Bible opens to us a new world about God and life. It is a “must read” for the rest of your 
life. 

"In all my perplexities and distresses, the Bible has never failed to give me light 
and strength." General Robert E. Lee 

 
And so, in the style of David Letterman on The Late Show, here are the “Top 10” reasons why 
people read their Bibles. Starting with number ten: 



  
10) BECAUSE I’M FEELING GUILTY 
  
Get real. Don’t try to read out of duty, obligation, or a guilty conscience. It is likely you will find 
the Bible a closed book if you come to it in this way. However, you could consider repenting and 
asking for forgiveness about whatever is troubling you. Then read. 
 
9) THE BIBLE GIVES YOU PRACTICAL ADVICE  
 Your word is a lamp to my feet and a light for my path (Psalm 119:105). 

The Bible is the owner’s manual for life on earth. Much of what is written deals with the issues 
we face in life—death, marriage, money, tragedy, evil, sex, disappointment, meaning and 
purpose.  It is a very relevant book that will offer insights to any who will search for them. God 
uses His word to speak to us. When we pray, we talk to God, but when we read God's Word, He 
talks to us about every area of our lives. 

 

8) THE BIBLE BUILDS UP YOUR FAITH 
 Faith comes from hearing…the word of Christ (Romans 10:17). 
 
We live in a faith-unfriendly world, but as we read the Bible, we begin more and more to see into 
the invisible. In the Scriptures, we see God at work and learn how to grow in our trust of Him, no 
matter what is happening in our circumstances. 
 
Theologian, writer, and preacher, John Stott says, “Faith…is always a trustful response to a 
trustworthy person.” So, becoming lifelong readers of the Bible will make our faith and trust 
continually grow. 
 
SOMETHING TO THINK ABOUT… 
 
On October 16, 1536, William Tyndale, at the age of 42, was burned at the stake. What was 
his horrible crime?  
 
Answer: He translated and printed the Bible into the English Language! 
 

7) THE BIBLE CAN HELP YOU TO KNOW GOD.  
You diligently study the Scriptures…these… testify about me (John 5:39). 

 
The Bible is a direct way to get to know who God really is. The Bible describes itself as God-
breathed (2 Tim 3:16). Just like a letter to a close friend, the Bible is God's love letter to people. 
It is from His heart. It is his message to you and it is what He wants you to know about Him. In 
searching for God, go straight to the source to find Him -- read his words in the Bible. 



 

6) THE BIBLE CAN BRING YOU REVELATION 
The unfolding of your words gives light (Psalm 119:130). 

“Revelation” means that we are reading something we couldn't have guessed or figured out on 
our own.  
 
Jesus is the theme of the Bible. Martin Luther, famous for bringing about radical change to the 
church back in the sixteenth century, used to say, “Scripture is the manger in which the Christ 
child is laid.”  
 
And so you may find this “manger” at times to be messy, full of unimpressive straw, or even 
smelly. But to quote Pastor Victor Shepherd, “…the child it holds is the one who will go to hell 
and back for us, and therefore the one to whom we must cling in life and death.” 
 
In reading, look for God to reveal His Son and the greatness of His love to you. This is especially 
true in reading the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. 
 

5) THE BIBLE IS FILLED WITH PROMISES FOR YOU 
He has given us His very great and precious promises (2 Peter 1:4). 

Did you know that God has given you literally hundreds (some would say thousands) of 
promises? Look for them in your reading and commit them to memory. These promises have 
been given to build your faith in the Promise Giver, Jesus Christ. Here is a great one just for 
starters: 
 
“For I know the plans I have for you,” says the Lord. They are plans for good…to give you a 
future and hope” (Jeremiah 29:11 NLT). 
 

4) THE BIBLE SHOWS YOU COMMANDMENTS TO OBEY 
This is the love for God: to obey his commands. And his commands are not burdensome  (1 
John 5:3). 
 
Many portions of Scripture call for obedience. In our culture, we would much rather be doing the 
commanding than the obeying. But obeying God, as you will discover, is the way to life and joy. 

 
We know that Disneyland is a place of joy, but only when we stay inside the fences. Behind the 
fences, machinery can crush you, electrical panels cook you, or trains might run you over. God’s 
commands are like fences, they keep you from hurting yourself and others.   
 
The Bible is not an end in itself, but a means to bring men to an intimate and 
satisfying knowledge of God, that they may enter into Him, that they may 



delight in His Presence, may taste and know the inner sweetness of the very 
God Himself in the core and center of their hearts. A. W. Tozer 
 
 

3) THE BIBLE WARNS YOU  
These things…were written down as warnings for us (1 Corinthians 10:11). 
 
Like a man flagging motorists because the bridge ahead has been washed away, so the Bible is 
filled with warnings and cautions. Reading the Bible will sharpen your senses to live alertly and 
soberly because deceptions abound that can destroy you. 
 
Also, Scripture’s stories, examples, and warnings develop in us a healthy fear of God. He is a 
God who will one day bring history to a close by judging the unrighteous. Here is a warning 
from Jesus’ disciple Peter: “If it is hard for the righteous to be saved, what will become of the 
ungodly and the sinner?” (2 Peter 4:18). 
 
 
2) THE BIBLE HAS THE POWER TO CHANGE YOUR LIFE 
Humbly accept the word planted in you, which can save you (James 1:21). 
  
The word “save” used in the above verse is very rich in meaning. It can mean rescue, change, 
deliver, heal, or keep safe. The implanted word grows within us and changes us from the inside 
out. The Word has the power to change our attitudes, ways of thinking, values, and even 
behaviors. 
Through His word Jesus can change…  

• Water into wine 

• Sinners into saints 

• Drug dealers into disciples 

• Weaklings into warriors 

• Streetwalkers into Pastor's wives 
 
1) THE BIBLE LAYS OUT THE WAY OF SALVATION 
 Whoever hears my word and believes him who sent me has eternal life and will not be 
condemned; he has crossed over from death to life. (John 5:24) 
 
The Bible clearly shares with us the way to become a child of God and have eternal life with 
Him. While reading the New Testament many men and women over the centuries have placed 
their faith in Christ. Here are a few notable figures: the fifth century theologian, Augustine; 
sixteenth century Protestant Reformer, Martin Luther and eighteenth century founder of 
Methodism, John Wesley. 
 



In our day, many have come to faith following this simple sequence of Scriptures: 
 

• Romans 3:23--All have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God. 
• Romans 6:23--The wages of sin is death, but the free gift of God is eternal life. 
• Romans 10:10--If you will confess with your mouth Jesus as Lord and believe in your 

heart that God has raised him from the dead you will be saved. 
 

A HUMOR BREAK 
A missionary Bible translator in Northern Australia wanted to teach aborigines the song 
“Jesus Loves Me.” To get the word for “me,” he pantomimed, pointing repeatedly to 
himself. Much later, he learned that they had all been singing “Jesus loves the hairs on my 
chest”! 

 
HOW DO I READ THE BIBLE? 
"Americans revere the Bible but, by and large, they don't read it." Pollster, George Gallup, Jr. 

 
1) Choose a Bible. We recommend the New International Version Bible. It is the one Pastor 
Tom uses in the weekend services. 
 
2) Try to read the Bible daily, even for just a few minutes. Choose a consistent time that is best 
for you. Choose a quiet place.  
 
3) Before reading, ask God to show you what he wants you to know as you read His Word.  
 
4) Understand that the Bible has two parts: the Old Testament, which is about God’s relationship 
with man (men and women) from creation to about 400 years before Christ; and the New 
Testament, which is about the time of Jesus’ life and the early church after His death and 
resurrection.  
 
5) Start by reading the Gospels in the New Testament (Matthew, Mark, Luke and John). The 
Gospels teach us about what Jesus did during his life on earth, but it’s not important to read them 
in order. Here are other options for your reading:  
 

• READING THE NEW TESTAMENT 
Reading one chapter each day will take 9 months and two chapters each day will take you 
4 ½ months. 
 

• READING THE WHOLE BIBLE 
Reading the Bible in a year can be done three chapters per day and five on Sunday.  

 
• LISTEN TO THE BIBLE BEING READ ON TAPE OR CD 

 
• READ 15 KEY PASSAGES OF THE BIBLE OVER THE NEXT MONTH  

 



(1) Genesis 1-3: Creation, the Fall, and the first promise of the Redeemer.  
  

(2) Genesis 12: Abraham's call, was a giant step toward fulfilling the 
promise, "Through you all peoples will be blessed."  

 
(3) Exodus 20: Giving of the Ten Commandments.  
  
(4) Isaiah 53: The "suffering servant" passage that looks to the coming of 
Jesus, "The Lord has laid on him the iniquity of us all."  
 
(5) Psalm 23: The Shepherd Psalm 
"The Lord is my shepherd."  

 
(6) Psalm 51: David's prayer for forgiveness and cleansing.  
"Create in me a clean heart, O God."  

 
(7) Proverbs 31: The virtuous wife.  
"Far more precious than jewels"  

 
(8) Matthew 5-7: Sermon on the Mount  
"Blessed are you . . ."  

 
Knowing the Word of God does not necessarily mean that we know the God of 
the Word. Chip Brogden  
 

(9) John 17: Jesus' High-Priestly Prayer.  
"That they may be one."  

 
(10) Acts 2: Holy Spirit’s coming on Day of Pentecost.  
"All of them were filled with the Holy Spirit."  

 
(11) Romans 8: Those in Christ. 

 
(12) 1 Corinthians 13: The Love chapter. 
"The greatest of these is love"  

 
(13) Hebrews 11: Hall of fame: Heroes of the Faith. 
"By faith . . ."  

 
(14) Revelation 7: The Grand Finale.  
"A great multitude that no man could count"  
 

 (15) Revelation 21-22: Heaven  

*Some of the above “15 Chapters” was borrowed from Professor Howard Culbertson of Southern Nazarene University.   



 
WHY READING YOUR BIBLE ISN’T ENOUGH 
Blessed are those who hear the word of God and keep it" (Luke 11:28). 

THE IMPORTANCE OF DOING THE WORD 
It is important to know that reading, studying, and memorizing the Bible is not to be an end in 
itself. Incredible as it seems, people can know the Bible and not be Christians 
 
Jesus expects that you put into practice the things you have read and heard. It isn’t enough to say, 
“I believe,” if you aren’t living and doing those beliefs. Let me illustrate this for you. I can say, 
“I believe in parachutes.” But according to God’s way of thinking, I don’t believe until I strap a 
chute on my back and dive out of an airplane thirteen thousand feet up in the sky! That is the 
belief He is talking about. 
 
You may as well quit reading and hearing the Word of God, and give it to the 
devil, if you do not desire to live according to it. Martin Luther 
 
The Apostle James says it this way, “Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive 
yourselves. Do what it says” (James 1:22). Here are some examples of what the Scripture would 
have you not just “know” but also “do”: 
 

• Trust God for guidance (Proverbs 3:5-6). 
• Love one another (John 13:34). 
• Praise the Lord (Psalm 150). 
• Pray for one another (James 5:16). 
• Encourage one another (Hebrews 3:13). 
 

Most importantly, if you want to understand what Christ and the Scriptures are really saying, you 
must want to obey Him and them (John 7:17). 
 
THE IMPORTANCE OF THE HOLY SPIRIT  
Then He opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures (Luke 24:45). 

If we are going to read the Bible and understand it, we need help. The help I’m referring to 
comes from the Holy Spirit. 
 
The most important thing I have learned is that no matter how smart or gifted you are, God 
allows you to learn His Word only at His discretion! So, if you want to learn the truths that are in 
the Bible, you must have a working relationship with the Holy Spirit.   
 
We can take a clue from David who prays: 

Open my eyes that I may see wonderful things in your law (Psalm 119:18). 
 



It has been my experience that you receive more from study and reading of the Bible when you 
come, filled with God’s Spirit. This is reasonable in light of the fact that the Holy Spirit authored 
scripture, as He moved upon Paul, John, Moses and others to write it down. (See 2 Peter 1:20-21 
and 2 Timothy 3:16.) 

WHY THE OLD TESTAMENT SEEMS WEIRD 
 
I always knew the Old Testament was part of the Bible. But I was hard pressed to get anything 
out of it. Those first few years of my new Christian life, trying to read the Old Testament, were 
frustrating.  
 

• I couldn’t understand the culture—“Whoa! What is it with Solomon and his 1000 
wives?”  

• I couldn’t understand the rituals—“Dang! What’s with the blood rituals and the killing of 
turtledoves? I like doves.” 

• I couldn’t understand the length of the OT—“Yawn. Will I ever get through these 
genealogies?…ZZZZ.” 

 
In time, with the advice of others and the assistance of Bible commentaries, four helps for 
moving beyond the weirdness emerged that have helped me read the Old Testament. 
 

(1) UNDERSTAND THAT NOT ALL PARTS ARE EQUAL 
 
By this statement, I’m not saying these parts aren’t important or inspired by God. What I am 
saying is that they might not be important for your life or mine right now. 

 
Genealogies aren’t as important to me as reading an encouraging word from the Psalms or a 
prophecy from Isaiah. So don’t get bogged down in passages that don’t seem relevant to you—
move on. (On the other hand, a missionary to a third-world culture was able to reach the people 
when they read the genealogies and understood that these words had passed down through oral 
tradition, validating them.) 

 
(2) UNDERSTAND PROGRESSIVE REVELATION 
 
It helps to understand that the Old Testament can’t be fully understood until we reach the New 
Testament. Throughout the Bible, there is a progressive unfolding of who God is and what His 
plans are. For example: 
 

• In the OT we have unexplained sacrifices. Then in the NT Jesus appears as the 
Lamb of God or the final sacrifice (John 1:29). 

 
• In the OT we have unfulfilled prophecies. Then in the NT we see Jesus, the 

fulfillment of those prophecies (Matthew 1:22-23). 
 
• In the OT people lived in the shadows but in the New Testament they had the 

substance—God in flesh (Colossians 2:16-17; Hebrews 10:1). 



 
• In the OT people saw a copy but in the NT they had the “original” (Hebrews 

9:23). 
 
(3) UNDERSTAND THAT JESUS IS THE THEME  
 
Jesus reveals to us the theme of the Old Testament: 
 
These are the Scriptures that testify about me (John 5:39). 
 
(4) UNDERSTAND THAT YOU DON’T UNDERSTAND 
As humbling as it is, sometimes we just have to say, “I don’t see it and I don’t know what it 
means.” This actually is the fulfillment of a verse: 
 
Now all that I know is hazy and blurred, but then I will see everything clearly, just as clearly 
as God sees into my heart right now (1 Corinthians 13:12 LB). 
 

QUESTIONS 
 
Why don't people read the Bible? 
 
What is a good Bible to read to your children?  
 
Answer: The Living Bible was written by Ken Taylor for his grandchildren and is really easy to 
understand and read.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


