BIBLE TOOLKIT FOR AN EPISTLE



The Bible Toolkit is a series of practical steps anyone can use to help understand any kind of Bible text.  This toolkit has been revised and simplified for use with an Epistle text. The steps are nothing more than reminders of things to consider or examine when reading a text closely. 

The assumption behind the Toolkit is that the word of God contained in the Bible is inspired, active, , and authoritative in our lives.  The Word of God effective in converting the sinner, building up the church, and in equipping the Christian to live, and minister.  

The Bible instructs us to take care in learning to read it skillfully and carefully, (2 Timothy 2:15) and this involves using the same principles we use to understand all kinds of literature. Because it is the word of God, how much more carefully should we seek to grow in understanding and reading it? Therefore, we need to learn the skills that will help us to “rightly handle God’s word” This is what the Tool Kit aims to help us do.

When you toolkit a typical passage for Bible Study, it should take about one hour to go through all the steps.   

BIBLE TOOLKIT   

Epistle Background

When we begin to study an Epistle it will be good to ask the following background questions.  Your Bible Study leader will probably go over this with you the first week, but it is good to keep it in mind as you study the rest of the book.
· Who wrote it?  
· Who is it written to? 

· When was it written? 

· Are there any clues as to why they wrote the letter?
Step 1:    PRAY

Step 2:    READ THE TEXT. 
Step 3:  WRITE or TYPE OUT THE TEXT
If it is a short passage, you can hand write out the text phrase by phrase. 

If it is a longer passage, copy the text from www.biblegateway.com   Paste the text into a word document and then read it through putting in returns when a new phrase begins.  Print out the text.

Step 4:  LOOK CAREFULLY AT THE  WORDS
With your printed text in hand, underline, circle, box and highlight (different colors help) words that seem important. Note also:

· Repeating words

· connecting words: “therefore”, “because”, “for”, “so that”, “what then shall we say?”

· contrasting words or phrases:  “but”, “or”

· time references

· motion words (verbs)  (who is it that is doing the actions?) (which verbs are passive and who do they apply to?)
· Tone and feel:  emotive words, poetic words, images
· Commands?  

· Warnings

· Encouragements?

· Surprises?
Step 5:       SUMMARIZE
Write out a summary (an outline) of the passage in your own words.  This should be in point form covering the major ideas or following the logic of the argument.  The passage will typically break into one or more main points often with smaller sub points.  

Step 6:  Understanding the Text in its setting.    CONTEXT

Immediate Context:  Establish what came before, what follows, and how the text fits into the chapter and book as a whole.  Why is the author of this letter saying THIS particular thing right now. How does it build on what he has already written and support his overall purpose for writing? Does the context add to or change the way you are thinking about this passage?
Biblical Context: Now begin to consider this text in the overall (‘macro’) story of God's redemption which unfolds from Genesis to Revelation - that is, the gospel shape of the whole Bible.  Ask of the text these kinds of questions:

· Are there any Big Bible Words (i.e. Salvation, Kingdom, Faith, Rest, Justification, etc.)

· Are there any Quotes or References to elsewhere in the Bible
· Does this remind you of any other story in the Bible?
· Look for any fulfillment of OT themes.

· What does it tell me about God and his purposes in the world?

· How does the passage point to Christ?
· In what way does this passage tell or mirror the gospel story?(i.e. the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, repentance, forgiveness of sins)
· What does it reveal about humanity and how we relate to God?

· What is this texts unique contribution to the Bible?
Step 7: WHAT IS MAIN THING GOD TEACHING IN THIS TEXT? - MAIN IDEA
Having done all the steps above we can now ask “What is the main idea God is teaching us in this text?  The Big Idea.  The main point of the passage. Look for where the emphasis of the passage lies.  Look for where the weight of the passage is.  Refine and clarify your thoughts by writing one sentence describing the main idea or theme of the text.  Don’t make it so general it could be applied to any passage (God loves me) but specific to the passage and taking in account its unique contribution to scripture.  

Step 8: IMPLICATIONS AND APPLICATION -  SO WHAT?

Once we know what the text is saying and how it relates to the rest of the Bible we can turn to begin to see the implications and applications.  
· What was the original authors aim or application for his audience?  (Be careful: This may or may not be the way we need to apply this text in our lives)

· What does God want me to learn/think/believe/do/not do from the text?

· What can we praise God for?

· What challenges or disturbs you in this passage?

· What gives you joy or encouraging? 

· What has jumped out at you?

· What is the “take home message” for you? 

· Why does it matter? 

Step 9:    PRAY, REFLECT, RESPOND

Finish up your time with prayer.  Pray in light of what you have learned.  Pray in praise for who God is and with thanksgiving for the wonderful things He has done.  Ask for God to work in you to apply His word to your life.  Continue to reflect on this passage over time.  

Plan a time of response.  When ever we learn more about God we will be inclined to worship him more.  Response might also involve expressing what you have learned by journaling, singing, poetry or art.  

