
Getting More Out of Your Personal Bible Study

I. Interpreting the Bible (Hermeneutics)

The interpreter must 1) determine what the Bible writer was trying to say to those who first heard his words, then 2) he must 
communicate this message to his friends in modern terms.

A. Context
1) Observe immediate context, verses surrounding the passage
2) Observe any parallel passages in the same book (books often contain reoccurring themes)
 Look for similar language, words, ideas or symbols
3) Observe parallel passages in another book by the same author, or other book in the Bible
Useful Tools:

- Chain reference Bible
- Concordance
- Topical Bible

B. History and Culture
1) Know the people or nation involved in the passage
2) Determine the period of the writing
3) Identify geographical location
4) Describe the social and religious customs of the people at the time
5) Recognize the history of the people leading up to the time of the writing of the passage
Useful Tools:

- Bible Dictionary
- Bible Maps
- Old and New Testament Introductions
- Commentaries

C. Special Literary Forms
Parables
 Story used to illustrate spiritual truths.  Content is taken from the surroundings and everyday life of the 
hearer.

1) Seek to understand the earthly details of the parable, as the original hearers would have (see “History and 
Culture” above)

2) Note the attitude and spiritual condition of the original hearers
3) Identify the reason behind the parable (see “Context” section above)
4) Identify the main point of the parable 

Typology
Correspondence between a person, event, or object in the Old Testament (OT), and a person, event, or object in the 
New Testament (NT).  This gives a “prophetic” meaning to the OT passage (Heb. 10:1).

  Type – person, place or object in OT
  Antitype – corresponding person, place or object in NT
 Examples:

1) Bronze snake (Nu 21:8-9)
2) Escape of Israelites from slavery in Egypt, parting of the Red Sea, 40 years in desert, and the promised land
3) OT Temple worship:  animal sacrifices, High Priest, Holy of Holies, incense, etc. (Heb 9)

Bible Symbols
a. Vision Symbols (Ex. Rev 21:1-4)

Look at the context, particularly other passages in the Bible that use the same images and symbols
b. Material Symbols (Ex. Blood in Lev 17:11-14, manna in Rev 2:17)

Look at the context, particularly other passages in the Bible that use the same images and symbols

c. Numbers, Colors and Names
Numbers:

2   partnership, friendship (marriage)
4  world (4 directions)
6   Satan’s number (one less than 7)
7  completion, perfection
12 people of God (12 tribes of Israel, 12 Apostles)
x 1000  emphasizes other numbers, makes them large and more complete (144,000 in Rev. 7)

Colors (see Rev 6:1-8):
white  purity and strength
red war



black famine
pale sickness and death

Names:
Babylon Symbolizes Rome in Revelation, or any city that is a center of persecution of God’s people 

(Rev 17-18)
Jerusalem Symbol of God’s people, and his presence among them

Prophecy
Prophecy is the Word of God, delivered to His people through a spokesperson, or a “prophet”.  The prophet’s words are 
not limited to predicting the future.  Old Testament prophecy generally had meaning for people at the time it was 
spoken, and sometimes a future meaning as well (II Pet. 1:19-21).
Examples:

1) Zech. 11:12-13 & Mt 21:16
2) Jer. 31:15 & Mt. 2:18

Poetry
Large portions of the OT is written in poetry.  The following books are almost all poety:  Song of Solomon, Psalms, 
Proverbs, Job, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Jonah, Obadiah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, 
Lamentations.  There are also scattered portions of poetry scattered throughout many of the historical books and 
Pentateuch (Gen, Ex, Lev, Num, Duet).
What affect does a passage’s poetic nature have on its interpretation?  

1) In the original language (Hebrew), poetry contains rhyme, rhythm, and meter, which is lost in translation.
2) The purpose of poetry is to touch the heart.  It will tend to be figurative, designed to drive home important 

spiritual concepts.
3) The intent of poetry can be missed if one focuses on its literal interpretation, mechanics, history, etc.  A 

“scientific” approach to poetry can miss its intended meaning (Example:  Gen. 1) 

D. Identify All Possible Meanings
1) Identify all possible meanings of a word
2) Decide which meaning best fits context (see “Context” section above)
3) All factors considered equal, the simplest explanation is the preferred one
Useful Tools:
- Lexicon
- Bible Dictionary
- Concordance

II. Bible Study Tools
Tool Description Free On-Line Links
Chain Reference 
Bible, Topical Bible

Contains references to related or parallel 
passages for every verse in the Bible.

1) http://studylight.org/con/tcr/ : Thompson Chain Reference
2) http://studylight.org/con/ntb/ : Nave’s Topical Bible
3) http://studylight.org/con/ttt/ : Torrey’s Topical Textbook
2) http://studylight.org/con/tsk/ : Treasury of Scripture 

Knowledge chain reference and parallel passage Bible
Concordance Look up a word, and provides every verse in 

the Bible containing that word.
http://studylight.org/ : 45 versions
 

Lexicon Detail definitions of Bible Hebrew and 
Greek words

http://studylight.org/lex/ : Greek and Hebrew lexicons
http://biblebrowser.com/ : lexicon, interlinear, context

Bible Dictionary Provides descriptions and background 
information on Bible words, people, places, 
and things.

http://studylight.org/dic/ : 8 different dictionaries

Commentary Running interpretation of the Bible, with 
background information.

http://studylight.org/com/ : 21 different commentaries
http://studylight.org/isb/ : Greek/Hebrew  interlinears

Old and New 
Testament Bible 
Introductions

Provides detail background information on 
books of the Bible, including historical 
context, author, and time period.

http://www.blueletterbible.org/study/#intros 

History and Culture Provides historical and cultural background 
information

1) http://www.blueletterbible.org/images/ : maps, timelines, 
charts

2) http://studylight.org/his/ : Old and New Testament History
3) http://www.bible-history.com/ : Bible History
4) http://studylight.org/enc/  : Bible encyclopedia’s
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Bible Study Work Sheet
Verse:  Revelation 2:12-17

A. Context 

1) Immediate context:   
            
   
              

2) Parallel passage(s) in same book:  
          

              

3) Parallel passage(s) in other book(s):  
          

              

B. Historical and Cultural Factors

The People or Nation:  
            

Time Period:  
             

Customs:  
             

              

Events leading up to the writing:  
          

              

C. Special Literary Forms

! Parable,  explain: 
            

! Typology:  Type:           Antitype:  
      

! Symbols, explain:  
            

! Prophecy, explain:  
            

! Poetry, explain:  
            



D. Identify all Possible Meanings

1) 
              

2) 
              

3) 
              

4) 
              

Which meaning best fits the Context ?  
          

Which meaning is the simplest interpretation ?  
         

The following are all difficult verses to interpret.  Try your hand at one of these in your Quiet Times this 
week:  Mt. 5:5; Mt 5:48; Mt. 16:4; I Cor 10:1-6; I Cor 11:4-5; I Pet 3:19-20; Rev 2:7, 17, 28; Rev 4:6b-8 


