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BIBLE DOCTRINE INTRO: METHODS OF BIBLE STUDY 

INTRODUCTION 

Why are we changing our Sunday study routine? To answer that question, I want us to understand the 
various methods of Bible study. There are personal study methods and formal study methods. We will 
briefly look at personal study and then examine the pros and cons of formal study methods. Formal methods 
can be done in a personal setting, but we will look at them from an at-church perspective. 

PERSONAL BIBLE STUDY 

I. READING 

Simply reading the Bible is one of the best activities you can do. Most people do not read the Bible 
regularly, so if you are one that does, you are among the few. In order to read better, these are some of the 
best practices: 

1. Don’t read from Genesis to Revelation – the Bible is not set up as a book to be read left to right but 
is a collection of books that have written for different purposes with a concurrent underlying theme. 

2. Read a book of the Bible after understanding its historical setting. 

3. Focus on the “New Testament” without neglecting the “Old Testament.” 

II. DEVOTIONAL 

Originally understood as a short worship service, a devotional is now thought of as a collection of short 
lessons pertaining to thoughts on God and the Bible. Usually, there is a verse given followed by some 
thoughts and then a conclusion or written prayer. 

There are some that are good and some that are bad. There are some collections that are good sometimes but 
then have some very bad content. On Christianbook.com there are over 11,000 devotionals for sale and most 
of them are absolute garbage. But there are some that are good; each needs to be evaluated carefully. 

FORMAL BIBLE STUDY  

I. WORD STUDIES 

Word studies provide the student with a biblical vocabulary.  

Pros – Having a good biblical vocabulary is a great advantage to a deeper study.  

Cons - Words are the foundation, but they must be understood in the context of the passage. The major 
issue is that words sometimes have a spectrum of understanding. Too often, a narrow understanding of a 
word (or if a mistake is made) has caused many misinterpretations.    

Suggestion – Use a notebook or an electronic file to create and maintain a personal dictionary. This 
should be used in conjunction with other studies but can be focused upon for a short time. 

II. NARRATIVE EVALUATION 

This is what we are doing on Wednesday nights. We are walking through the narrative of the Bible seeing 
the Bible as a story. It isn’t simply reading but understanding the narrative as God presents it in His Word.  

Pros – The Bible is written primarily as a historical narrative; understanding that story of the Bible is vital. It 
is important to understand how He presents Himself and demonstrates His justice, mercy, righteousness, and 
love through the history of the narrative. 
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Cons – Narrative study traditionally moves quickly. If you want to understand the narrative, normally you 
would not get the deeper theological implications. Some people want to know about God on a deeper level 
and the narrative does not always satisfy that. The examples of the character and attributes of God are not 
always recognized. Some books are not part of the narrative, they are parenthetical and add additional detail; 
sometimes people get lost in the detail. 

III. PEOPLE OF THE BIBLE 

This is exactly what it sounds like. We take a person from the Bible and study his or her life. 

Pros – God has chosen to use people to deliver His message and some of those people are great examples of 
living a life that is based upon the truth and promises of God. When you study people, you begin to 
empathize with them, seeing them as real people and not just a character in a story. Seeing their issues and 
the success they have because of God's character shows us that we are fully capable of being successful in 
our lives just as they were. 

Cons – Unless you are doing a study of the life of Christ, people are imperfect. The Bible does not hide their 
issues, insecurities, or sins. We must not take their problems and make them our own. Rather, we learn from 
their errors. Also, when you study people, you run the risk of having too much admiration for them, taking 
away from the glory of Jesus and the Father. 

IV. SYNTHETIC BOOK STUDY 

The synthetic method is a study of an entire book of the Bible by moving away from the parts (words, 
verses, paragraphs, major divisions) to the whole book (the forest instead of the trees). This allows one to 
discover the flow of thought and the central theme of the particular book being studied. Usually, at the 
beginning and end of any book study, I will do this to keep the big picture in view. 

Pros – This method gives you a bird’s eye view of Scripture and enables you to understand a book as a unit. 
You will be able to think through the historical and/or logical sequence of the book. Synthetic study gives 
you a comprehensive picture that will help you see how each book fits into the main thrust of the Bible.  

Cons – Without taking a verse-by verse review of Scripture, the initial reading of a section can be 
INTERPRETED incorrectly. Obviously, this can lead to an incorrect big picture of a book. When doing a 
synthetic study, you must understand this limitation and review your conclusions after a verse-by-verse 
study.  

V. VERSE-BY-VERSE 

This is what we typically do at Beth Haven. Verse-by-verse study analyzes the words and the sentences for 
an in-depth view. We do this because we believe that each word in the text is inspired by God. 

Pros – This method is highly analytical. Words, grammar, and context are studied to ensure the message of 
the text is properly understood. In order to understand God’s Word, we must be sure what the passage is 
saying. This allows us to have the highest degree of precision in our desire to understand any particular 
section of the Bible. 

Cons – One can get lost in the trees. We call this “paralysis through analysis.” If one does not back out of 
the passage to see the big picture every once in a while, you lose the point of the book. Verse-by-verse study 
is very time-consuming. It is difficult to obtain a full and complete understanding of all the truth and 
promises of God. Sometimes this can leave a student frustrated, wanting more information than is being 
provided. 
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VI. TOPICAL 

For the sake of this categorization, I will separate the last two into different groups: topical and doctrinal. 
This is my explanation, but if you search this method on the internet or in books, they are not differentiated. 
Topical study asks a question from the Bible and the student tries to find the best answer. Any question can 
be asked, and a student must try to find the best answer. If the answer is not found, one must not conclude 
the answer isn’t there, it’s just not found. 

Pros – This permits the question of ethics and current events to be viewed through the lens of Scripture. 

Cons – To discuss the problem with this method, one must determine who is driving the study? When a 
person drives the content, there is a great chance of interference from human viewpoint. People try to prove 
their own theories using topical studies and their preconceived notions are hard to overcome. 

Note * In part, this is what we will do when we get to the application of the Worldview class. 

VII. DOCTRINAL 

This is the study we are starting on Sundays at 10:00. The difference between topical and doctrinal study is 
who is driving the conversation. A doctrinal study begins with an exegetical review of Scripture, all of 
Scripture. Then, the information is placed into categories, what we call the doctrines of God. Notice that we 
did not ask a question. We observed the Word of God and let it tell us what to study. 

Pros - Doctrinal studies provide the most profit. It is the most straightforward, most fascinating, most 
challenging of all the biblical disciplines. The teacher and the student must be very careful to consider all of 
Scripture, not just a single portion of it. A doctrine may be developed over years of careful consideration, 
with sharpening and honing the specifics. 

Cons - Categorization is the most difficult of all the disciplines. The difficulty is properly interpreting every 
passage that speaks on a specific topic. That is very time consuming but not impossible. It is the task of 
every student to verify the content of the study, make corrections, and let the Word of God speak.  

A simple internet search for systematic theology will yield over 7,000 books. People have been writing 
systematic theologies for hundreds of years. There are also countless books that have been written on 
one or more subjects. We do not desire to create a new systematic theology but rather build off of good 
ones. 

For this study, I use the categories set forth in about 10 different works. Among the authors are L.S. 
Chafer, Charles Ryrie, Arnold Fruchtenbaum, among others. My goal is not to teach you what they have 
said, but rather to take their work, verify it or rework it, and teach you all to the best of my ability and 
biblical knowledge. 

Final Note* 

There will be times in this series that we will do a word study, examine a theological idea (book/article), or ask 
a question from the text (topical).  

 


