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TO MOM AND DAD—

through you I came to see

that God brings life through

the Good Book
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    Foreword

    Charlie Dates

    
      WHEN WE WERE STUDENTS AT TRINITY, Andrew Abernethy could hoop! He was one of my favorite guys with whom to play basketball. You could tell his jump shot was polished. His follow-through was poster ready. Despite what the old Wesley Snipes and Woody Harrelson movie said, Andy could jump. So he was joyful competition on the court.

      In a season of studying Koine Greek and learning the binyanim of the Masoretic Hebrew text, basketball was a needed outlet. Young seminarians—at least at that time—could be a bit ambitious. The dreams of landing a significant leadership role in the life of the church, some thought, depended on one’s academic performance. Too few of us understood that good grades earned in the academy were no guarantee for effectiveness in the church. In seminary, it’s easy to confuse exegetical performance with pastoral readiness. In real life, it’s also easy to mistake a careful reading of the text with a warm devotional life.

      I meet people from time to time who are fascinated with the Old Testament. They want to discern the messages of the prophets and the foreshadowing of Christ in the first covenant. They ask me for people to read, and I send them names like Andrew Abernethy. His is a trusted voice and a wise application. Sometimes people ask Andy for preachers from whom they can listen and learn. And Andy has graciously given them my name.

      I want you to recognize that a schooled mind should be close to a blazing heart; that the more informed about God we become, the more in love with God we should be. Sadly, that is not often the case.

      What you hold in your hands is a roadmap for both the learning and the burning. It is a compass for direction on how to dig your own wells so that you can drink deeply from the treasures of God’s Word. None of us has exhausted the unsearchable riches of God’s Word. Not one living human has drained the mind of God for human flourishing. We all need more of God. Every one of us is insatiable until we find the fullness of God in regular devotion.

      Do you want that? Do you want more of God? Do you want the substance of things hoped for and the evidence of things not seen? Do you want to understand his ways better? God’s Word will give that to you. As a result of reading this book you will have tools to get you there. Andrew can lead the way.

      What I especially appreciated about Andrew’s game is that he understood basketball. He seemed to intrinsically discern the art of making space between the opponent. He could direct traffic, run screens, and man the post. He was good for the team. I guess it’s no surprise that Andrew is a stellar Bible professor. He understands the book, but even better Andrew knows its author. Life has taught him how to walk with God and lead others to green pastures. You might not be a better basketball player after reading this book, but you will learn to read the Scriptures and consequently love God more. I think that’s why you’re holding this book now.
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Prologue

“WHAT DO YOU WANT FOR CHRISTMAS?” I asked my dad a few years ago.

He responded, “How about a book on how to read the Bible?”

I was dumbfounded. I couldn’t think of one.

My dad turns to me, his son who is a Bible professor, for a book on how to read the Bible that would be just right for him. Yet, I had nothing to recommend.

Here was my dilemma: Some books on how to read the Bible are academically informative, but they can create the sense of a gap between God and us as we read the Bible. Other books are spiritually vibrant, but they provide few valuable tools from academia that can truly help God’s people read the Bible better. We need a beginner’s guide to Bible study that weds the academic with the spiritual, that integrates textual analysis with the illuminating and transforming work of the Holy Spirit.

In my years teaching, I have seen the same journey repeatedly. A zealous believer wants to learn more about how to read the Bible. They read an academically informed book or receive training at a college or seminary. They come to read the Bible historically, and they are excited about how much more they understand in the Bible.

Gradually, however, the once zealous believer notices a growing gap between themselves and God. Previously they read the Bible with a warm openness to receive from God, but now they read with a cool rationality. Previously they delighted in how God revealed himself and could speak into their present moment, but now they delight in the intellectual satisfaction of arriving at a rational understanding of a passage in its ancient context.

The church is not blind to how academic training can have a cooling effect on the faith. At a Black church on Chicago’s South Side, a pastor told his congregation that he would be starting classes at a local seminary. After the service, an elderly woman came up to him with a look of concern. Pointing her finger at him, she said, “Watch out. If you go to seminary, your faith will go to the cemetery.”

We need an approach to reading the Bible that will allow our faith to soar rather than sour. We need an approach that can help us draw closer to God rather than away from him. We need an approach to the Bible that recognizes God’s ability to speak to us in the moment, in real life, through an ancient book.

The book in your hands (or on your screen) brings together faith and academics. It offers a template for Bible reading that fuels a lively faith and incorporates the academic tools that are most valuable for ordinary Christians. I present to you the six-step approach.

I do not promise that this book will make Bible reading easy. Perhaps God doesn’t want it to be easy. God has given us a Bible that is for the hungry—for those desperate enough to depend on him for provision and who will exert great mental energy or endure seasons of dullness to eventually taste some honey. My hope is that this book will offer us a strategy for tasting more goodies from God’s Word so that we will find nourishment to live faithfully in God’s world.

AT JESUS’ FEET

Mary of Bethany is a prime example of one we should strive to be like when it comes to reading God’s Word. When Jesus comes to the town of Bethany, he visits Mary’s family. According to custom, Mary should be working with her sister Martha in the kitchen, preparing a meal for their honored guest. However, Mary breaks with custom and sits at Jesus’ feet, listening to his teaching.

Martha is frustrated: “Lord, don’t you care that my sister has left me to do the work by myself? Tell her to help me!” (Lk 10:40). Most likely, Martha would expect Jesus to support her; after all, her sister is shirking responsibility. But Jesus sees Martha as the one who needs correction. Jesus says, “Martha, Martha, you are worried and upset about many things, but few things are needed—or indeed only one. Mary has chosen what is better, and it will not be taken away from her” (Lk 10:41-42). Martha is swept up in the many demands of life and custom, but Mary is fixated on the only thing that is necessary—sitting at Jesus’ feet to savor his voice.

Will we learn from Mary? Will we choose what is better? In my own experience, I am often like Martha, even when I read the Bible. I am busy accomplishing tasks as it relates to the Bible. I study, preach, teach, and write about the Bible. Yet, I often fail to sit at the feet of the one who desires to speak through the Bible to me. Mary teaches us to sit at the feet of Jesus as we read his Word.



MY BACKSTORY

Here is a bit about me. When I was eleven, I first heard the gospel, that Jesus died for my sins. I responded immediately in faith and was filled with the Spirit. By the time I was sixteen, I began to drift. Basketball and partying took over. Night after night I’d ignore the Holy Spirit’s conviction and plunge into sin. By the time I turned twenty, I was a borderline alcoholic. I was a Division I athlete whose skills on the court were in sharp decline. I hardly attended class. I received a 0.8 GPA during the first semester of my sophomore year.

God did not give up on me. The Holy Spirit never stopped calling this prodigal son to return to the Father through Christ. I finally turned back to Christ, left behind fraternity life and a Division I scholarship, and transferred to a Christian college.

I had zero intention of becoming a pastor, Bible professor, or author when I enrolled at Bethel College in Indiana. I just hoped to get sober and turn my life around. I needed God. Out of this hunger for God I began to read the Bible. It became a lifeline for hearing from God. Those years at Bethel were some of my sweetest times with God in his Word. Eventually, I was called to minister God’s Word, went to seminary, pastored for a few years, and then got a PhD. I have now been teaching college and seminary students for over a decade.

Although I now teach the Bible for a living, I have not graduated from my need for the advice given in this book. I remain hungry for God. Depression and anxiety have plagued me since the late 1990s. Since 2010, I have battled a movement disorder called cervical dystonia, forcing me to take refuge in God amid suffering. The Holy Spirit still convicts me of sins—especially those hidden sins of pride, judgmentalism, coveting, and many others. As a result, I remain a beggar, longing for morsels from the Savior. I am not content when reading the Bible becomes merely an academic exercise; I desperately need to meet with the living God every single day. I need the advice in this book as much as anyone else does.

You have your own story, your own journey, that led you to this book. God wants to meet with you through the Bible, so may God use this book for that purpose.



THE SIX STEPS

We will follow six steps across this book. The term steps may have some of you rolling your eyes. I get it. You’re skeptical of steps that promise revolution but turn out to be shallow and gimmicky. Let me clarify. These six steps represent longstanding vantage points that God’s people have benefited from for thousands of years when reading the Bible. I have put them in an order that make sense to me, but I fully expect that you will find an order and flow that works for you. What is most important to me is to pass along six important vantage points to keep in mind when studying a passage in the Bible.

Here they are:

	1. Posture—Orient the beliefs and dispositions of your heart as you prepare to discern God’s voice when reading the Bible.


	2. Flow—Grasp the flow of thought across a passage in light of its genre and subunits.


	3. Context—Ponder the passage in view of its historical setting and its place in its literary context within the biblical book.


	4. Whole Bible—Consider how your passage bears witness to Christ and fits into the Bible’s redemptive story.


	5. Savor God—Ponder, pray to, and praise God in view of who he is revealing himself to be as you go back through the passage.


	6. Faithful Response—What is God calling you to do in your life, and in the world, through this passage?




At first, implementing these steps will feel like learning the tango: slow, choppy, and a bit forced. After a season of regular practice, you’ll pick up speed, become more fluid, and the steps will become second nature. In my own experience, these “steps” are no longer steps; they are just features of what it means to read the Bible. In the epilogue, I offer some advice about putting these steps into practice. So, if you are wondering whether you can mix up the order or whether you can leave some steps out for time’s sake, then feel free to turn to the epilogue at any time.

These steps arise from training students year after year in how to read the Bible. When I first began teaching, my exclusive focus was on passing along the benefits of my academic training. We would focus on finding the flow of thought in a passage in light of its genre (step 2) and the importance of context when reading (step 3). The aim was to listen carefully to what God was saying through the human author to the original audience—recovering a sense of what the passage would have meant originally.

Over time, however, I have seen how too much of a focus on steps two and three can create a wedge between us, God, and the world. The Bible becomes something to figure out, like any ancient historical text. The Bible becomes a word for people back in the day but not for us today.

As important as steps two and three are for Bible reading, they must take their place within the primary purpose of why God has given us his Word—to reveal himself to us, draw us near, speak to us, and transform us. This is where steps one, four, five, and six come into play. Step one describes a disposition of the heart that positions us to hear God’s voice. Step four reminds us that any given passage is part of God’s grand design that culminates in Jesus. Steps five and six remind us that the Bible is a means to an end, not the end itself. The Bible does not exist simply for us to learn stuff. The Bible is a means through which we can hear from God, who invites us through the Word to savor him and to learn how to live today.



USING THIS BOOK

Before we turn to step one, let me suggest two ways you might use this book.

	• Option 1: Read through the entire book to grasp what each step is about and how the steps fit together. Then select a short passage—less than ten verses—and work back through all six steps.


	• Option 2: Select a short passage—less than ten verses—right now. As you go through each step, apply what you are learning to your passage before moving on to the next step.




For those interested in using this as part of a group Bible study, see the guidance provided in the epilogue. As you walk through the steps ahead, may the Holy Spirit meet you on the journey, illuminating your heart to savor and respond to God through his Word.



DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

	1. How has God been preparing you to want and benefit from a book like this?


	2. Can you describe a time when you longed, like Mary, to simply be with Jesus?


	3. What obstacles get in your way of simply being with Jesus?


	4. What words come to mind when you think about your past experience of studying the Bible? What has been good about it? What has been hard?


	5. God has given us a Bible that is for the hungry—for those desperate enough to depend on him for provision and who will exert great mental energy to taste some honey. What words or phrases stick out to you from this sentence, and why? How would you explain this idea in your own words?
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Step 1

Posture

I HAD THE CHANCE TO GO TO JERUSALEM in 2014. On the itinerary was “Hezekiah’s Tunnel.” I was excited to see it. This tunnel under Jerusalem is longer than five football fields. It may have been dug 2,800 years ago when King Hezekiah was preparing to face the Assyrians. On the itinerary, under “Hezekiah’s Tunnel,” was a caption: “Bring waterproof shoes, a flashlight, and a hat.”

It was a dark tunnel with running water, so I knew why I would need my Crocs (yes, grown men can wear Crocs) and a flashlight. But why on earth would I need a hat? Hats are for protecting my eyes or balding scalp from the sun, not for dark tunnels.

As we prepared to enter the tunnel, the leader said, “The ceiling of the tunnel can be as low as five feet in some places, so you’ll want to duck down and wear a hat to protect your head from scraping the ceiling.” Now I knew why I needed a hat.

I am 6'6". They didn’t make tunnels back in ancient times for giants like me. To make it through the tunnel, I had to crouch low and wear a cap for about 500 yards. Without adopting a lowly posture, there would be no way I’d make it through.

Similarly, entry into the Bible demands a particular posture of mind and heart. When we read the Bible with the right posture, the odds of meeting with God and hearing his voice increases.

What posture of mind and heart will position us to hear from God as we read the Bible?

TEACHABILITY

We come to Scripture to meet with God. Don’t misunderstand me. I am not saying that we approach the Bible as if it were God—that would be idolatry, bibliolatry (worshiping a book rather than the God of the Good Book). Bibliolatry can manifest itself in the innocent guise of wanting to know the Bible. While there is nothing wrong with seeking to study and learn the Bible, bibliolatry surfaces when the quest for knowledge becomes an end in itself.

Jesus confronts some of the most dedicated students of Scripture in ancient Israel. These Jews could have schooled any of us in their knowledge of the Bible. But Jesus was not impressed. He said to them, “You study the Scriptures diligently because you think that in them you have eternal life. These are the very Scriptures that testify about me, yet you refuse to come to me to have life” (Jn 5:39-40).

Scary stuff. It is possible to be the most diligent students of Scripture and still fail Jesus’ exam. You fail if your study of Scripture does not lead you to Jesus. What can help us move beyond bibliolatry to encounter God as we read the Bible? The posture of our heart makes a difference. We need to be teachable.

The Bible gives us several vantage points for thinking about teachability. Have you ever thought about our need for God himself to be our teacher? As discussed in the previous chapter, Mary of Bethany models for us a teachable spirit as she sits at the feet of Jesus, hungry for his every word.

This posture before God as teacher includes recognizing our need for God to help us know the things of God. We can’t assume that in and of our own efforts we will automatically grasp the Bible.

The psalmist models this. He prays, “Teach me, O Lord, the way of your statutes” (Ps 119:33 ESV). No doubt the psalmist had studied God’s statutes, but he knew that for them to sink in God would need to teach him. The prophets themselves look forward to a time when God would teach his people (Is 30:20-21; Jer 31:34). Jesus even speaks to his disciples about how the Holy Spirit would teach his disciples (Jn 14:26). As we approach the Bible, then, we need to come with hearts yearning to be taught by God, the Master Teacher himself.



CHILDLIKENESS

Another vantage point on teachability is childlikeness. We are coming to meet with God, our Father, when we approach the Scriptures. Jesus highlights childlikeness as a key to hearing God’s voice. Consider this scenario in Matthew 11.

Jesus is traveling from city to city around the Sea of Galilee. Miracles are happening left and right. With just a touch, Jesus cleanses a leper, relieves the fever of Peter’s mother-in-law, and opens the eyes of the blind. With just a word, Jesus heals a paralyzed servant and casts out a legion of demons. People from across the region are bringing the sick and demon possessed before him, and they are all experiencing healing and deliverance.

If you witnessed such events, how would you respond? You’d repent and turn to Jesus, right? Well, maybe not. Check out what Matthew says: “Jesus began to denounce the towns in which most of his miracles had been performed, because they did not repent” (Mt 11:20). Those who saw the mighty works of God in their midst were calloused, unchanged, and unresponsive. So Jesus curses those cities, declaring that Sodom is better off than them. This is not good news, considering the fact that God wiped Sodom off the map due to their sin in Genesis 19.

Jesus next says something that seems like it is out of left field: “I praise you, Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because you have hidden these things from the wise and learned, and revealed them to little children. Yes, Father, for this is what you were pleased to do” (Mt 11:25-26). Hold on a minute. Jesus was just calling down curses, and now he’s praising God. What is going on? What is happening becomes clear when we see the contrast between Jesus condemning the “wise and learned” who do not get it (the cities of Galilee who remain unrepentant after seeing miracles) and those “little children” who do get it.

The ways of the Father are far different from what one would expect. From a human point of view, the “wise and learned” of Jesus’ day—those scribes and Pharisees who went to “seminary”—are those you would expect to grasp the things of God, to repent on seeing God’s miracles in Jesus. There is nothing wrong with being “wise” per se. The issue is their assumption that their status in society as those in the know gives them the inside track on knowing the ways of God. They have God in a box, so they are closed off to being pushed beyond their current thinking about God. Jesus takes great delight in how the Father hides these things from the proud who presume a privileged place of being in the know.

Who are the “little children” that receive God’s unexpected revelation? Jesus does not have in mind actual infants; instead, “little children” is a metaphor for Jesus’ disciples. Jesus speaks of his disciples as “little ones” (Mt 10:42) or as “the least” (Mt 11:11) right before this.

One reason why Jesus speaks of his disciples as little children is because infants are not known for their intelligence. If you spend time around little children you know this.

My son Oliver is two as I write this book. The following conversation is typical.

“Oliver, how old are you?”

“Five,” he’ll declare.

“No, Oliver, you are two,” I respond.

“Two,” he’ll echo back.

So, I follow up by asking: “Oliver, how old are you?”

“Five,” he announces with pride.





WHERE DO YOU FIT?
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