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Treasure That Transforms
How to Study the Bible in a Way That Changes Lives
Foreword: The Joy and Power of Discovery

I will never forget the look of excitement on Josh’s face the day he found an agate all by himself. When my sons were little, the three of us would walk the rocky beaches of Whidbey Island, looking for “treasures.” I kept their treasures—rocks, broken shells, glass, etc.—separate, with one pocket for each son. I told my sons that the best treasures were agates, semi-precious stones hidden among other rocks. When we first started our walks, Jon and Josh needed help finding these special treasures, so I would subtly kick the agates out of their hiding places so they could find them. But one day I missed one, and Josh discovered it. His excited shout still echoes in my heart. “Daddy, Daddy, I found one you missed!”

I was delighted, of course, and asked, “Do you want me to put it into my pocket?”

“No, Daddy,” Josh replied, “I’ll keep this one myself!” And so he did!

What happened in that moment? Why the change in who kept the treasure? Josh was experiencing the joy of discovery. Even as a young boy, he knew that something he found on his own was so valuable that he needed to keep it close.

Since that special moment with Josh, I have learned much more about the tremendous power of discovery. I learned that through my own joyful discoveries as well as my sons’ lifetimes of discoveries. I also saw it over and over again as I watched the “Aha!” moments of those I taught.

Later on, as I trained faculty and leadership coaches, I found this confirming quote, “All the great teachers of ancient times... perceived learning to be a process of mental inquiry [discovery], not passive reception of transmitted content.”​[1] I believe most of us instinctively recognize the importance of personal discovery. Consider how much more you value something you personally discover compared to information from someone else, even a great communicator.

What does the joy of discovery have to do with Bible study? Everything! It’s no surprise that something called Discovery Bible Study (DBS) is being used around the world to make disciples of millions of previously unreached people. DBS is a simple, reproducible way to discover and obey Scripture in community. DBS works because it taps into something God built into us: we learn best by discovery.​[2]

My daily journal is full of entries where I marvel at fresh insights from God’s Word. These discoveries have birthed a longing in me to help others experience the same joy. You will read some of these joyful discoveries later as I share examples from my own treasure hunting.

This is one of the main reasons I wrote this book: I want every follower of Jesus to experience the delight of discovering endless treasure in the Bible.

My second reason for writing is similar. Discovery increases when God’s people learn to study the Bible in a way that reveals what the biblical authors really meant. Don’t panic at my use of the word study. I’m talking about a simple yet effective method anyone can learn. This method helps us understand the original meaning of Scripture. Imagine the power of understanding God’s heart the way the first hearers did, by understanding what they heard at the time they heard it.

My third reason is a desire to see people’s lives genuinely transformed. Most believers value Scripture and know it’s essential. Yet many still find the Bible hard to “get into,” and others know it well but see little change in their lives. Also, many passages do require thoughtful study before we can understand them. And who doesn’t want to discover more treasure?

God certainly wants that for you. He loves helping his children uncover the riches in his Word in ways that change them so that they are his reflection to others. This means that the treasure really does change lives, not just one life. When treasured truth transforms a life, it inevitably touches the lives around it. And when that truth is passed on through teaching or example, the ripple goes further still.

Here’s another reason I wrote this book. I’ve seen too many sincere believers become frustrated with their Bible study. The Bible-in-a-year reading plans rush them through the Bible but fail to allow time for reflection. They end up gathering information but failing to encounter God. No wonder they feel discouraged. They are trying to produce transformation with tools that can’t deliver it. I offer something much more life-giving to you.

But why write another book when so many good resources are already out there? This book provides you with time-tested approaches in a clear and very simple guide. It does this not by turning you into a scholar, but by helping you discover and respond to what God’s Word really means. What follows is the fruit of my own long journey of studying, teaching, and learning to live out this simple, powerful approach.

To keep things simple, I wrote this book with two levels so you can choose how deep you want to dig for your treasure. Here they are.

Level 1: Simple Tools for Every Kind of Reading - These tools are for every time you open your Bible. Whether you have five minutes or an hour, these tools and practices will help you discover what God is saying.

Level 2: Going Deeper - When you want to dig into a passage more thoroughly—maybe because it’s confusing, you plan to teach it, or you sense there’s more—this section is for you.

Level 1 is probably all you need for daily or devotional reading. But when you’re ready to go deeper, Level 2 will enhance your skills in using these tools.

Ready to go treasure hunting? In the pages that follow, I will give you tools that help you discover the treasure God has placed in his Word—treasure that not only informs but transforms.

This isn’t just a book. It’s a learning journey, so I will provide you with opportunities for reflection and hands-on practice along the way. I recommend keeping a notepad nearby as you read.
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PART 1: FOUNDATIONS FOR BIBLE READING

Chapter One: The Four Keys of Transformative Bible Reading
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Psalm 119 captivates me every time I read it. I’m convinced it’s one of the greatest celebrations of God’s Word in the entire Bible. It brings us incredible beauty while issuing a deep personal challenge each time we read it. It also provides crucial guidelines for interacting with God’s Word and keys to living lives profoundly shaped by it. The psalmist shows us that life-changing Bible study requires us to read or listen Slowly and Intentionally as we Seek God with a Surrendered Heart.

Slowly

Slow down enough to pause, reflect, and interact with God as you read. Our psalmist friend repeatedly uses words and phrases that show how deliberately he approached God’s Word. Words like “meditate” and “consider” point to extended periods of time with God’s Word. Two examples: “I meditate on your precepts and consider your ways” (v. 15). “Oh, how I love your law! I meditate on it all day long” (v. 97, emphasis mine).

Our information-driven culture pushes us to gather more and more information, but the psalmist knew that relationships require time. He also knew that gaining life-changing wisdom requires us to pause and reflect, that is, to slow our pace.

So be sure to give the Bible your best time and plenty of it, not brief leftover moments. Why not pause and ask God to show you the times that work best for you? I wonder how transformative it would be for us to meditate on God’s Word “all day long” rather than social media, Netflix, news media.... Just wondering....

Intentionally

Could anything be more important than being intentional about our study of God’s Word? We don’t need to read far in this psalm before we see the author’s rock-steady intentionality. Here are three important ways you can be intentional in your Bible reading.

Be self-aware. Know your learning style. I have seen lives deeply changed after I’ve told auditory learners it’s okay to listen to the Bible. In fact, in biblical times, “reading” usually meant listening. So if you know you learn best by hearing, read it out loud, listen to it, and discuss what you read with others. If you learn best by seeing, then reading will work for you. If you learn best by doing, put yourself in the story or picture yourself living out what you’re reading. You can also use your secondary learning style (seeing or hearing).

Also, know your strengths and weaknesses. Are you prone to distraction? Do you recognize other traits about yourself that either help or hinder focused study? Our psalmist certainly knew his weaknesses and frequently asked God for help with them. See vv. 5-6, 10, 29, 36 for some of many examples of this. 

Read wisely. What do I mean by that?

	Use a version of the Bible that makes sense to you.​[3]

	Consider reading with a plan that guides you in your study. Don’t feel bad if you’re overwhelmed by the Bible when you look at it all at once. There are many helpful resources to address that feeling of being overwhelmed, and it’s okay to use them. Check out the Discovery Bible Study apps listed in the Appendix and resources like www.bibleproject.com 

	Don’t get stuck on things! Focus on what you do understand. It’s okay to save Leviticus for later! It’s also okay to save hard things for when you can ask for help. Remember, the early believers didn’t have all 66 books, yet they still grew quite well!


Get help when you need it. Being intentional also means asking the Holy Spirit and trusted others for help with your study. Who could be better than God, the Holy Spirit (the Author!), to lead us to his truths and treasures? The Holy Spirit within you is your promised guide into all truth (John 16:13). He really will guide you every time you approach his Word as you live in intimacy with him!

The believers around you can also help you understand and apply Scripture. Indeed, the Bible itself tells us that studying Scripture in community is essential for growth. American individualism has often blinded us to the need for help from others, but learning in community and from teachers is a very “biblical” idea. Telling a new believer to read the Bible on their own never happened in New Testament times.

Finally, Bible scholars and teachers are also there to help you. Feel free to tap into the resources they offer you.​[4]

Seek God

Approach the Bible with the goal of knowing God rather than just gathering information. The Bible isn’t simply a collection of ideas to analyze but a way to encounter God himself. Think of your study as time with him, not just about him. As I wrote in 30 Days with Papa: “You can’t be intimate with an idea. You can’t cuddle up with a concept. Virtually every major Bible character became acquainted with God by means of an undeniable encounter with him.”​[5] Those encounters will happen frequently as we set our heart on meeting him in his Word.

Again, our psalmist shows us how central this is to our life with God. The entire psalm is a prayer to
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