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Ways of reading the Bible

Thomas Aquinas(1224 – 1274), one of the greatest theologians who ever lived, thought about the different meanings of the Bible.  After consideration, he concluded that a passage of Scripture has four senses to it:

· Literal:  the actual meaning of the words

· Allegorical:  the figurative sense of the words

· Moral:  the meaning of the words that spurs us to a moral, Christlike life

· Anagogical (from the Greek word for leading):  the mostly hidden, mystical sense of the words, often pointing to some aspect of the afterlife or endtimes

Running the story of the Good Samaritan through this gives:

· Literal:  Jesus tells a story about a man who was beaten by robbers but helped by a man from a different country, Samaria

· Allegorical:  the story is a parable, through which Jesus wants us to see that “neighbour” isn’t limited to the person who lives next to us; it also means any person who inhabits this planet with us

· Moral:  Jesus wants us to emulate the Samaritan and help those in need, no matter their nationalities

· Anagogical:  the kingdom of heaven is a perfect place where earthly nationalities no longer matter

While this gives some guidance, many of us today read for one of 2 reasons:  information and entertainment.  There is however a 3rd reason for reading, that is transformation, to be internally changed, to better ourselves for want of a phrase.

When we read the Bible, it can be informative (teaching us about the history of Israel) and entertaining (many if the stories would make great movies, some already have!).  Christians read the Bible because it changes us from the inside out.  We believe that God has something to deliver to us via His inspired Word.  God didn’t have the Bible written over so many years because we needed a history – although we do; He inspired it so we would have a special revelation from Him, a connection to Him and His kingdom.

Unfortunately this knowledge doesn’t always change how we look at the Bible.  We still have a large tendency to see it as yet another book, a problem or code that needs to be deciphered so we can figure out what God’s hidden meaning is and not the living word of God that it is.

1. Journaling
Why journal?

· Journaling can be an exciting way of developing your relationship with God. 

· It provides a record of those things that you have prayed about, allowing you to look back at a later date and see the creative ways that God has answered!

· It can also aid your concentration as you may find it easier to stay focussed when you are writing to God rather than talking to him in your head.

· You have the freedom to express yourself to God in the way that suits you.

Ways of journaling that you might like to try:

1. Write a letter to God, as if you were writing to a friend. You can let the words spill onto the page as you think them  - God won’t mind if a full stop doesn’t feature!

2. Bullet points / trigger words of people, life circumstances etc that you want to pray about.

3. Write down those things that you want to bring before God for forgiveness. You might want to talk them through and write a cross through the words to symbolize your forgiveness through Jesus on the cross. 

4. Have two lists. On the first, write down everything you have to be thankful for yesterday and on the other write down your worries, challenges and requests for God for today. It is great to see that often those matters you were asking for his guidance for yesterday are the things that you are thanking him for today. 
5. Some people like to keep "a gratitude journal” in which to write down at least five things for which you are thankful to God for that particular day. This can be simple things that are easily overlooked, such as sunshine, being able to walk, friends. 

6. Combine journaling with bible study notes. It is so encouraging when the passage that your bible study notes leads you to is relevant to as issue you’ve asked God for guidance on. Write to God and ask him a question, this can be as general or specific as you like. For example:

· Is there an area of my life in which I am not being the best person you have created to be?

· Is there any un-confessed sin in my life?

· How can I be a blessing to someone today?

· Am I making someone / something other than you my God?

· Is this decision (name it) right for me?

Passages you may find helpful:

John 14:15-21

2 Corinthians 5:14-21

Matthew 18: 15-20

Hebrews 2: 10-18.

7. Some people like structure to their journaling and one way that may be helpful is to use:

Adoration 

Confession 

Thanksgiving  

Supplication (Asking God for help)
Final Points…….
· Over time, your journal becomes a record of spiritual growth as prayers, requests and needs are met and through this your faith is strengthened. 
· In times when you’re feeling distant from God, it can be a great encouragement to read your journal and see how God has been faithful in hearing your prayers in the past. There will be occasions in which you have prayed about something and forgotten all about it, it is great to see how God has answered these ‘forgotten’ prayers too!

· Don’t feel like you have to write every single day, but even if you feel you have nothing to write, you might like to read your past entries and mentally focus your thoughts on God.

· A journal is most effective when you're completely honest in your expressions, so you might want to keep it in a safe place!

· Why not get yourself a notebook and try journaling over the next week? The time you spend is up to – try starting with 5 minutes and just see if you like it. You might like to tell someone what you plan to do and ask them to keep you accountable to see how you are getting on.

· Be bold in your questioning and be faithful that you will hear God speak. This is when God can really reveal himself and his will for your life. 

2. Meeting with God – The Monk Method

Often we can read a passage from the Bible and struggle to take anything in, even if we read the same passage 2 or 3 times it can be hard to retain anything for more than a short while afterwards.

Copying out a passage word for word slows us down and gives us time to think and process what the passage is about.  I often find that God speaks to me more clearly and memorably when I do this.

Steps to follow:

1. Start by praying that God will speak and reveal things to you through His Word.

2. Choose a short passage to look at e.g. John 15, Philippians 3, Colossians 3, Romans 12, Romans 8.

3. Copy the passage out word for word on one page of your notebook

4. As you are doing this highlight any words or phrases which grab your attention or are repeated several times.

5. On the other page of your notebook jot down any thoughts or questions that come to you as you are copying the passage out.

6. Finish by summarising one main idea or thought from the passage in your own words.

7. Spend 5 minutes praying about what God has shown you or brought to your attention.

8. Think about memorising one of the verses from the passage that captures the main thing God has shown you.

It can be a good idea to work your way through a whole book a short section at a time using this method e.g. Philippians.

3. Meeting with God through Memorisation of his Word

Introduction: Memorisation is the only form of learning with 100% retention.  This means that to invest in a meeting with God by memorisation of a portion of his word is not only a meeting with God now but a meeting with God on your way back from work, or on the train, or before an interview, in times of temptation, or in whatever situation you find yourself in.  

You can meet with God without any equipment or even a Bible, that is why memorisation is such an exciting tool.  Of course there are dangers to memorisation, first and foremost that it turns into legalism or duty.  If it does then perhaps you are doing too much memorisation or too much review.  I would like to note as well that if you are considering memorisation as a regular way of meeting with God that you consider getting a guide to help you such as the Navpress Topical Memory System.

Method: 

1. Pray as you would before any quiet time that but also pray specifically that your motives for memorisation are pure, it isn’t being done because of duty.  Pray that God would use the scripture you are memorising to speak and encourage you.

2. Choose a verse or verses to memorise.  This is quite a personal section as each of us may have verses that are more important to us, although in all likelihood these will already be memorised.  If you cannot think of a verse I have printed Romans 12 for you on a second page.  I have done this so that you can read through the chapter and pick a verse that sticks out for you, (I like vs. 2 particularly but that’s me).  Be sure you know what it means before you start memorising it, don’t pick verses out of context!  This is where guides such as TMS by NavPress help.  Personally I choose to memorise large sections, (several verses together or more), as I think it better encompasses the idea behind what is being said.  This is just a personal preference though, as I know that such a commitment would be time consuming and definitely not possible in the time we have now.

3. Read the verse several times, ask yourself what it means.

4. Break the verse into natural phrases. 

5. Repeat several times from memory the reference, the topic of the verse, and the first phrase.

6. Repeat several times from memory the reference, the topic of the verse, the first phrase and the second phrase.  Continue this process until you know every phrase.

7. Repeat the whole verse several times from memory.

8. Remind yourself why the verse is so important to you, how you will put it into practice and thank God for his word.

9. Try to review your verse several times before you leave today’s conference, perhaps in coffee breaks!

You need to review memorised verses constantly to stop them from being forgotten.  When you do it might be helpful to remember why you memorised the verse, what it means to you and how you can continue to apply it to our lives.  Try this at the end of the day!
Remember:

Memorisation – puts Gods word in your mind.

Meditation – puts Gods word in or on your heart

Obedience – puts Gods word into action

Try memorising Romans 12:1-21 (you may need longer than today to do this!)
4. Lectio Divina (Sacred Reading)1
Yes this has a crazy Latin name that monks gave it hundreds of years ago but it is tried and tested!!  It comes in 4 steps also with Latin names (I thought I’d be nice and translate them) with a suggested amount of time that you spend on each, though these are merely guidelines.  The important thing with this method is not to get impatient and rush onto the next stage, but to allow yourself to rest in God’s presence at each stage and let yourself hear what He has to say.

· Lectio (Read):  Choose a short passage of scripture and read through it slowly and repeatedly.  Focus on the text and let its words sink in.  don’t try and figure out what they mean or their context, just the words.  Listen to God as you are reading the passage and for which word or phrase from it He gives you.  Be patient and keep doing this for a while; as the first word that comes to mind may not be the one god has for you.

· Meditatio (Think):  Like the previous step, this should be unhurried.  Take the word or phrase that stood out from the passage and mull it over letting the other words and phrases fall away.  Start thinking it over, what is it causing you to feel?  What is it causing you to think?  Slow down and let God speak in the silence.

· Oratori (Speak):  Having read the selected passage and meditated to the point of awareness of some emotion or feeling, its time to work out with God exactly what it means.  Converse with God, ask Him why He has given you this word (working on the assumption its from Him); listen to Him (see what He has to say to you).  Questioning whether God gave you the word or not is a waste of time, because it’s nearly impossible to know!  Even if you chose the word and didn’t give God a voice in the process, He’s still God, and He can still use it; ultimately it’s still His word!

As you start to become aware of answers, let your prayer move on to respond to these; move through the entire experience with God and work towards resolution on some level.  The ultimate question here is “Lord what do you want me to do with what you’ve given me today?”

· Contemplatio (Consideration):  This last step can often seem the hardest to understand given how we are used to living and acting.  It is simply to rest in God’s presence, quieting our bodies and minds.  This can be hard to master so don’t get discouraged if your mind wanders or you become distracted.  Let yourself move back slowly and continue contemplating.

· Finishing by journaling what God has said to you and with a short prayer can help you record and remember what God has done, giving you something to look back on for encouragement or inspiration.

This is a discipline and it won’t necessarily come easily first time (or at all) so don’t be discouraged if it doesn’t work for you; God speaks to us all in different ways.

Exercises

Here are some suggested passages to try out with this method, the time spent will vary each time, try not to keep a close eye on it, but follow from one to the next as God leads.

Suggested passages (try looking at these in The Message):

Psalm 23: 1-3

Matthew 5:5

1 John 3:1-3

Jeremiah 2:2-3

Luke 1:46-50

Colossians 1:15

Deuteronomy 32:1-4

Job 16:18-22

Romans 15:13

Ecclesiastes 11:9-10

Leviticus 26:2-5

Revelation 22:20-21

Lectio – 10 mins (5 mins)

Meditatio – 5 mins (2.5 mins)

Oratorio – 10 mins (5 mins)

Contemplatio – 5 mins (2.5 mins)

Journal about you thoughts and what God spoke to you through His word.

Close with a prayer, e.g. the Lords Prayer

Our Father in heaven, 
   Reveal who you are. 
   Set the world right; 
   Do what's best— as above, so below. 
   Keep us alive with three square meals. 
   Keep us forgiven with you and forgiving others. 
   Keep us safe from ourselves and the Devil. 
   You're in charge! 
   You can do anything you want! 
   You're ablaze in beauty! 
      Yes. Yes. Yes.

(Matthew 6:9-13, The Message)
1Based on “read, think, pray, live” by Tony Jones, TH1NK Books

5. Quiet Reflection – Using Your Senses

Reading a passage from the Bible and focusing on God is one of the most rewarding activities you can do as a Christian. Sometimes though it can be hard to get into a passage, to understand what it going on and have the right perspective.

This method of using your senses as you read and meditate through a passage is one used for many centuries, and to great effect. The meditation involves becoming part of the account in the passage by imaging what your senses would pick up as if you were really there. For example:

Sight – What would you be looking at? What are your surroundings like, what are people doing and what are their facial expressions?

Sound – What do you think the voices would sound like? Are there any expressive tones used? What sounds might there be in the background?

Smell – What smells are there, where do they come from and what do they remind you of?

Taste – Is there anything around to taste? Salty water perhaps or some food.

Touch – What is there around to touch? What does the ground feel like under foot? What is the temperature and humidity like or is there any human contact?

Matthew 3 tells of John the Baptist and his preaching to the people, urging them to repent of their sins because God’s kingdom was near. As John is doing this Jesus appears to him requesting that he baptise him, which John complies with.

This passage is particularly rich in activity and has plenty of scope to excite the senses! To help you in this method there are some easy questions provided which are designed to take you through each section and help you take in the atmosphere.

In the beginning verses (1-4) how do you perceive John the Baptist, what does he look and sound like? Verse 4 says that his clothes were made of camels hair and he ate locusts (remember to taste!), what impression does this give you of the life John led?


--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Imagine yourself as one of the crowd written about in verse 5. Try to imagine the buzz that he was creating, the noise and closeness of the people intrigued to know what he was saying. How would you feel as one of the crowd when hearing John’s cry to repent and be baptised? How would have you responded?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

The crowd in response to John’s message came forward to confess their sins and be baptised in the river. As you are watching this going on from the bank what do you think the water would have been like? Try to imagine the feeling of the environment around you, the temperature, the feeling of sand and gravel under your feet. As the people come out of the river after being baptised, how do you think they would have felt – what is the expression on their faces?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Verses 7-10 records the arrival of the Pharisees and Sadducees on the scene. Note John’s welcome for these self proclaimed righteous men. What imagery does a ‘brood of vipers’ conjure up? What would the reaction of the Pharisees and Sadducees have looked like (verse 9 is a clue), how would have the atmosphere changed?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In verses 11-12 John describes his position in comparison to Jesus and tells of the different baptism He will bring. What does it mean to be baptised with fire? Imagine the intensity of fire (it would effect all your senses), why is the spiritual conversion described in this way? How do these verses make you feel about your own conversion?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In verse 13 and 14 we read of Jesus’ arrival, the person who John had been preparing people for. What do you think John’s reaction might have been (for help see John 1:29-31)?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

What do you think the crowd’s reaction would have been? The person whose sandals John was not fit to carry was asking to be baptised. Jesus was sinless yet wanted to take part in a ceremony that symbolised the repentance of sins. What would have been Jesus’ expression and demeanour? What would your emotions have been watching this?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

In the final two verses Matthew writes what happened when Jesus had been baptised. Try to imagine the sight and sound this would have created, what would have been the tone of the voice from heaven and how would this event has effected the surrounding area?

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Now that you have read through the passage and considered the feelings and senses the events have evoked, pray through quietly with God, telling Him how you feel, praising and thanking Him for the events in Matthew 3. If you have questions regarding the passage pray also that God would teach you and ask Him how the passage may apply to your own life.

When going through the passage if any particular verse or idea had stood out or inspired you, write it down and meditate on it prayerfully during the week.

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

Feel free to make any additional notes 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

6. Use this key and table to analyse any passage of scripture
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    = Something I learnt about God or Jesus
!= This is the most exciting verse I think (and why)
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    = Something I learnt about humans
? = A question I have about the passage
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  = Some new insight or discovery I have made
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  = Something the passage tells me to DO
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7. Spending Time in the Psalms

Many of the Psalms were written by King David as he poured out his soul to God through both the worst and the best times of his life. They act as a good example for us to be honest with God about how we are feeling and what is going on in our minds. They can help us to grapple with the issues in our lives in view of who God is, what he thinks of us, and what he has done for us. We will try this using Psalm 40.

Begin by asking God to speak to you by His Holy Spirit and help you learn something from Him.

Read Psalm 40

 1 I waited patiently for the LORD; 
    he turned to me and heard my cry. 

 2 He lifted me out of the slimy pit, 
    out of the mud and mire; 
    he set my feet on a rock 
    and gave me a firm place to stand. 

 3 He put a new song in my mouth, 
    a hymn of praise to our God. 
    Many will see and fear 
    and put their trust in the LORD. 

 4 Blessed is the man 
    who makes the LORD his trust, 
    who does not look to the proud, 
    to those who turn aside to false gods.  

 5 Many, O LORD my God, 
    are the wonders you have done. 
    The things you planned for us 
    no one can recount to you; 
    were I to speak and tell of them, 
    they would be too many to declare. 

 6 Sacrifice and offering you did not desire, 
    but my ears you have pierced; 
    burnt offerings and sin offerings 
    you did not require. 

 7 Then I said, "Here I am, I have come— 
    it is written about me in the scroll. 

 8 I desire to do your will, O my God; 
    your law is within my heart." 

9 I proclaim righteousness in the great      ….assembly; 
   I do not seal my lips, 
   as you know, O LORD. 

 10 I do not hide your righteousness in my ….…heart; 
      I speak of your faithfulness and salvation. 
      I do not conceal your love and your truth 
      from the great assembly. 

 11 Do not withhold your mercy from me, O  . …….LORD; 
     may your love and your truth always …….protect me. 

 12 For troubles without number surround me; 
      my sins have overtaken me, and I cannot  ……..see. 
      They are more than the hairs of my head, 
      and my heart fails within me. 

 13 Be pleased, O LORD, to save me; 
      O LORD, come quickly to help me. 

 14 May all who seek to take my life 
      be put to shame and confusion; 
      may all who desire my ruin 
      be turned back in disgrace. 

 15 May those who say to me, "Aha! Aha!" 
      be appalled at their own shame. 

 16 But may all who seek you 
      rejoice and be glad in you; 
      may those who love your salvation always ……..say, 
       "The LORD be exalted!" 

 17 Yet I am poor and needy; 
      may the Lord think of me. 
      You are my help and my deliverer; 
      O my God, do not delay.

Next, create some questions to help you to understand the Psalm. Some suggested questions are given below but you may want to create your own. It is good to have at least one of three kinds of questions - observation, understanding and application.

OBSERVATION

What does David describe in the opening lines of this Psalm?

What is David’s response to what God has done for him?

What is David’s response to other people?

UNDERSTANDING

Why do you think David responds in this way?

What does this Psalm reveal about David’s relationship with God?

APPLICATION

What do you respond when you are in a slimy pit?

How do you think God wants you to respond?

What else do you think you can learn from this Psalm?

Alternatively, you could try writing your own Psalm to God, telling him exactly how you are feeling, whether good or bad.  God is always willing to listen to us pour out our hearts to Him, no matter how were are feeling at the time; talking with God doesn’t have to be purely thankful praise.

8a. Spending time with God using art 1

1)  Read this
Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written:  "For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered."  No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord.
2)  Create a piece of art exploring the truth that nothing can separate us from God’s love through Jesus.  You could choose to focus on the powerlessness of Satan to stop God’s love getting to his children, or you may wish to focus instead on God’s supreme power.  You could use:

· Drawings

· Quotes from scripture

· Pictures cut out from magazines

· Words which come to mind

· Colours that come to mind

· Symbols

· Images cut from photographs

· Items from nature

· Material/textiles

8b. Spending time with God using art 2

1)  Read this
That day when evening came, he said to his disciples, "Let us go over to the other side." Leaving the crowd behind, they took him along, just as he was, in the boat. There were also other boats with him. A furious squall came up, and the waves broke over the boat, so that it was nearly swamped. Jesus was in the stern, sleeping on a cushion. The disciples woke him and said to him, "Teacher, don't you care if we drown?"  He got up, rebuked the wind and said to the waves, "Quiet! Be still!" Then the wind died down and it was completely calm.  He said to his disciples, "Why are you so afraid? Do you still have no faith?"  They were terrified and asked each other, "Who is this? Even the wind and the waves obey him!"

2)  There are lots of emotions and atmospheres in this story.  Pick one of them and create a piece of art work expressing that emotion or atmosphere, but using colours and images of the sea, however abstract they are.  You could choose to focus on the fear of the disciples, the power of God, the calmness of Jesus, the ferocity of the storm.  You could use:

· Drawings

· Quotes from scripture

· Pictures cut out from magazines

· Words which come to mind

· Colours that come to mind

· Symbols

· Images cut from photographs

· Items from nature

· Material/textiles

8c. Spending time with God using art 3

1)  Read this
After this I looked, and there before me was a door standing open in heaven. And the voice I had first heard speaking to me like a trumpet said, "Come up here, and I will show you what must take place after this." At once I was in the Spirit, and there before me was a throne in heaven with someone sitting on it. And the one who sat there had the appearance of jasper and carnelian. A rainbow, resembling an emerald, encircled the throne. Surrounding the throne were twenty-four other thrones, and seated on them were twenty-four elders. They were dressed in white and had crowns of gold on their heads. From the throne came flashes of lightning, rumblings and peals of thunder. Before the throne, seven lamps were blazing…Also before the throne there was what looked like a sea of glass, clear as crystal.

2)  This description of God’s throne room comes from Revelation 4.  Create a piece of art which, to the best of your ability and understanding, expresses God’s glory and holiness.  You could use:

· Drawings

· Quotes from scripture

· Pictures cut out from magazines

· Words which come to mind

· Colours that come to mind

· Symbols

· Images cut from photographs

· Items from nature

· Material/textiles

8d. Spending time with God using art 4

1)  Read this
From the sixth hour until the ninth hour darkness came over all the land. About the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a loud voice, "Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?"—which means, "My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?"

2)  Jesus was going through the agony of being separated from his Father for the first and last time in his life.  On top of the physical pain, this spiritual pain was almost unbearable.  You may have had a time in your life when you felt separated from God.  Although since you became a Christian this is not possible, the pain of feeling far from God is great.  Either use this experience or focus on Jesus’ experience of separation from God to create a piece of art expressing this kind of pain.  You could use:

· Drawings

· Quotes from scripture

· Pictures cut out from magazines

· Words which come to mind

· Colours that come to mind

· Symbols

· Images cut from photographs

· Items from nature

· Material/textiles
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