Laying a Strong Foundation
Lesson 3: Getting Started in the Bible
WHAT IS IN THE BIBLE?

The Bible is a miniature library made up of many parts that we usually call “books.” Some are like short history books telling about a certain period or person; some are letters; some are records of the preaching of prophets; some are personal thoughts, meditations, or songs about God and our relationship with Him. There are 66 of these parts/books. They were written by 38 or 40 different people over a time span of about 2000 years, from about 2000 years before Christ until about 70 years after Christ’s death and resurrection. 

We divide the Bible into two parts – the Old Testament and the New Testament. The Old Testament focuses on God’s relationship with Israel and the preparation for Christ to come. The New Testament focuses on Christ’s birth, death, resurrection, and the meaning of these things. 
Many of the books in the Old Testament are short history books about a certain period in Israel’s history. The books that we call the “prophets” are records of the preaching of a certain prophet. Then there are other books in the Old Testament, like the hymnbook of songs by King David and others and the life principles of King Solomon. 
The New Testament begins with four short histories of Christ’s life and ministry by men that were with Jesus, or close friends of theirs. The book of Acts tells the story of the early growth of the church after Jesus ascended to heaven. The New Testament also includes several letters written by early church leaders to encourage the Christians in various places. And then the Bible finishes with an unusual book that we call “Revelation” (even though the whole Bible is really revelation). John, who was one of Jesus’ disciples, records revelation that God gave Him of heaven and the end times. 
Though the Bible seems long and intimidating to a new Christian, it is actually quite a bit shorter than the total scriptures of most other world religions. 
HOW WE GOT OUR BIBLE

They really did write back then! Since the first 39 books (the Old Testament) were either written for or about Israel, they are written in the language of the people of Israel, which was Hebrew. They were written on animal skins or paper made from the papyrus plant. 

The last 27 books of the Bible (the New Testament) were written in the common language at the time of Christ, which was Greek.
If the Bible was written that long ago, how are we reading it today? Because people copied it by hand! We can praise the Lord for thousands of very diligent and careful people who copied and copied and copied those books by hand. Still today, you can buy the Old Testament in Hebrew and the New Testament in Greek. Because of the work of those hand copyists, we still have those Hebrew and Greek words. 

But how do people who don’t know Greek and Hebrew read the Bible? God could have required that anyone who wanted to know Him and read His word would have to learn those languages. But instead, He chose to bless human translations so that everyone in the world can have the Bible in the language that their heart speaks. In the 1300s the Bible was first translated into English. 

When John Wycliffe first translated the Bible into English, every copy was hand written. It was so hard to get a copy that people would trade a load of hay to rent a Bible for one day. The Bible was actually outlawed in English, but people were so faithful to guard it and copy it that today we still have several copies from the original handwritten Wycliffe Bible. 

Since then the Bible has been translated many times into English. The quality of the translations has improved. We have also found more and more manuscripts to help translators produce the clearest, most accurate translations ever. Over the past centuries there have been many men who have worked very hard to master Greek and Hebrew and produce very accurate translations. 

WHAT DOES THE BIBLE SAY ABOUT ITSELF?

I. It is the inspired & preserved Word of God

· Read II Timothy 3:16 and II Peter 1:20-21. You can see from these verses that all Scripture is inspired, or “breathed-out” by God. God used regular people to write the Bible, but what they wrote was God’s perfect word. As the men wrote the words of Scripture, they were carried along by the Holy Spirit. Those original Hebrew and Greek manuscripts were the perfect Word of God. 


· But do we have those words today? Read Matthew 24:35. What does Jesus promise? 

· Archaeological findings like the Dead Sea Scrolls have provided dramatic evidence that God has preserved His word across the centuries. Our church’s doctrinal statement says that “God has preserved His Word for us through thousands of manuscripts and versions that have been copied and translated from the originals. Any translation which faithfully, reverently, and skillfully renders the words of the original languages into another language is God’s Word.”

II. It is God’s tool to do His Work

A.
To show you Christ

Read Luke 24:27.  How much of the Bible can teach us about Jesus? 

B.
To bring you to Christ

Read Romans 10:17. Where does saving faith come from?  

C.
To make you like Christ

Read II Timothy 3:16-17. What can the Bible accomplish in our lives?
Notice that all three of these things focus on Jesus. Unfortunately some people have carelessly referred to the Bible as an “instruction manual” or “rules for life.” We need much more than instructions and rules: we need Jesus! All of the Bible is designed to teach us about Jesus and change us to be like Him. 
III. It Is Powerful Enough to Do Anything God Desires

In Isaiah 55:10-11, God says that My word will not return to Me empty, without accomplishing what I desire. If we are faithful to learn the Bible and share it with others, God will powerfully change our lives and the lives of others. 
HOW IMPORTANT IS THE BIBLE?

· In Matthew 4:4, Jesus said that the Bible is as essential as our food: Man shall not live on bread alone, but on every word that proceeds out of the mouth of God. Just like our bodies need to be fed daily with physical food, our hearts need to be fed daily with the spiritual food of the Bible. Read Psalm 1:1-3. What key words in those verses highlight the importance that the Bible should have in our lives?
· Read Deuteronomy 6:5-9. How prominent should the Bible be in your home? 

HOW DO YOU LEARN THE BIBLE?

1. Read & Think

How you learn the Bible is actually really simple: people who take the time to read it and think about it learn very quickly. The two important words there are probably time and think. Learning the Bible definitely takes time, but once we recognize the value of God’s word in our lives, making the Bible a priority is not hard. Secondly, the Bible takes thought. Superficial reading doesn’t accomplish much. Ask questions: Who is saying this? To whom? Why? What’s the main point? What can I learn about God from this? How should this change my life? If you will take the time to read and think about the text by asking questions, you’ll learn quickly. 
It’s important to get into a daily habit of Bible reading and thinking. If possible, do it at the same time everyday. Even 10 or 20 minutes daily will make a big difference. You’ll also find that taking some notes from your reading each day can really help. 
What part of the Bible should you read? Remember that “all of the Bible is designed to teach us about Jesus and change us to be like Him.” But if you are just starting to learn the Bible, here are some suggestions: 
· Start with the places that show us Christ most directly, like the gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) and the epistles (the shorter letters in the New Testament). Later you’ll also want to learn about Christ from less ‘direct’ parts of the Bible, such as the Law, the prophets, and the Old Testament stories.

· Start with the simpler genres, like narratives, letters, and wisdom literature. In addition to the Gospels and epistles mentioned above, this would include the Old Testament narratives in books like Exodus, Joshua, and Ruth; the wisdom of Proverbs; and the New Testament narratives in the book of Acts.  Later you’ll want to tackle harder genres like poetry, prophecy, and Law. 
· Use a “One Year Bible.” These Bibles divide the text into 365 daily readings with portions from the Old and New Testament each day. While this has its disadvantages, it is a good way to get started with daily Bible ready and thinking. 

Have you started to develop a pattern of daily Bible reading and thinking? 

Are you experiencing any frustrations as you work on learning the Bible? 

Do you have any questions about how to read and learn the Bible for yourself?

2. Listen & Learn
· Every Christian also needs to regularly hear Bible teaching from humble and diligent Bible teachers. This is actually God’s plan: teaching is one of the spiritual gifts that He gives (Romans 12:7, I Cor. 12:28). Ephesians 4:11-12 says that God gives pastors and teachers for the equipping of the saints for the work of service, to the building up of the body of Christ. This doesn’t mean that they get secret spiritual insights that you can’t have. A good Bible teacher has a sincere love for God, a life of obedience to God, years of diligent study of God’s word, and a God-given ability to explain the Bible to others. In addition to your personal Bible reading, you need to listen and learn from teachers like that. 
· This can happen through listening to Christian radio, reading Bible study books, using a study Bible with good notes, or even finding sermons on the internet. But the most important place to listen and learn is your church. As a matter of fact, you should choose your church home primarily based on the kind of Bible teaching you will receive there. Here are some things to look for: 

· Systematic teaching through the Bible, rather than sermons on random topics. 

· A reverent attitude toward God and His Word. 

· Humble, godly teachers whose lives back up their teaching. 

· Accurate teaching that comes from the Bible, not just a man’s opinions.

· Teaching that challenges you to apply the Bible and change, instead of just giving you facts. 

· Teaching that is willing to address hard issues and say hard things, rather than just pleasing the crowd. 

· As you hear that teaching each week at your church, God will use the Bible in your heart. He will encourage you; He will challenge you; He will convict you. Read James 1:22-25, which describes the proper response as God works in your heart. What is that response? 

· Are you part of a church family where you are regularly hearing the right kind of Bible teaching? 

Review
We need the Bible as much as we need __________. To learn the Bible you have to take __________ and you have to __________. In addition to your own reading, the most important place to learn the Bible is __________. 
What questions do you have about the Bible?
Digging Deeper

Though ultimately you must believe the truthfulness of the Bible by faith, there are many evidences to encourage that faith. The fulfilled prophecies, archaeological evidence, incredible unity, and unmatched worldview are just some of the evidences that this is the word of God. To learn more, look for books on “Christian apologetics” like Josh McDowell’s The New Evidence that Demands a Verdict or Norman Geisler’s Christian Apologetics. 
Check with your church leadership to see if they offer a class on studying and interpreting the Bible. You can also order helpful resources such as Living by the Book by Howard and William Hendricks. This book and the accompanying workbook thoroughly cover how to interpret and apply the Bible. How to Read the Bible Book by Book: A Guided Tour, by Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart, is just what is says: a “guided tour” as you begin reading the Bible. John MacArthur’s The MacArthur Bible Handbook is another excellent guidebook as you begin reading the Bible. 















