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Three basic convictions about bible study 
 

1. The bible has 2 authors 

 

God is the author of Scripture but he uses human agents in the authorship of Scripture. The human agents 

he uses are not robots or scribes just writing what is dictated by God. They use their human minds, their 

human writing styles, their human personalities in writing Scripture. And yet, what they write, in God’s 

sovereignty, is exactly the message God wants to convey. This dual authorship of Scripture is the theological 

foundation for bible study. When we read the human author’s words, we are reading God’s words. To put it 

another way, when we discover the human author’s mind (i.e. the big idea of a passage), we are at the same 

time discovering God’s mind. 

 

2. The bible was written to the original readers for our instruction; it was not written to us 

 

For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, that through endurance and through 

the encouragement of Scriptures we might have hope. (Romans 15: 4) 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

i. It’s not right to read the bible with a devotional approach (i.e. applying words, phrases, sentences 

directly to us without understanding what it meant for original readers) 

 

3. The goal of a bible study is to grasp the bible author’s big idea and apply it to our current day situation 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bible was written….. 

 

… to original readers… 

E.g. Israelites, Jewish Christians,  

Church in Colossae 

… for our instruction! 

E.g. 21st century Christians in Singapore 

No! 

Not written to us! 



 
TheWordWorks 
Small Group Bible Study Module 1 
Page 3 of 16 

The Big idea of a passage  

The Big idea consists of 3 parts: 

 Big idea = Author’s Main point + Author’s Purpose + Original readers’ situation 

 

a) Main point (main truth the author is teaching) 

The main point is the main truth the author is teaching in that passage, captured in one summary sentence.  

 

b) Purpose (the effect the author wants the main point to have on his readers) 

When a bible author states a truth (i.e. the main point), he has a specific purpose for doing so. He wants that 
truth to do something to the original readers. The effect the main point was meant to have on the original 
readers is called the author’s purpose.  

The purpose statement should have a verb (an action word). It can be something to think (“Know…”) or feel 
(“Rejoice!”) or do (“Stand firm”).   

 

c) Original readers’ situation 

The situation is the particular circumstance of the original hearers which the author is writing to address. 
The situation should be derived from the passage at hand or elsewhere in the same bible book.  

 

The relationship between the 3 parts of the Big Idea can be summarized in the diagram below 

 

 

 

 

 

         Example: Galatians 5:1 

For freedom Christ has set us free; stand firm therefore, and do not submit again to a yoke of 

slavery.  
 

        The BIG Idea of Galatians 5:1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Main point: 

Christ 

has set 

us free 

(from 

works-

based 

righteous

ness) 

 

Purpose: 

Stand 

firm & 

don’t 

become a 

slave 

again 

 

Situation: 

They were being led 

astray to think that 

you need the gospel 

plus righteous works 

of the law for God 

to accept you. 

 

is the main 

truth that 

drives the 

into the 

original 

hearers’ 

Main point Purpose Situation 

is the main truth 

that drives the 

into the original 

readers’ 
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How to get the Big Idea of a passage 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Investigate 

a. Slow reading to finding out what’s there 

b. Like walking into a forest…noticing the trees, animals, strange undergrowth 

 

2. Integrate 

a. Putting it all together 

b. Trying to see the big picture. See the forest as a whole. How do the various parts fit together? 

What does the whole thing mean? 

 

Step 1: Investigate 

The following investigative questions help us find out what is in the passage 

1. Who is the author and who are the original readers? 
 

e.g. Titus 
 Author is Paul (1:1) 
 Original readers = Titus (1:4), Cretan Christians listening in (3:15) 

 
2. What is the situation of the original readers? Look for clues in the passage or the rest of the book 

 
e.g. Titus 

The Christians in Crete faced the twin threats of temptation from an immoral culture (1:12-13) and 

the presence of ungodly (1:15-16) & greedy (1:11) Jewish false teachers who promoted Jewish 

customs as the way to godliness (1:10, 14; 3:9) 

 

1 Corinthians 1-4 

The Corinthians were following certain human leaders (Apollos, Cephas, Paul etc See 1:11-12) in 

order to be more spiritually impressive than others (see the boasting/pride language of 1:26-31; 

4:6-7). They evaluated these leaders by worldly standards of impressiveness (e.g. eloquence, 

miracle/sign working. See 1:17, 20-23; 2:1). This led to disunity/factionalism in the church. (1:10) 

3. What are the repeated words and themes? 
 
This helps with knowing what the author emphasises. It also helps with structuring because you know that 

verses with the same words/themes  in them likely belong to the same section or the sections they belong 

to are logically connected via these words/themes.  

e.g.  

         Titus 1 

        Truth (1:1, 14)/Apostolic preaching (1:3)/Trusthworthy word (1:9)/Sound doctrine (1:9) 

        Give instruction (1:9)/Teach (1:11) 

        Godliness (1:1)/Works/Good work (1:16) 

 

Step 1 
Investigate 

Step 2 
Integrate 
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1 John 1:1-4  

sense/perception kind of words repeated: seen (Vs 1-3), heard (Vs 1), fellowship (Vs 3) 

 

4. Important linking words 
 

Words that help us see the flow of an argument. 

 

a. Purpose words: “So that” 

 

Eg 1 John 2:1; Luke 1:3-4; 1 John 5:13 

 

b. (Therefore/For this reason/So/Thus) + (For/Because/Since) 

 

“I was hungry (Reason). Therefore I went to Macs (Action) ”  

 

“I went to Macs (Action) for I was hungry (Reason)”  

 

Eg Titus 1 

Vs 5-9 =  (Action) Titus must appoint godly elders who teach sound doctrine and rebuke those 

who contradict it  

 

Vs 10 – “For” 

 

Vs 10-16 = (Reason) there are ungodly (1:15-16) & greedy (1:11) Jewish false teachers who are 

teaching unsound doctrine (i.e. promoted Jewish customs as the way to godliness (1:10; 3:9)) 

 

c. Contrast linking words: But, However, Rather 

 

1 Cor 6:11 = shows what they were like before 

 

d. Conditional = “If…..then….” e.g. 2 Peter 2:4-9 

 

5. Where are the chocolate grooves? (Structure) 
 
How do you approach a whole chunk of text? Where to begin?  

 

Working out the structure of the passage by sub-dividing the passage into smaller, more manageable 

sections helps us to discover the author’s logic.  

 

The main question here is: 

 

How has the author broken down his material into sections? 

Like looking for the grooves in a chocolate bar 

      Here’s how to spot the grooves: 

   Epistles: 

a. Changes in subject matter 

e.g. 1 Peter 2:11-3:7 = Submit to human institution/Submit to masters/Submit to 

husbands. Structural marker “Be subject to….” 

 

b. Progression in argument (indicated by important linking words) 
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  e.g. Titus 1 

  Vs 1-4 = A summary of Titus’ main point  Sound doctrine leads to godly living 

Vs 5-9 = Titus must appoint godly elders who teach sound doctrine and rebuke those 

who contradict it 

  Vs 10-16 = For there are ungodly men who are teaching unsound doctrine 

 

 e.g. Romans 1:13-19 

  Vs 13-15 = Paul’s keen to preach the gospel to those in Rome 

  Vs 16-17 = For the gospel is God’s power for salvation 

                             Vs 18ff =  Why people need saving: God’s wrath at sin 

Narrative: 

a. Change in scene e.g. Different day, different location, different speaker  

b. Literary devices e.g. Inclusios (Mark 3:20-35; Matthew 1:1-12) 

Giving a title to each section. 

 Helps you get a feel what the content is in each section. 

 This will help later in Step 2: Integration. 

 

6. What is the author’s purpose in writing this? 
 
What effect does he want his writing to have on his readers? Look for the author’s explicit 

instructions/commands or stated reasons for writing.  

Example: 

 Titus 1 

  To Titus  Appoint godly elders who teach sound doctrine and rebuke those who contradict it 

(Vs 5) 

To the Cretan Christians listening in  Listen to the sound doctrine and follow the godly 

example of such leaders 

 

1 John 5:13  Be assured! 

Tests:  

trust Jesus is king;  

genuine love for fellow Christians.  

obedience to god’s commands 

These are for assurance. Not to cause doubt. 

John 20:30-31  Believe that Jesus is the Christ 

Ezekiel 43:1-12  Be ashamed of your spiritual adultery 

In the examples above, the purpose is obvious because it’s in the passage itself i.e. the author actually tells 
the readers how to respond.  
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However at times, there won’t be an explicit purpose statement by the author in the passage you’re looking 
at and so you’ll need to work it out through a combination of factors. 

 Is there an explicit purpose statement elsewhere in the book which covers your current passage? 
(e.g. 1 John 5:13; 1 Tim 3:15; 1 Peter 5:12) 
 

 Does the main point itself, combined with the situation of the original readers, imply a purpose? E.g. 
Romans 8:31-39. MP: Nothing can separate you from God’s love in Christ. Situation: Christians 
suffering (perhaps doubting whether God loves them). Implied purpose: Be assured that nothing 
can separate you from God’s love in Christ 

 

 For narrative: Is the character’s response to God one that the author wants his readers to emulate? 
(e.g. Wise Men/Herod in Matthew 2) 
 

 For narrative: How does this story develop the bible’s overarching story of God redeeming the 
world through his Messiah? (e.g. Ruth, 1 Kings 4:20-25 compared to Gen 12, 2 Samuel 7, 1 Kings 
11:1-2) 

 

7. Context of the whole book 

Knowing the big Idea of the whole book helps us to avoid mis-applying individual passages by 

understanding the biblical author’s big idea for the book. 

 E.g. Titus 1 = About appointing elders 

Main point of Titus = Sound doctrine trains us for godly living 

Purpose of Titus: (Titus) Teach sound doctrine and model godly living + Appoint elders who can do the 

same 

                             (Cretan Christians) Listen to godly men teaching sound doctrine 

                     

 Applying Titus 1 without knowing big idea of the book: Appoint elders with these qualities: A, B, C, D, E 

Applying Titus 1 with whole book big idea in mind: Appoint godly elders who teach sound doctrine and 

rebuke those who contradict it  Exposes the link between sound doctrine and godly living 

 

 E.g. The story of Ruth 1 = In the midst of tragedy, Naomi returns to Bethlehem with Ruth following her. 

Main point of Ruth = God, in his kindness, works out his purposes in one family and through them, 

works out his saving purposes for his people by raising up a Messiah  

Purpose of Ruth: Trust God to work out his big saving purposes 

Applying Ruth 1 without knowing the big idea of the book: Stick together as family! 

Applying Ruth 1 the whole book big idea in mind: Trust God’s good purposes in salvation (Vs 6 – he 

provides food, Vs 8 – he provides security)…even to the outsider 
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8. Context of the whole bible 
 

The biggest context  How does the book link to the entire bible story? 

 

Key milestones in bible timeline  Gen 1-2, Gen 3 fall, Gen 12 promises, Exodus,  Law, 

Tabernacle/Temple,  Land, King, Temple, Exile, Jesus/Cross/Resurrection, Church age, New creation 

 

How you apply passages depends on where you are on timeline: 

 

 Examples:   

Temple building in Haggai/Ezra-Nehemiah 

Ruth between Judges and 1 Samuel 

 

 

At the end of Step 1: Investigate, you should have the following 

1. Structure: passage divided into sections with section titles that summarise the point of each section  

Example: Titus 1 

Vs 1-4 = Sound doctrine leads to godly living 

Vs 5-9 = Titus must appoint godly elders who teach sound doctrine and rebuke those who contradict it 

Vs 10-16 = For there are ungodly men who are teaching unsound doctrine 

 

2. Original readers’ situation 

Example: Titus 1 

The Christians in Crete faced the twin threats of temptation from an immoral culture (1:12-13) and the 

presence of ungodly (1:15-16) & greedy (1:11) Jewish false teachers who promoted Jewish customs as the 

way to godliness (1:10; 3:9) 

 

3. Author’s purpose 

 

Example: Titus 1 

 

Paul (Author)  Titus: Appoint godly elders who teach sound doctrine and rebuke those who contradict it 

Paul (Author)  Cretan Christians: Listen to the sound doctrine of such godly leaders 
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Step 2: Integrate 

 

 

 

 

In integration work, the end product you’re working towards is the Big idea of the passage and how the 3 
components of the big idea fit together. 

The 3 components of the big idea fit together in this way: 

 

 

 

 

1. Write out the draft Big Idea in the format below 

Example: Titus 1 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Example: Philippians 3:1-11 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
2. Check for coherence of the draft Big Idea 

 
a. Are there any sections of the passage that have been left out of the Big Idea? 

 
b. Does the purpose flow from the main point? Is it a response to the truth of the main point? 

 

c. Does the purpose speak into the original situation? 

is the main 

truth that 

drives the 

Step 1 
Investigate 

Step 2 
Integrate 

Vs 3-8 

We lose if we 

put our 

confidence in 

our pedigree & 

performance 

 

Purpose  

Rejoice in Jesus & 

Look out for dogs 

(Vs 1-2) 

 

Main point 

If you have Christ, you win 

If you don’t (no matter what 

else you have), you lose 

(Vs 3-11) 

 

 

Vs 8-11 

We win 

(righteousness & 

power) if we put 

our confidence in 

Christ 

 

Main point Purpose Situation 
is the main 

truth that 

drives the 

into the 

original 

readers’ 

Main point 

Sound 

doctrine leads 

to godly living 

(Vs 1-4) 

 

Purpose (To Titus) 

Appoint godly elders who 

teach sound doctrine and 

rebuke those who 

contradict it (Vs 5-9) 

 

 

Situation 

Twin threats of an immoral 

culture and false teachers who 

promote Jewish customs as the 

way to godliness        (Vs 10-16) 

 

is the main 

truth that 

drives the 

into the 

original 

hearers’ 

Situation 

False teachers (“dogs”) are 

teaching that you need to 

be like a Jew to be part of 

God’s people 

(Vs 2-6) 

 

into the 

original 

hearers’ 



 
TheWordWorks 
Small Group Bible Study Module 1 
Page 10 of 16 

Step 3: Apply 

You’ve now finished Step 2. At the end of your integration work, you have the coherent big idea of the passage 
i.e. the original readers’ situation, the main point and the purpose. Now, it’s time to see how to apply the 
passage. 

 

 

 

 

 

So how do we go about applying the passage?  

The rule of thumb is this: 

 We want the passage to have the same kind of impact on us as it did on the original readers 

 

Another way of putting this is that we want to be faithful to the author’s original purpose for writing. This 
means that we start from the purpose we worked out at the end of Step 2 and use that in a current day 
situation similar to the original situation. These are purpose-driven, situation-specific applications. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

1. Think of a current day situation (personal/corporate) that is similar to original hearers’ situation 
 
Example: Titus 1 
   

Original situation: 

The Christians in Crete faced the twin threats of temptation from an immoral culture (1:12-13) 

and the presence of ungodly (1:15-16) & greedy (1:11) Jewish false teachers who promoted 

Jewish customs as the way to godliness (1:10; 3:9) 

 Current day situation: 

False teachers today that teach for shameful gain. False teachers who teach man-made/religious 

commands/traditions that don’t lead to godly living 

 
2. Make a purpose-driven application into the current day situation 

 

Example: Titus 1 

To leaders in church who are in charge of appointing elders: Appoint godly men who teach sound 
doctrine and who are willing to rebuke false teachers that contradict sound doctrine (the purpose). 
Why? Because sound doctrine leads to godly living (the main point).  

 

Step 1 
Investigate 

Step 2 
Integrate 

Step 3 
Apply 

Main point Purpose 
Into the original 

readers’ Situation 

is the main 

truth that 

drives the 

Into the current 

readers’ Situation 
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Summary 

 

  

 

 

 

Practice on Colossians 1:1-14 

Step 1: Investigate 

• Who is the author and who are the original readers? 

 

• What is the situation of the original readers? 

 

 

• What are the repeated words and themes? 

 

 

 

• What are the important linking words? 

 

 

 

• Where are the chocolate grooves? (structure) 

 

 

 

• What is the author’s purpose in writing this?  

 

 

 

• What is the context of the whole book? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Step 1 
Investigate 

Step 2 
Integrate 

Step 3 
Apply 
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At the end of Step 1: Investigate 

Structure  

(sections with titles) 

 

Original readers’ 
situation 

 

Author’s purpose  

 

 

Step 2: Integrate 

a. Write out the draft Big Idea of the passage 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

b. Check for coherence of the draft Big Idea 
 

• Are there any sections of the passage that have been left out of the Big Idea? 

 

• Does the purpose flow from the main point? Is it a response to the truth of the main point? 

 

• Does the purpose speak into the original situation? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Main point 

 

Purpose  

 

 

Situation 

 is the main 

truth that 

drives the 

into the 

original 

hearers’ 
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Step 3: Applying the Big Idea 

 

a. Think of a current day situation that is similar to the original hearers’ situation 

 

 

b. Make a purpose-driven application into the current day situation 
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Titus 1:1 Paul, a servant of God and an apostle of Jesus Christ, for the sake of the faith of God's elect 

and their knowledge of the truth, which accords with godliness, 2 in hope of eternal life, which God, 

who never lies, promised before the ages began 3 and at the proper time manifested in his word 

through the preaching with which I have been entrusted by the command of God our Savior; 

 

 4 To Titus, my true child in a common faith: Grace and peace from God the Father and Christ Jesus our 

Savior. 5 This is why I left you in Crete, so that you might put what remained into order, and appoint 

elders in every town as I directed you-- 6 if anyone is above reproach, the husband of one wife, and his 

children are believers and not open to the charge of debauchery or insubordination. 7 For an overseer, 

as God's steward, must be above reproach. He must not be arrogant or quick-tempered or a drunkard 

or violent or greedy for gain, 8 but hospitable, a lover of good, self-controlled, upright, holy, and 

disciplined. 9 He must hold firm to the trustworthy word as taught, so that he may be able to give 

instruction in sound doctrine and also to rebuke those who contradict it. 

 

 10 For there are many who are insubordinate, empty talkers and deceivers, especially those of the 

circumcision party. 11 They must be silenced, since they are upsetting whole families by teaching for 

shameful gain what they ought not to teach. 12 One of the Cretans, a prophet of their own, said, 

"Cretans are always liars, evil beasts, lazy gluttons." 13 This testimony is true. Therefore rebuke 

them sharply, that they may be sound in the faith, 14 not devoting themselves to Jewish myths and 

the commands of people who turn away from the truth. 15 To the pure, all things are pure, but to 

the defiled and unbelieving, nothing is pure; but both their minds and their consciences are 

defiled. 16 They profess to know God, but they deny him by their works. They are detestable, 

disobedient, unfit for any good work. 
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Colossians 1:1 Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, and Timothy our brother, 2 To the 

saints and faithful brothers in Christ at Colossae: Grace to you and peace from God our Father. 3 We 

always thank God, the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, when we pray for you, 4 since we heard of your 

faith in Christ Jesus and of the love that you have for all the saints, 5 because of the hope laid up for 

you in heaven. Of this you have heard before in the word of the truth, the gospel, 6 which has come to 

you, as indeed in the whole world it is bearing fruit and increasing-- as it also does among you, since 

the day you heard it and understood the grace of God in truth, 7 just as you learned it from Epaphras 

our beloved fellow servant. He is a faithful minister of Christ on your behalf 8 and has made known to 

us your love in the Spirit. 9 And so, from the day we heard, we have not ceased to pray for you, asking 

that you may be filled with the knowledge of his will in all spiritual wisdom and understanding, 10 so 

as to walk in a manner worthy of the Lord, fully pleasing to him, bearing fruit in every good work and 

increasing in the knowledge of God. 11 May you be strengthened with all power, according to his 

glorious might, for all endurance and patience with joy, 12 giving thanks to the Father, who has 

qualified you to share in the inheritance of the saints in light. 13 He has delivered us from the domain 

of darkness and transferred us to the kingdom of his beloved Son, 14 in whom we have redemption, 

the forgiveness of sins. 
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For more practice on grasping the big idea of a passage 

 www.thewordworks.co/resources 

See modules under “General Bible Handling Training” 

 

Other helpful resources: 

1. Dig deeper – Nigel Beynon & Andrew Sach 
2. Dig even deeper – Andrew Sach & Richard Alldritt 
3. Dig deeper into the Gospels – Andrew Sach & Tim Hiorns 
4. “Teaching the bible” series – various authors.. By PT resources.  

 
e.g. https://www.bookdepository.com/Teaching-1-Timothy-Angus-Macleay/9781845508081 
 

5. Unleash the word – Karen Soole 
6. God’s big picture – Vaughan Roberts 
7. Growth Groups – Colin Marshall 
8. Leading Better bible studies – Karen & Rod Morris 

 

http://www.thewordworks.co/resources
https://www.bookdepository.com/Teaching-1-Timothy-Angus-Macleay/9781845508081

