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How to use this book

Welcome to God Speaking!
!is is a book about getting to know God, developing your 

relationship with him and equipping you to live loyally to the Lord 
Jesus.

It is about how to read the Bible well, making the most of the 
time you spend engaging with it. It is about developing your 
personal con"dence that Scripture is indeed God’s word.

It is about exploring, living and communicating hope, giving you 
truth to share with a confused world.

Your time is precious. So let me explain what is coming so that 
you can decide for yourself how best to read this book, which bits to 
focus on and which you might want to skip for the moment.

!e Introduction to the book is a personal story of a conversation 
that changed my life and led me to take the Bible seriously. A)er 
this, the book is divided into four parts.

Part 1 is primarily to do with our motivation, goals and expectations 
as we read the Bible.
Chapter 1 looks at the main reason for reading the Bible.
Chapter 2 expands on this, presenting three more reasons for 
spending time with Scripture.
Chapter 3 examines some approaches that can lead to our missing 
the point.

Part 2 is where we get down to business and actually open our 
Bibles, using 1 Peter as our working example as I invite you to 
participate with me in the reading process.
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xii

How to use this book

Chapter 4 begins with a brief overview of the big story of the Bible. 
It also provides general information, aimed especially at those who 
are at the beginning of their Bible reading journey. It gives advice 
on where and how to start.
Chapter 5 deals with some of the major struggles we can have as 
we read.
Chapters 6 and 7 focus on how to get more out of our reading and 
especially on the importance of reading with questions in mind.
Chapter 8 looks at the importance of identifying the author’s 
purpose.
Chapter 9 sets out "ve steps that will help us to build a broad and 
balanced picture of the overall contents of 1 Peter, or indeed any 
other New Testament letter.
Chapter 10 gets closer to the text of 1 Peter, establishing the main 
units of thought and looking at the crucially important issue of 
thought *ow.
Chapters 11 and 12 bring us even closer to the text as we narrow 
our focus to 1 Peter 1.
Chapter 13 considers the important question of applying God’s 
word to our lives.
Chapter 14 provides a structure for 1 Peter as a whole and suggests 
a number of themes to follow as we read.
Chapter 15 concludes our exploration of how to read a New 
Testament letter by providing a summary of the key steps set out 
in Parts 1 and 2.

In Part 3 of the book, we switch our attention to New Testament 
narrative, using John’s Gospel as our working example.
Chapter 16 provides some basic information about the Gospels, 
followed by an introduction to reading the Gospel of John in the 
light of John’s stated purpose.
Chapter 17 looks at themes and structure in John, building up a big 
picture of the book’s contents.
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xiii

How to use this book

Chapter 18 looks in detail at thought *ow in John by examining his 
introduction to the Gospel.
Chapter 19 continues our examination of thought *ow by 
considering the encounter between Jesus and Nicodemus.
Chapter 20 provides an example of how to read the signs in John, 
focusing on the "rst sign: the miracle at the wedding at Cana.

Chapter 21, our "nal chapter, in Part 4, takes a brief look at the 
history of Bible translations in English and provides guidance 
on choosing which version to use. It also provides a selection of 
recommended resources, including apps and websites, that are 
widely available and can help us.
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Introduction : A personal story

Let me begin with a story. It is the story of a car journey that took 
place more than ")y years ago. It was a trip that saved my life and 
changed its direction.

It was the early seventies. I was eighteen, about to begin what is 
now termed a gap year between school and university. Like many 
of my age, I was unsure what I wanted to do with my life, let alone 
what I ought to do with it. But as I had time on my hands and few 
responsibilities, I’d been asked to drive to the beautiful seaside 
village of Dunfanaghy in County Donegal, stay the night in a hotel 
(a rare treat in those days) and the next morning a)er breakfast 
take a family friend to Belfast Airport for his *ight to London. I 
jumped at the opportunity.

I had known this man since childhood. He was a world-renowned 
scholar who taught ancient languages, literature and philosophy 
in Belfast. I also knew from personal experience that he was an 
exceptional Bible teacher.

Unusually among adult visitors to our home, he always seemed 
to "nd time to talk to me and always expressed an interest in the 
things that interested me: sport, wildlife; even, on one occasion, 
"reworks! He was a fascinating conversationalist – both his choice 
of topic and the way in which he approached it made it sound like 
the most interesting thing in the entire world, whatever it was. He 
even talked me into learning Latin verbs to the rhythm of riding 
my bicycle!

I particularly remember his questions. Not the normal, boring, 
factual questions about school life, but questions about what I 
thought and how I understood things; questions that took me to the 
troubled edge of my thinking and beyond. So I fully expected the 
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Introduction

three-hour journey to the airport to be an entertaining examination 
of my ignorance!

Imagine my shock when, just a few minutes into our journey, he 
turned to me and, in his cultured English accent, asked, ‘Well, my 
boy, why are you alive? What are you living for?’

Caught by surprise, I could only stumble clumsily through an 
answer to which I hadn’t given much thought, hoping that he would 
move on to other things. But he wasn’t to be deterred. Question a)er 
question came, probing my motivations. With inescapable logic, he 
laid out the challenges facing me as a young man, while at the same 
time "ring my imagination with unglimpsed horizons of possibility. 
For the whole trip I was gripped. It felt like being operated on while 
fully awake – something I have recently experienced – but it was as 
enthralling an experience as my medical surgery was not!

It was well into our conversation before I realised that there 
was nothing random about the direction he was taking. Several 
times he mentioned the Apostle Paul’s advice to his young protégé, 
Timothy. He e#ectively took the part of the Apostle, ensuring that I 
felt, almost two thousand years later, the full impact of Paul’s words 
from his letters to Timothy in around a, 60.

His questions and commentary exposed the inadequacy of my 
thinking about the meaning of life and my place in the world. It 
opened me up to the implications of Christ the Saviour’s coming, 
he ‘who has destroyed death and has brought life and immortality 
to light through the gospel’ (2 Timothy 1:10). Here was something 
I could give myself to; something of which there would never be 
any need to be ashamed; something that would provide direction 
far beyond the short-term horizons that preoccupied most of my 
friends. Here I was, a young man not unlike Timothy, being urged 
to get into God’s word for myself and to love God with all my mind 
as well as with all my heart.

I was being challenged, too, to live this out practically: to apply 
at least the same level of focus to my engagement with Scripture 
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A personal story

as I was planning to devote to my study of French literature at 
university; the same passion to get to know God as I was investing 
in my favourite sports; the same ambition to please the Lord as I 
had for developing my career.

!e timing of the conversation was crucial. I believe that, with 
his experience of countless students at the start of their careers, he 
understood this very well. Its length was also a factor: he bought me 
lunch (chicken and chips as I recall) so that we could continue to talk. 
And in those far-o" days when airport security was minimal, I was 
able to listen to his counsel right up to the aircra# steps. We spoke for 
around six hours non-stop!

!ose six hours completely changed how I thought about my 
life; they served as the catalyst that launched me into the amazing 
journey with God’s word that I’ve been on ever since.

But don’t get the wrong impression. I had crossed a line and a new 
journey had begun, certainly, but it took time; the transformation 
didn’t happen overnight. I had been given a glimpse of a spiritual 
reality I had not experienced before. But I stumbled around for a 
while, trying to make sense of what I had heard.

!e following year, somewhat in desperation at my lack of progress 
in getting to grips with the Bible, I met up with this man again during 
my $rst term at Queen’s University. It was then that a way forward 
began to open up for me.

I knew that the Doc (as we called him at the time) had his 
university room just a few buildings down from the Department 
of Modern Languages where I was studying. One day I plucked up 
the courage to climb the creaky and narrow staircase that led to his 
top-%oor room and knock on his door. A#er exchanging greetings, I 
blurted out, ‘Do you take people on?’ Flustered, I explained how I 
was struggling to get into the Bible and felt in great need of guidance.

I need not have worried. He kindly and generously took me on!
!at still astonishes me as, looking back, I can appreciate how 

busy he was. But every Wednesday a#ernoon in term-time, from 
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Introduction

four o’clock until just before six, I had his undivided attention. 
He guided me patiently and wisely through parts of John’s Gospel, 
Exodus, Hebrews and many other Scriptures. Gradually the pieces 
began to click into place and I learned how to read the Bible by 
myself. I learned that consistency and patience eventually bring the 
great reward of getting to know God and experiencing his voice. 
God also opened up opportunities for me to pass on to others what 
I was learning in his word – something I have been seeking to do 
ever since.

!is is my story. It isn’t yours. And you may well be thinking, 
‘Good for you, Gilbert. Glad it worked out. But I’m a di"erent person. 
I live in a di"erent world. And, if you want to know, the idea of doing 
a weekly two-hour Bible study with a university professor freaks me 
out!’

I get that. We don’t have the same circumstances, personality, 
abilities or calling. So why tell my story?

• First, to highlight my own struggles in relating personally to the 
Bible, even with all the bene$ts of a supportive Christian home 
and a good-quality education. If you are $nding Bible reading 
and study very challenging, you are not alone.

• Second, to underline the importance of seeking help! !e 
Christian life wasn’t designed to be a solo experience. At least in 
part, we grow and develop as Christians through receiving from 
others and giving to them. Seek out those who can help you to 
grow.

• !ird, to explain that I eventually found a way to engage 
meaningfully with the Bible. It is a way which, on the strength of 
many years’ teaching, I know to be straightforward, a way that 
is accessible to those who truly desire to grow in their knowledge 
of God through his word. It is my goal in this short book to 
persuade you to join me on the journey I began more than $#y 
years ago and to show you how to get started.
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A personal story

In addition to my work in Northern Ireland, over the years I have 
had the privilege of teaching in many di#erent countries across 
"ve continents, sharing with people from diverse backgrounds 
and cultures how they can study the Bible for themselves. Much of 
what I write in this book has been shaped by such believers, who 
have listened to my presentations and o#ered their reactions and 
experiences. !ese Christians have testi"ed over the years to the 
helpful and even transformative e#ect of the simple ideas I share 
in this book.

Regardless of who you are, what your background is or where 
across the globe you’re from, I am con"dent that you too can 
experience the word of God as it was intended to be experienced. You 
too can encounter the Living God and be refreshed, strengthened 
and empowered to live out your faith. It is my prayer for you that 
this book does for you what my friend did for me many years 
ago – that it will launch you on the thrilling and transformational 
journey of a lifetime.
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Part 1

WHY IS IT 
IMPORTANT?
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3

1
The heart of the matter

Why bother reading the Bible?
!ere are, I suppose, two kinds of people who might ask this question:

• !e "rst is the person who really can’t be bothered with very 
much and doesn’t want to be persuaded otherwise. !is is 
obviously not you, since you are reading this!

• !e second is the person who is prepared to bother once they 
are convinced that it really matters, not just in theory but at a 
deeply practical and personal level.

Philosopher and Wikipedia founder Larry Sanger initially read 
the Bible, for himself and to his children, to be better educated: 
‘!is library between two covers is … the most in*uential book 
in the history of the world, bar none. One cannot call oneself well 
educated in the West if one has not read it.’1 As his long journey of 
conversion to Christianity progressed, he discovered better reasons.

To the question, ‘Why bother?’ most Christians would probably 
answer, ‘Because it is God’s word.’ !at surely is reason enough. If 
the Bible is God’s word it is by de"nition the most important, most 
authoritative word in the world. What reason could we give for not 
reading it?

And yet …

Theory and reality
It is, unfortunately, possible to have a theoretical belief that the 
Bible is God’s word but to show little evidence in daily life that this 
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Why is it important?

4

belief is real. It remains a theory, and our Bible remains largely 
unopened. Why is this?

Particularly in Western culture, there is growing opposition to 
the Bible. When I was at school in the 1960s, even the Christian 
cleric charged with teaching us Religious Education didn’t believe 
it was God’s word. At university it was much the same, except the 
opposition was stronger and better articulated.

In the media, it seemed that new theories were continually 
advanced to pick away at the foundations of faith in Scripture. More 
recently came the so-called Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse 
and their vociferous legions of followers: the New Atheists, led by 
Richard Dawkins.

!is can lead us to have doubts about the origin, transmission 
and accuracy of Scripture, and therefore its reliability. If this is a 
signi"cant issue for you, I encourage you to seek answers, for the 
stakes are too high to ignore. Don’t accept the assumptions of the 
culture around you or their slogans, which are cleverly designed to 
shut down honest enquiry.

I can warmly recommend Peter Williams’ brilliant book, Can 
We Trust the Gospels?, or my brother John’s Gunning for God, which 
tackles a range of attacks on the Christian Gospel.2

Most of all, I encourage you to allow the Bible, as God’s word, to 
speak for itself. Follow the simple process I outline in this book and 
see what you discover.

Others may object to what the Bible has to say, for example, 
in its supernaturalism, in the area of personal morality or in the 
exclusive claims the New Testament makes for Jesus. In private, 
they resent any interference with their own freedom. In public, 
they are embarrassed at having to defend the Bible’s stance on 
moral issues.

!e Bible says one thing; our culture says another. Whose voice 
do we listen to? Each of us has to face this challenge and make up 
our own mind.
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5

When we open the Bible, we are engaging with God himself. 
And if God is God, it follows that we are not! !ere is something in 
the human heart that resents acknowledging an authority outside 
ourselves. To paraphrase the way German philosopher Nietzsche 
put it, ‘If there is a God, I couldn’t bear not to be he.’3 God’s ways 
are not our ways. It’s not in our nature – and certainly not in the 
prevailing culture – to think the way God thinks.

Jesus was so out of step with the prevailing philosophies and 
values of his day, as we discover when we read the Gospels, that the 
world ended up killing him for it. Why, then, do we think that Jesus 
would "t seamlessly into the values of our own day? !is suggests 
that we are ignoring what the Gospels tell us and reinventing Jesus 
in our own image.

!e truth is that the gospel of Jesus Christ challenges all cultures, 
especially our own. !at’s the hardest thing to acknowledge. It’s easy 
to be critical of others yet at the same time to be victims of a huge 
cultural blind spot when it comes to ourselves. We avoid facing 
ourselves honestly and admitting the unexamined assumptions we 
have assimilated from the world around us.

To follow Jesus means to be loyal to him and to stand clear from 
the world that rejects him. Are we prepared for that?

Accepting the easy yoke
At the heart of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus issues his famous invitation: 
‘Come to me, all you who are weary and burdened, and I will give 
you rest’ (Matthew 11:28). How attractive this sounds to those who 
are burdened by the rules of religion, as led by Pharisees ancient 
and modern! As someone once put it, ‘Life is one long process of 
getting tired.’4 Jesus, Son of God, King of kings, o#ers his rest so 
that we can put down our burdens of guilt and fear.

How unique is that?! Do you know of any king, president, prime 
minister or leader whose manifesto leads with an o#er of rest as 
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a pure gi)? !e key to receiving it is simply and solely coming to 
him.

But then Jesus adds, ‘Take my yoke upon you and learn from me, 
for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will "nd rest for your 
souls. For my yoke is easy and my burden is light’ (Matthew 11:29–
30). ‘Take my yoke … and learn from me … and you will "nd rest.’

A yoke (nothing to do with eggs) is a mechanism used in farming 
to govern animals, for example when they are ploughing a "eld. As 
an instrument of government, it became a metaphor for the rule 
of a king or for an authoritative body of religious instruction. !e 
teaching of the Scribes and Pharisees was referred to as a yoke. In 
their case, the yoke was unpleasant and damaging, but with Jesus 
it is very di#erent: accepting his yoke – his teaching, his word, his 
government – leads to "nding rest. Claiming to have come to Christ 
yet refusing to accept the authority of his teaching is a contradiction 
in terms and will certainly not lead to rest.

Being a follower of Christ, then, involves not just coming to 
Christ but also taking the yoke of his leadership and government in 
our lives. !at government is expressed in his word.

It’s boring!
As a teenager, though, I did believe the Bible to be God’s word. !is 
actually led to pressure from most of my peers in school, who openly 
(or privately, as I discovered in later life) mocked my faith and cast 
up all the latest objections, which included evolutionary theory, 
magic mushrooms and the so-called Passover Plot! !ankfully, 
help was on hand to help me work through these challenges.

In addition to this, I recognised the moral battle within me 
between, on the one hand, what I knew the Bible taught and, on the 
other, what was increasingly accessible in the so-called Swinging 
Sixties. To be honest, I didn’t particularly like some of what the 
Bible said. But I had learned enough, especially from the positive 
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in*uence of my family and some negative examples around me, to 
know deep down that, however attractive alternative choices might 
be, they would lead to spiritual death.

No, my problem wasn’t that I didn’t believe the Bible. My 
problem was that I did believe it and yet it did very little for me. 
I found much of it boring (the ultimate crime in the eyes of a 
teenager!). !ere was a yawning gap between what I believed about 
the Bible and how I experienced it, which felt like a stone in my shoe 
or a nagging toothache. A)er all, if this really was the word of God, 
shouldn’t I expect something more dynamic than this?

What changed? !is book is my personal answer to that question.

The main purpose
More importantly than a particular technique, I learned that the 
main purpose in reading the Bible is to get to know God. Realising 
this was the "rst thing that prompted change. !e Bible is God’s 
self-revelation to us. Its primary focus is not God telling us about 
ourselves, although it certainly does that too, but God telling us 
about himself so that we can get to know him.

When we read a novel, we expect to learn something about the 
author. When we read an opinion piece in a newspaper, a blog post 
or an autobiography, we expect to learn even more. But that’s not 
what I mean by encountering God through his word. It isn’t simply 
about getting to know more about him, although that is both true 
and important. It is about getting to know him – not as a theory 
but as a Person.

!ere are a number of English novels on my bookshelves at 
home. I’ve enjoyed many of them, and some I’ve read more than 
once. But I didn’t read any of them in the expectation of getting to 
know the author. Most of the authors are dead in any case.

On another level is writing that is more meaningful to me. I have 
notebooks written by my father when he was a young man. !ese 
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may not be as polished as Dickens or the other literary greats, but 
they convey my dad’s voice. !ey give me insight into the man I 
loved as a boy and a young man until he went to heaven.

On another level again is a collection of letters, because of their 
relationship to me rather than their literary qualities – the beautiful 
person who is now my wife of forty-eight years wrote them for me, 
not for a wider audience.

But the Bible is at yet another level. !e Author is the living, 
eternal God who has revealed himself in Jesus, who sent his Son to 
give his life for me so that I could know him and participate in that 
life at the deepest imaginable level.

God desires a relationship with us that is in"nitely deeper than 
that of Creator to creature. He invites us to trust Christ and be ‘born 
from above’ (John 3:35) by God’s Spirit, becoming God’s children. 
We are in a real relationship with the Lord Jesus, sharing in his 
eternal life. God’s desire for us as his children is that we mature into 
grown-up sons and daughters. He has given us his word to inform, 
develop and sustain this relationship.

He has also given us his Holy Spirit, the Spirit of truth.
Christ’s promise, when he le) his disciples to go back to the 

Father, was that he would send the Holy Spirit to guide them into all 
truth. To be ready for everything they needed to know, they would 
have to go through the world- and life-changing events of Christ’s 
death, burial, resurrection and ascension.

He was careful to point out that the Holy Spirit wasn’t going 
to replace him as their teacher. As Jesus explained, the Spirit ‘will 
not speak on his own authority’; rather, ‘whatever he hears he will 
speak’. Hears from whom? From the Lord Jesus himself: ‘He will 
glorify me, for he will take what is mine and declare it to you. All 
that the Father has is mine; therefore I said that he will take what is 
mine and declare it to you’ (John 16:13–15 e(&).

!e gi) of these words was full and complete, as Jude points out 
(Jude 3). !e risen Lord remained their teacher, as he remains ours, 
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by his Spirit through the word that has been delivered to us. We will 
never know more about God than this.

!e Bible is unlike any other writing in the world:

• It is unique in its source: it is ‘God-breathed’ (2 Timothy 
3:16).

• It is unique in its authority: it is God’s word (Hebrews 4:12).
• It is unique in its power: we are ‘born again … through the 

living and enduring word of God’ (1 Peter 1:23).
• It is unique in its life: Jesus said his words are ‘full of the Spirit 

and life’ (John 6:63).
• It is unique in its reach into our inner world:

For the word of God is alive and active. Sharper than any 
double-edged sword, it penetrates even to dividing soul and 
spirit, joints and marrow; it judges the thoughts and attitudes 
of the heart. Nothing in all creation is hidden from God’s 
sight. Everything is uncovered and laid bare before the eyes of 
him to whom we must give account.
(Hebrews 4:12–13)

When we open the Bible, we are engaging with God – it is his word, 
his self-revelation to us. !is is true whether we believe it or not. 
!e Bible is more than a book. We come to it to encounter God, 
to grow in our personal, one-to-one relationship with him and to 
experience him speaking into our lives.

By speaking, I do not mean that we will hear an audible voice, 
but that we will truly and authentically encounter God. !e Holy 
Spirit speaks, assures, convicts, reveals and pours out the love of 
God into our hearts.

!ere are times in my own life where it has been immediately 
obvious to me that the Spirit has taken God’s living word and 
burned it into my heart.
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Yet God does make us wait, perhaps to test whether we are 
serious about hearing his voice and responding to him. He asks us 
to be patient, to read, pray, re*ect, ask questions and seek him with 
all our hearts – to dig for the treasure.
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4
Getting started

How do we set about engaging with the Bible?
Indecision plagues so many of us because, when it comes to the 

Bible, we are faced with a choice of sixty-six di#erent books. Each 
one is unique. So where should we start?

It depends. Our level of familiarity with the Bible will a#ect what 
we bring to our reading and therefore how we might best begin it.

If you are brand new to Christianity and to the Bible, I recommend 
that you start by reading the two-volume work by Luke: the Gospel 
according to Luke and the book of Acts. And then slowly widen the 
scope of your reading. Allow this to develop into a habit so that you 
gradually gain a grasp of the overall content of Scripture. Many have 
committed with great personal bene"t to a reading plan that covers 
the entire Bible in one year. !ere are also plans that cover the 
Bible in two years. (Take a look at Biblica’s ‘Bible in a Year: 365-day 
reading plan for an example of a plan that is readily available.6)

I had co#ee with a young student and I asked him about his 
engagement with the Bible. He told me that, up until eighteen 
months ago, it was sporadic at best. However, he established a 
pattern of reading the Bible right through in a year, an organised 
and disciplined approach that had a powerful impact on his 
con"dence and his witness as a Christian. I then enquired how he 
got started, and he was very happy to tell me that it was through the 
in*uence of his girlfriend! Brilliant! !ey are repeating the process 
this year, texting each other to encourage one another to keep going.

!is illustrates an important principle. Not that everyone 
requires a girlfriend, boyfriend or spouse, but that "nding others to 
read along with us, keeping us accountable, is very helpful.
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How to take this a step further by focusing in on one particular 
book of the Bible is what I am suggesting in this book. But 
combining the two would be the ideal approach: general reading 
through the Bible plus speci"c focus for at least three months on 
one book.

Some important things we need to know
In case you are quite new to reading the Bible, here are some facts 
about it that are good to know.

The Bi!le is revelation
It is God’s revelation of himself in words. It is expressed through 
human authors, but it was not originated by them. !e Bible isn’t 
a compilation of human attempts to tell us about God. It is not 
human-made religious philosophy. It is not speculation about the 
meaning of life and the universe. It is God telling us about himself.

If God hadn’t revealed himself in this way, we would know 
very little about him. It is true that we can perceive certain 
divine characteristics from creation, as Paul points out in Romans 
1, namely God’s deity and power. Moreover, within us there is 
the evidence of conscience, an inbuilt awareness of injustice, the 
instinct – common to all human beings – that propels us either 
to excuse ourselves or blame others. !rough conscience, we can 
perceive that we live in a moral universe, with God as the moral 
governor. But beyond that, we could know little about his character 
or his ways. And, of course, the genius and power of creation 
beyond and around us, and the existence of conscience within us, 
are themselves part of his self-revelation. But God is a speaking 
God. He is the God who loves to communicate. He has spoken to 
us in his Son, the Lord Jesus – the eternal Word of God. And he has 
given us his words. !is is what Paul says about them: ‘All Scripture 
is God-breathed …’ (2 Timothy 3:16).
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The Bi!le is a li!rary
It is not one single book but a collection of books. !e word bible 
itself indicates this, for it means ‘little books’. !ese books were not 
all written down at one time, in one culture, in one language and 
by one person. Rather, they were written over a period of around 
sixteen hundred years, in di#erent languages, in di#erent cultural 
and geographical settings and by a wide variety of people from 
di#erent walks of life.

The Bi!le li!rary is very varied
!e books in the Bible are not of one type or genre. !ere is history, 
poetry, letters, prophecy, legal writing, a collection of wise sayings 
and a unique form of biography, called Gospel.

The Bi!le tells one !ig story
Each individual book contributes in a unique way to this big story, 
which can be set out in six major steps as follows, with the related 
books of the Bible in parenthesis:

1 Creation: the origin, nature and purpose of human life within 
the universe (Genesis 1 – 2).

2 Fall: the coming of sin and death, the cleansing of earth 
through a *ood and the promise of a divine solution through 
one who is to come (Genesis 3 – 11).

3 Preparation: for the coming of Messiah through the choice 
of Abraham and the emergence and training of the Hebrew 
nation (Genesis 12 to Malachi).

4 Incarnation: the coming of Messiah, his life, death and 
resurrection (the Gospels).

5 Pentecost: the coming of the Spirit and the age of the Church 
(Acts and the New Testament letters).

6 Consummation: the return of the true King to judge and rule: 
the creation of the new heaven and new earth (Revelation).
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Getting to know this big story will help us to grasp the signi"cance 
of the Bible’s individual parts and to see how it "ts together into a 
uni"ed whole.

The Bi!le has a striking thematic unity
!is unity is to be expected since, although the Bible has many 
human authors, it has one Source: God himself.

Yet it is still a remarkable fact that when we consider big and 
controversial issues such as human nature, sexual expression, the 
a)erlife or how a person can be made right with God, we "nd that 
the Bible speaks to these in a uni"ed way. Indeed, no single part 
of the Bible tells us all there is to know on any major issue but, as 
we piece together, for example, what Genesis, the Psalms, Hebrews 
and 2 Peter teach about the origin of the universe, we "nd a single 
voice emerging.

God has given us books
One major takeaway is this: God has chosen to reveal himself in 
books.

He could, of course, have revealed himself di#erently, for example 
through a series of wise sayings or philosophical statements. 
He could even have provided a neatly packaged and organised 
theological system, properly indexed so that we could look up 
any topic and discover what God says about it! But he hasn’t done 
this. Instead, he has given us a fascinating variety of individual 
books. In many of them, the principal method of communication 
is real history and personal story. Others o#er us poetry, or direct 
teaching from Christ’s apostles.

God is by de"nition the supreme teacher in the universe. So 
the fact that he has chosen to reveal himself in individual books is 
surely more than a hint at how we should read them. !at is, God 
intends us to read his revelation in the way he chose to express it, by 
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considering the Bible one book at a time. !is conclusion is central 
to the approach to reading the Bible that I am now going to set out.

Getting started
Back to the question with which I started this chapter: where 
should we start? Here’s the advice I received and which I have been 
recommending to others ever since.

• First, select one book from the Bible that you can read through 
in one sitting.

• Second, choose a time when you will not be distracted and a 
place that is comfortable for you.

• !ird, read the chosen book from beginning to end.

Let’s unpack these three things.

1. The choice of !ook
Each book of the Bible is God-breathed and is pro"table in its own 
unique way. !ere are no bad choices to be made! But perhaps there 
are some choices that are wiser than others. !is depends on your 
level of knowledge of the Bible, your experience as a believer and 
your stage of life.

I’ve already suggested that, if you are completely new to the 
Christian faith, you should start by reading a New Testament 
Gospel, such as Luke, which focuses on the life of Christ. Of course, 
in some ways this goes against my own advice, which is to choose 
a book you can read through in one sitting, as the Gospels are 
quite long. But for someone new to Christianity, the importance 
of getting to know the Lord Jesus outweighs other considerations. 
If it is too daunting to read a Gospel right through at one sitting, I 
suggest you read it three or four chapters at a time. !at way, you 
should be able to read through one Gospel in a week or so.
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When you have "nished, read through the same Gospel again 
and again over the following weeks, until you have read it right 
through four or "ve times. !is will give you a picture of the Gospel 
as a whole book, the details of which will begin to stick in your 
mind. It will also build your con"dence: even though you will be 
aware that while there is so much more that you don’t know, you 
now know something! You might decide then that you want to 
spend longer thinking through the Gospel before moving on. If 
so, Part 3 of this book focuses on how to read a Gospel, using the 
Gospel according to John as our example.

When I took my life-changing car journey, I was not a new 
Christian. I already had a good knowledge of the basic content of 
the Gospels and many other parts of the Bible, thanks largely to the 
encouragement of my parents. What I needed – and what you may 
need if your situation is similar – was to learn how to take my reading 
further, how to spend time in the text to discover what the Spirit was 
saying and to encounter the Lord himself. At my mentor’s suggestion, 
I decided to commit to camping out in one of the New Testament 
letters for the rest of the year. He suggested I chose one of the shorter 
letters, one that I could easily read in one sitting and then read again.

Some of the letters are quite long: for example, Romans, Hebrews 
and the two Corinthians letters. I chose 1 Timothy, since at the 
time I was a young man, not unlike Timothy to whom Paul wrote 
the letter. It has six short chapters. I committed to reading it right 
through at least twice a day until, as an American friend once 
expressed it to me, ‘my "ngerprints were all over it’. !e bene"ts 
of this were soon apparent. (I will go into more detail about this in 
chapter 6.)

For the purposes of this guide, I have chosen 1 Peter as the book 
we will focus on together. !ere are a number of reasons for this 
choice.

First, it is a letter: a type of writing that is familiar and accessible 
to most of us, even if usually these days in the form of emails.
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Second, 1 Peter is one of the shorter letters, with only "ve 
chapters. !is means it can more easily be read in one sitting than, 
for example, the Gospel according to Luke. At an average reading 
speed, it takes roughly sixteen minutes to read 1 Peter. But let me 
emphasise this: time is not the issue. Read slowly. Don’t be in a rush. 
Take all the time you need, so that every sentence has impact and 
every detail is noticed.

!ird, the content of 1 Peter is, I think, generally more accessible 
than that of some of the other letters. Its relevance to our lives as 
Christian believers, not just in the "rst century but also in the 
twenty-"rst, is not too di-cult to see.

Fourth, 1 Peter is a very helpful test case for illustrating many 
of the core principles of personal engagement with Scripture and is 
therefore ideal for the purposes of this book.

2. Making time
Each of us has all the time there is, twenty-four hours in a day.

Do you "nd yourself wishing that there were eight days in the 
week or three more hours in the day? It’s not going to happen. We 
have all the time there is. It is how we choose to use our time that 
matters.

We all have a matrix of responsibilities, priorities, needs and 
wants to manage within the limitations of those twenty-four hours. 
It is rarely an easy puzzle to solve. Daily work (both paid and 
unpaid) makes its own demands. Depending on how old we are, 
what stage of life we are at and what responsibilities we have – for 
example, in raising children or caring for loved ones – our days 
tend to be packed. How can we "nd the right balance? Just when we 
think we have it worked out, events happen, circumstances change 
and we have to work it out again!

I know something about this, given that at one time we had four 
children under the age of six, and for many years I was faced with 
the task of running a school department with many extracurricular 
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activities, as well as helping to establish a new church. So I am 
sympathetic to the challenge. Given these competing demands, 
how can we "nd the time to engage with Scripture?

I think it is important to say "rst of all that our daily work is not 
the enemy here – it is certainly not an impediment to getting to 
know God. On the contrary, our work is one of the key contexts in 
which we get to know God, who himself is a worker and maintains 
the entire universe. Daily work, whether paid or unpaid, is the 
school in which God places us so that he can re"ne our faith, 
develop our character, test us and help us to grow in loyalty to 
him. Stealing time from our employer in order to read the Bible 
is not a godly characteristic! So "nding time to read Scripture 
may require getting up earlier, setting aside a couple of hours one 
evening a week, reducing time spent on entertainment or learning 
to say no to other opportunities. Howard Hendricks from Dallas 
!eological Seminary said, in a talk I listened to around the time 
I was beginning to take the Bible seriously, ‘Say no to something 
every day. Just to keep you in the habit.’

In addition to saying no to things, there are practical ways of 
making more of the time we are given, even in the midst of our 
working day. I used to make it a habit to carry a pocket New 
Testament to read in the gaps during the day, such as co#ee breaks, 
waiting in the car for one of the children to appear a)er sports or 
music practice, waiting my turn at the dentist and so on. In these 
days of smartphones it is even easier always to have a Bible with us. 
(Of course, it is also much easier to spend the gaps catching up on 
social media instead!)

So when you are given the gi) of unexpected time, make the 
most of it. Another idea is to use the time twice by listening to an 
audio recording of the Bible when driving or doing mechanical 
activities such as household chores.

Family is something else that we shouldn’t see as an impediment 
to getting to know God. Caring well for our family honours God 
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and is another arena in which we can grow to know our heavenly 
Father, whose family is extensive and who cares for every member! 
When our children were very young, we simply didn’t have the 
same amount of time as we had when we were "rst married. But 
we were also careful not fall into the temptation of allowing the 
children to take over all our waking hours when we weren’t at work. 
We had to learn to make time for other things – both for each other 
and to grow our relationship with the Lord.

In addition to the demands of daily work and domestic 
responsibilities, our lives tend to "ll up with other activities. Some 
of these are necessary, some are unnecessary (but o)en enjoyable) 
and some fall somewhere in between. In a crisis we may, it is true, 
temporarily set aside our plans and re-order our priorities, but 
generally the way we use our time re*ects what we value.

Time is limited. We can’t do it all and we can’t have it all, despite 
what the media tells us. Life is full of choices, and we can’t be in 
two places at once. Every time we say yes to something, we say no 
to a hundred other things. If we are going to carve out time for 
Scripture, other things will have to be sacri"ced.

I’ve already referred to the temptation to use up all the gaps in our 
day on social media. According to the Statista website, in 2025 the 
average daily social media usage of users worldwide amounted to 
141 minutes per day.7 Digital distraction is a signi"cant adversary! 
Another temptation is binge-watching TV series. Isn’t there always 
a friend who tells you that there is yet another must-see series, 
even as you try to play catch up on the three series you have 
already started? Doom-scrolling on X (formerly Twitter) is another 
favourite pastime which really does none of us any favours. And 
then there is TikTok! With its endless stream of short video clips 
designed to capture our attention, it aims to keep us in a constant 
state of excitement. !is creates a constant craving for more while at 
the same time reducing our tolerance of anything that seems even 
remotely boring, slashing our concentration level.
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What if, even just from Monday to !ursday, you were to spend 
the hour before bedtime simply reading – the Bible, a good book, a 
classic novel? !at would add up to an extra 208 hours of reading 
in a year. You could do a lot in that time.

Don’t make the mistake of waiting until you have your life sorted 
before you decide to make the time. !at will never happen. Rather 
than being about what we do when we have everything sorted, 
life consists of the actual sorting! At the age of seventy-two, I am 
still facing the daily puzzle of balancing competing priorities and 
dealing with sudden changes in circumstances.

One way of being more objective (and honest!) about your time 
management is to keep a diary of your use of time for one week. 
Divide your waking day into ")een-minute segments and note 
down how you spend each one. !e results might surprise you. 
!en again, they might not!

How much time should we set aside for reading God’s word? 
!at will vary from person to person, and will also depend on 
what you hope to accomplish. !ere is no formula, no especially 
spiritual amount of time. Even a few minutes spent in thoughtful 
Bible reading is bene"cial. So don’t waste energy beating yourself 
up about the time you can’t spend in Scripture. Make the most of 
the time you can spend!

But since you need to start somewhere, I suggest setting aside 
")een to twenty minutes a day for focused engagement with 
Scripture. Once you have got used to this discipline, there is a good 
chance it will develop into thirty or forty minutes or more, at least 
on a few days each week.

I remember once being inspired to make road running part of 
my exercise routine. !e "rst day I ran about a mile. I was in my 
thirties and that was easy! !e next day I ran seven miles. For a few 
days I could hardly walk. I never did any more road running. Start 
small and grow.

We are all di#erent. !ink about what helps you psychologically 
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and works for you in terms of environment and conditions, rather 
than what might work for someone else. Are you the type of person 
who requires total quiet and solitude? Or does it help you to be in 
a public space? Do you concentrate best while listening to music? 
Is early morning the best time? Have you a favourite chair, table or 
place outside where you do your best thinking?

If your ideal context isn’t available, then just be creative and 
make the best of what you have. Perhaps, like John Wesley’s mother, 
you simply need to throw your apron over your head so that 
everyone around you knows to leave you alone for twenty minutes! 
As with other things in life, if we wait for ideal circumstances we 
may wait a long time.

I have already mentioned spiritual war – we as Christians are each 
involved in it individually. We must expect one of the major battles 
in this war to be over our need to carve out time with God, because 
cultivating our relationship with the Lord lies at the heart of our life 
and witness. Our enemy will employ every tactic he knows to keep 
us from fellowship with God, worship of God and service of God. 
God has promised that we will "nd him if we seek him with all our 
hearts. But let’s not be surprised that we o)en have to "ght, and "ght 
hard, to maintain the reality of God’s presence in our daily lives.

3. Read the text
Choosing which book to read is not that di-cult, and I’ve made 
it easier by choosing for you! Finding a place to read undisturbed 
may be trickier and you might have to settle for something less than 
ideal. But actually getting down to reading the text is fundamentally 
what this is all about, and that brings other challenges.

Each of us has a di#erent relationship to the printed page (or to 
words on a screen). Some of us love to read; others not so much. 
Over the years, many have come up to me a)er I’ve taught on the 
topic of personal engagement with Scripture to tell me, ‘I’m not a 
reader.’
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Some mean this in the sense that they can’t read. An o-cial 
Survey of Adult Skills in Ireland found that around 18% of Irish 
people aged sixteen to sixty-"ve are either at or below Level 1 on 
the established literacy scale, which consists of "ve levels.8 !is 
means more than half a million adults in my native land struggle 
with reading a lea*et, a bus timetable or the instructions on a 
medicine packet. It is a signi"cant problem, and many churches 
and community groups o#er adult literacy classes to seek to meet 
the need.

However, in the contexts in which people have told me, ‘I’m not 
a reader,’ they mostly don’t mean that they can’t read. !ey mean 
either that reading is not something they enjoy doing or that it 
doesn’t come particularly easily to them, or both. Many have told 
me that the last time they read a book right through from beginning 
to end was at school, and for some that was primary school. !ey 
couldn’t wait to leave books behind. For them, anything longer 
than a smartphone text, a tweet, a short email or the headlines in 
a newspaper constitutes a challenge. How much more, then, the 
sixty-six books and the thousand-plus pages of the Bible!

!e good news is that you are reading this! !is is a fair 
indication that, while reading may not be your favourite activity, 
it is something you can do. !e issue is unlikely to be the ability to 
read, but rather that you don’t "nd the activity particularly easy or 
enjoyable.

Is it possible to overcome this discomfort and cultivate an 
increasingly positive desire to read? I believe it is, and I hope that, 
if this is a particular struggle you have, this book will help you to 
overcome it.

!ere are many things in life that we may have no great desire 
to do, but we learn to do them anyway because we realise they 
are important. So don’t let lack of desire or enjoyment put you 
o#. Indeed, o)en when we discipline ourselves to do something, 
whether we like doing it or not, we eventually have the experience 
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of discipline changing into delight and duty into joy, as we begin to 
reap the rewards.

I struggled to read some of the texts prescribed for English 
classes in school. In some cases, it was because I wasn’t ready 
to "nd them interesting, and I’ve read them since with great 
enjoyment. In other cases, I’m obviously still not ready! But there 
is one type of reading I never found a chore to read: letters from 
my future wife.

Might it make a di#erence to your motivation if you were to 
read the Bible as if it were a love letter from God to you personally? 
Because that is precisely what it is. Every sentence, every word, 
comes from the mind of the One who loves you and desires a 
deepening relationship with you. He has given you his word in 
order to share his thinking, his plans and his purposes with you 
so that you can come to know him more deeply. In this word he 
speaks, and in this word you encounter the living God.

It’s not a perfect analogy, for the Bible is more than a love letter. 
But it isn’t less than a love letter either. Learning to approach the 
Bible as I would a love letter greatly increased my own motivation 
to read it and my responsiveness to the Lord as I read.

Read the text. Don’t start by reading commentaries, notes or 
study guides. !ey have their place, but not yet. During my years 
as a teacher, I had the opportunity to teach French literature. I 
frequently encountered students who prepared for their literature 
examination by reading the relevant Critical Guide and not by 
reading the actual novel or play for themselves! !at approach can 
work for the student, as they will appear to know the text and might 
even gain a pass mark in the exam. But to approach literature in 
this way is to miss the point and power of it. Nothing can replace 
personal engagement with the text. And to take that approach to 
the Bible – to focus primarily on what others have said about the 
text – is to miss the whole point of Scripture, which is to encounter 
God personally through his word.
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So read the text. In fact, why not do that now, even if you know 
1 Peter well? Choose a place that is comfortable for you and where 
you will have the fewest distractions for the next twenty minutes.

And read 1 Peter from start to "nish.
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6
More than a book but not less 

than a book

!ere are some approaches to reading the Bible that we would never 
use when reading anything else. Perhaps the most popular is to take 
a few verses from a Bible book, not necessarily from its opening 
chapter, read them and then try to work out what they mean and 
how they apply to our lives.

How well, do you think, would that approach work if you were 
reading a novel or a poem, or even a letter from the Inland Revenue? 
And yet this approach to Scripture appears to be widespread.

!e Bible is more than a book, but it isn’t less than a book! It 
isn’t some magical text in which we can simply stick our "nger at 
random and expect God to speak to us!

No one would dream of approaching a love letter that way. 
Imagine reading just the greeting or the greeting plus the "rst 
sentence, then stopping to do some linguistic research on the words 
‘my darling’ or a check on when in history such greetings became 
popular in romantic correspondence! Who does that? I certainly 
don’t. We just read the letter. And when we are "nished, we read 
it again and again, partly in case we have missed something, but 
mostly just for joy.

Would you start reading a new novel at chapter 3 or start 
watching a new "lm from halfway through? I doubt it. Would you 
open a letter or a play at random, put your "nger on the text, read out 
the sentence and then try to work out what it means? Of course not.

!e Bible is not a magic text! It is more than a book, but it is not 
less than a book!
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Imagine you are in a church gathering in the province of Asia 
(modern-day Turkey) when one of the leaders announces that they 
have received a letter from Peter. Imagine the excited hush as the 
opening words are read out:

Peter, an apostle of Jesus Christ,
To God’s elect, exiles scattered throughout the provinces of 
Pontus, Galatia, Cappadocia, Asia and Bithynia, who have 
been chosen according to the foreknowledge of God the 
Father, through the sanctifying work of the Spirit, to be 
obedient to Jesus Christ and sprinkled with his blood:
Grace and peace be yours in abundance.
(1 Peter 1:1–2)

!en imagine your reaction if the reader were to stop a)er the 
introduction, saying, ‘!at’s all for today, folks. I’ll read the next 
couple of sentences next week.’

Wouldn’t you feel disappointed and cheated? Wouldn’t you want 
to hear a bit more?

One book at a time
God is by de"nition the greatest teacher in the universe. If the 
greatest teacher has chosen to reveal himself in individual books, it 
follows that the best way of engaging with his revelation is to read it 
in the way he has caused it to be written: one book at a time.

!is was the "rst lesson I needed to learn when it came to 
engaging with Scripture.

It is such an obvious point when you think about it. Yet it appears 
many people don’t. I certainly didn’t until my mentor spelled it out 
to me one day in his study: ‘Choose one book of the Bible. Start with 
a short book; one of the letters would be good. !en read it right 
through. !en read it again. And again.’
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‘How many times do you suggest?
‘Twelve times.’
I gulped. Twelve times! I could see the point of one complete 

reading, even two or three. But twelve!
‘Don’t write any notes,’ he added. ‘Not yet. And don’t read any 

commentaries on the book. Just read the book itself right through 
twelve times. !en come back and we will talk about it.’

I knew him well enough to trust him and to know that he 
wasn’t insulting my intelligence. So I did what he told me. And the 
di#erence it made to my experience of Scripture was remarkable. 
!e exact number of readings isn’t signi"cant; the point is to begin 
to become truly familiar with the book’s contents.

!is is the particular challenge he put to me: ‘Read it, reread 
it and read it again to the point where, if I phone you up at three 
o’clock on Tuesday morning and ask you what Paul writes in 1 
Timothy chapter 4, you can tell me without having to think about 
it.’ Most people can’t think very well when suddenly stirred from 
sleep, let alone at three in the morning!

He never did phone me at 3 a.m. But he took every opportunity 
to "nd out both what I was reading and how well I was paying 
attention!

Personal impact
It wasn’t long before I began to notice the bene"ts of this repeated 
reading.

First, I was able to go into discussions about 1 Timothy with 
con"dence. Not that I understood it all – far from it. But at least I 
was aware of the basic contents.

Second, I also knew the basic order in which the content was 
arranged: how the book began, how it ended and what lay in between.

!ird, I was now aware of some of the key concepts and themes, 
especially because I had picked up on the writer’s use of repetition.
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Fourth, new questions were beginning to take shape in my mind, 
questions that were raised by the text itself. I was beginning to allow 
the Holy Spirit to set the agenda, to raise the questions and topics 
he wanted to raise, rather than going to the text seeking answers to 
my own problems.

And that led to a ")h bene"t. I began to see the power of God’s 
word at work, shaping my values, deepening my knowledge and 
appreciation of the Lord, and equipping me for service. In many 
conversations the relevance of what I had read was obvious and 
surprising (to me), and I felt prompted to ask questions that o)en 
led to deeper conversations. I was beginning to have something 
more to o#er than personal opinion or spiritual clichés. A 
whole new experience of God’s word shaping my daily life was 
unfolding.

!e Bible is more than a book, but it is not less than a book.
I have passed on this simple advice about reading the Bible one 

book at a time and the same book many times to thousands of 
people through the years. For many it has been transformative.

Read the Bible as God revealed it to us: in individual books. Read 
each book as a whole, for it is a whole. Read it again and again. Set 
aside all commentaries, guides, Bible study methods and online 
sermons and read the text until you are very familiar with its 
content. Don’t be in a rush to interpret it, and especially not to apply 
it to your life. First get to know the facts of the text. !e impact this 
will make upon your life may surprise you.

Group impact
As we "nish this chapter, let’s imagine the di#erence this approach 
might make not just at an individual level, but at a group level.

Perhaps you’ve had an experience like the following. (If not, 
happy are you!)

A group of Christians decide that they are going to study a 
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book of the Bible together. Let’s say they agree on 1 John. All are 
encouraged to read it in advance of the next meeting.

!e evening arrives and it becomes quickly apparent that some 
members of the group have forgotten to read 1 John. Others have 
skim-read it so that they can scarcely remember anything it says, 
especially as four days have passed since then. Others just read the 
opening chapter in a rush ten minutes before leaving the house in 
the hope that the group won’t get any further than that on the night.

!e discussion itself is predictably dull. !e question, ‘What 
struck you from the "rst verse?’, is tossed out by the group leader in 
the hope that someone will pick it up. Eventually someone attempts 
an answer, which in turn emboldens others to have a go. !e leader 
is excited: people are actually sharing! When the contributions 
on verse 1 dry up, a similar question is asked of verse 2. No one 
appears to have noticed – or had the courage to point out – that 
the contributors actually contradicted each other. A)er all, at least 
people were participating! Isn’t that the point?

And so it goes on, a snail-like, methodical sharing of ignorance 
through verse a)er verse until the leader wraps up by raising the 
question of how the book can be applied. A)er further head-
scratching, all agree that Christians should study more, pray more, 
witness more and generally be nicer people. And then, mercifully, it 
is time for co#ee, when the real conversation can begin.

!at is to treat the Bible as less than a book. And certainly as less 
than it is: God’s word.

What if the group were to structure their approach like this 
instead?

Week 1: read 1 John right through together, praying over its 
content and asking the Holy Spirit to speak through it.

Week 2: repeat.
On the days between each gathering, each member of the group 

reads through 1 John at least once daily, re*ecting on and praying 
through its content.
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By the third week, there will be a group of people so familiar 
with the content of 1 John that they can repeat the highlights in 
the correct order. !ey will be familiar with the tone of the letter, 
its key themes, repeated ideas and more complex passages. So now, 
when they begin to look at any paragraph, they are in a much 
stronger position to grasp its meaning in the context of the whole. 
In addition, group members will have shared how the Spirit has 
spoken to them through their personal reading of the text of 1 John.

Truly, the Bible is more than a book! But it is not less than a book.
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