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How to Do Expository Bible Teaching
(Part 2 of 9: Learning How to Read)
Historic Faith Series on Expository Teaching

______________________________________________________________________________

VIII. Learn How to Read

a. The first challenge in teaching the Bible is that you need to know how to read
it.

b. You might protest, “But I already know how to read a book! I learned how to
read back when I was only five or six years old.”

c. Every teacher should strive to become a great reader. Unfortunately, there
are relatively few today who have trained themselves to be truly great
readers.

i. If anything, it takes more effort to become a great reader today than it
did 20+ years ago (in my opinion).

ii. Our minds have been impacted by the prevalence today of:

1. popular short video clips circulated on social media,

2. broad but relatively shallow knowledge,

3. YouTube videos, and

4. short breezy books (including even on spiritual topics) that
aren’t very deep nor challenging.

iii. We can get a lot of information without having to dig through
challenging material that causes our minds to stretch beyond what is
comfortable.

d. Highly recommended: How to Read a Book, by Adler and Van Doren.

i. This book has had a great impact on my own reading. I met another
teacher at an international Bible teachers conference in Greece years
ago who independently told me that this book had a similar impact on
him. Also, I have met others since then with similar stories about the
impact of this book on their own reading abilities.

ii. The authors of How to Read a Book point out that the great books are
almost always somewhat over our heads. They demand that the
reader stretch and grow mentally, to catch up to the writer. This is
hard work!
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iii. Need to understand the author’s intended audience, the context, the
main point, supporting points, and logic used to make the author’s
case. Also how this may relate to similar points made by this or other
authors in related works.

1. This helps us to read things in context.

2. One of the greatest problems in churches today is evangelical
theology, from Luther, Calvin and the Reformers, which is based
on taking passages totally out of context.

a. This is especially important when tackling letters like
Romans, Galatians and Ephesians, where Protestant
Reformers have taken passages out of context to come
up with some classic false conclusions.

i. Example of recently teaching from Romans 9,
only understanding it within the context of the
full discussion in Romans 9-11.

ii. The main point that John Calvin made from
Romans 9 regarding unconditional election (God
arbitrarily chooses which individuals He wants
to save versus which He chooses to condemn,
apart from anything we do on our part) is
essentially demolished in the rest of Paul’s
argument, in chapters 10 and (especially) 11.

b. The greatest way to combat this is to strive to become a
highly skilled reader.

iv. ‘Active reading’ is a process of discovery that involves thinking, mental
work and involvement. The goal is to become enlightened in the
process; not just to know the facts (the ‘what’) but also:

1. Why it is the case;

2. How this connects to other facts; and

3. How this may be similar to or different from other ideas.

4. You should strive not only to know what the author says, but
also to be able to explain his or her main ideas to another
person, in your own words.

v. Learning from present versus absent teachers.

1. From How to Read a Book, chapter 1, page 15:
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a. “...listening is learning from a teacher who is present – a
living teacher – while reading is learning from one who
is absent.

b. “If you ask a living teacher a question, he will probably
answer you. If you are puzzled by what he says, you can
save yourself the trouble of thinking by asking him what
he means. If however you ask a book a question, you
must answer it yourself. In this respect a book is like
nature or the world. When you question it, it answers
you only to the extent that you do the work of thinking
and analysis yourself.”

2. With reading, after you ask the questions, YOU need to do the
hard work of digging out the answers from the text!

a. Active reading is hard work. It forces us to grow in
understanding and wisdom; to read thoroughly and
carefully, and with insight. What does the author think
about this? And why?

b. “Passive readers ask no questions...and get no answers!”

c. All teachers should strive to be active readers of the
Scriptures, always asking the hard questions and then
digging into the Scriptures to find the answers hidden in
there.

3. You may be thinking, “But this sounds like hard work!”
Wouldn’t it be a lot easier to teach or preach by relying on a
‘canned’ lesson prepared by someone else? Couldn’t I just pick
up a popular Bible commentary, instead? That would be so
much easier!

a. Let us recall what the Scriptures say about the blessings
that come from hard work.

i. “The lazy man will not plow because of winter;
He will beg during harvest and have nothing.”
(Proverbs 20:4, NKJV)

ii. “The lazy man buries his hand in the bowl; It
wearies him to bring it back to his mouth.”
(Proverbs 26:15, NKJV)

iii. “Because of laziness the building decays, And
through idleness of hands the house leaks.”
(Ecclesiastes 10:18, NKJV)
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1. The church also is described as a house,
figuratively. It also requires diligent hard
work, including studying and teaching the
Scriptures, to keep it properly kept up so
that it does not fall apart.

vi. The ‘Four Levels of Reading’, as described in How to Read a Book:

1. Level 1: Elementary (Basic, Initial) Reading

a. This level of reading is typically achieved by age six or
seven.

b. Goal: to understand the simple meaning of a sentence
from the words in it.

2. Level 2: Inspectional (Skimming Systematically)

a. This level includes gaining the ability to get the gist of a
book or article by quickly skimming.

b. Determine what a book is about, what are its parts,
what type of book (historical fiction, science, actual
history).

c. May help you quickly decide if this book is worth
further consideration.

3. Level 3: Analytical Reading

a. Thorough and complete reading of a written work,
assuming no limit of time involved.

b. The goal: to gain as complete an understanding as is
possible.

c. From How to Read a Book, chapter 2, p. 19:

i. “Francis Bacon once remarked, ‘Some books are
to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some
few to be chewed and digested.’ Reading a book
analytically is chewing and digesting it.”

d. This reminds me of what it says in Psalm 1: “Blessed is
the man who walks not in the counsel of the ungodly,
nor stands in the path of sinners, nor sits in the seat of
the scornful; but his delight is in the law of the Lord, and
in His law he meditates day and night. He shall be like a
tree planted by the rivers of water, that brings forth its
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fruit in its season, whose leaf also shall not wither; and
whatever he does shall prosper.” (Psalm 1:1–3, NKJV)

e. With the above quote from Psalm 1 in mind, consider
what early Christian writers like Irenaeus saw in the
discussion of clean (versus unclean) animals in
Leviticus 11, holding lessons for us.

i. Recall that Paul had said, “...whatever things were
written before [referring to the Old Testament]
were written for our learning [referring to the
Christians]...” (Romans 15:4, NKJV)

ii. The clean animals (acceptable to eat) were like
the sheep and goat, which met two requirements.
They must BOTH:

1. Have split hooves, and

2. Chew the cud (= ruminate).

iii. “In like manner, too, those are unclean which
have the double hoof but do not ruminate: this is
plainly an indication of all heretics, and of those
who do not meditate on the words of God,
neither are adorned with works of
righteousness; to whom also the Lord says, ‘Why
do you call Me Lord, Lord, and do not the things
which I say to you?’ For men of this stamp do
indeed say that they believe in the Father and the
Son, but they never meditate as they should upon
the things of God, neither are they adorned with
works of righteousness; but, as I have already
observed, they have adopted the lives of swine
and of dogs, giving themselves over to filthiness,
to gluttony, and recklessness of all sorts [like
dogs and pigs].”

1. (Source: Irenaeus, Against Heresies, book
5, chapter 8; found in Ante-Nicene Fathers
vol. 1, p. 534)

iv. “And again, those also are likewise unclean that
part the hoof, but do not ruminate. For these
point out the heretics, who indeed go upon the
name of the Father and the Son, but are
incapable of triturating [= crushing] and grinding
down the clear declaration of the oracles, and
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who, besides, perform the works of
righteousness coarsely and not with precision, if
they perform them at all. To such the Lord says,
‘Why will ye call me Lord, Lord, and do not the
things which I say?’”

1. (Clement of Alexandria, The Stromata, or
Miscellanies, book 7, chapter 18; found in
Ante-Nicene Fathers vol. 2, pp. 555–556)

v. The point made by both Irenaeus and Clement:
the heretics (those who believe in Jesus but do
not properly chew on and digest the Word of
God) are like the pigs who are unclean animals.
They believe, but because they do not properly
digest the word of God, they are unclean. They
live ungodly lives.

f. The observations of Irenaeus and Clement on this point
line up with what we see today in so many Christian
circles, where people misunderstand what Jesus taught.
So many heresies in the Christian world still come from
improperly digesting the Word. Examples of such
incorrect teachings, from superficially reading the
Scriptures and taking them out of context, include:

i. We do not need to actually live holy lives to be
saved.

ii. We do not need to obey the teachings of Jesus in
order to be saved.

iii. Since Jesus “did it all” on the cross, we do not
have to do anything.

iv. Any teachings of Jesus and the apostles that are
unpopular or do nor fit with our culture can be
ignored or discarded as being culturally-based.

v. A Christian can never lose his or her salvation,
regardless of how they live.

vi. Some even teach some form of the ‘prosperity
gospel’: if someone becomes a Christian they can
expect to receive a better and more prosperous
life here and now.

4. Level 4: Syntopical Reading
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a. This involves reading several different books that touch
on the same or similar topics.

b. You need to compare, contrast and construct an analysis
based on more than one text.

c. This involves the hardest work of all, but also the most
rewarding.

d. If we see the Bible as a collection of books under one
cover, we will recognize that this includes
understanding one passage of Scripture in light of other
passages from other books of the Bible (either by the
same author or by other authors).

e. We will consider a couple of classic examples that
require good syntopical reading.

i. One example, to study the role of works (what we
do) in our salvation, would be to compare the
writings of Paul and James regarding that
subject.

1. Reading from multiple New Testament
letters you would find, among other
things:

a. “For by grace you have been saved
through faith, and that not of
yourselves; it is the gift of God, not
of works, lest anyone should boast.”
(Ephesians 2:8–9, NKJV)

b. “What does it profit, my brethren,
if someone says he has faith but
does not have works? Can faith
save him?” (James 2:14, NKJV)

c. “For as the body without the spirit
is dead, so faith without works is
dead also.” (James 2:26, NKJV)

2. Martin Luther in the introduction to his
German New Testament translation,
essentially trashed James, calling that
letter “an epistle of straw” that had
“nothing of the gospel” in it!
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3. However, a good syntopical reader would
understand Paul’s statement in
Ephesians 2 in light of what Paul says in
the rest of Ephesians as well as in his
other letters, where he also contrasts
salvation by faith versus by works.

a. “What shall we say then? That
Gentiles, who did not pursue
righteousness, have attained to
righteousness, even the
righteousness of faith; but Israel,
pursuing the law of righteousness,
has not attained to the law of
righteousness. Why? Because they
did not seek it by faith, but as it
were, by the works of the law. For
they stumbled at that stumbling
stone.” (Romans 9:30–32, NKJV)

b. “knowing that a man is not
justified by the works of the law
but by faith in Jesus Christ, even
we have believed in Christ Jesus,
that we might be justified by faith
in Christ and not by the works of
the law; for by the works of the law
no flesh shall be justified.”
(Galatians 2:16, NKJV)

c. Also read Acts 10, 11 and 15, plus
all of Romans, Galatians,
Ephesians and Colossians to
appreciate what Paul was battling
with regarding those who wanted
to insist on following the Law of
Moses.

ii. Another benefit of good syntopical reading is
that it can help us get a more balanced and
accurate view of Bible characters. I think
especially regarding Jonah and Lot, both often
disparaged by modern Bible teachers and
preachers.

www.walking-by-faith.org 8 of 9



On Expository Teaching C. Pike 3/07/2021

1. While many preachers today disparage
what Lot did with his daughters, he is
held up by Peter.

a. “...(if the Lord) delivered righteous
Lot, who was oppressed by the
filthy conduct of the wicked (for
that righteous man, dwelling
among them, tormented his
righteous soul from day to day by
seeing and hearing their lawless
deeds)—then the Lord knows how
to deliver the godly out of
temptations and to reserve the
unjust under punishment for the
day of judgment,” (2 Peter 2:7–9,
NKJV)

2. Similarly, modern preachers tend to look
down on Jonah and criticize him as a
lousy prophet who ran away from God’s
mission and wanted to see Nineveh
destroyed. However, Jesus holds him up as
the greatest preacher of repentance of all
time (before Himself), just as Solomon
was the wisest man, in Matthew
12:38-42.

e. Summary and ‘bottom line’ regarding becoming a good reader:

i. This is hard work. You need to read deeply, ask questions, dig out the
answers, compare.

ii. I encourage you to embrace this challenge, one that will last a lifetime,
especially if you want to become a great Bible teacher.

iii. One of the main reasons that popular heresies have prevailed in our
age is the lack of great readers: men who can understand what the
prophets and apostles actually meant, reading their statements in
context and understanding how it all really does fit together.

iv. I strongly encourage you to get and read, How to Read a Book and take
your reading higher.

v. Good expository preaching will help others in the church to become
great readers, as well and will be the healthy way to ‘immunize’ the
church against all kinds of present and future heresies.

www.walking-by-faith.org 9 of 9


