
How I prepare to teach a Bible Study

Teaching from the Heart

I think the best teaching comes from what God is doing in the teacher’s life. For me, this means beginning my teaching “prep” with a quiet time. Teaching like this will rarely lack passion, because you’ll be talking about exciting things God is doing in your life. I’d even go so far as to say every time you teach, consider it a “testimony” (one that focuses more on the Bible and asking questions rather than a lecture).

1. Read the passage, consider it’s meaning for your life.

2. Scribble some questions and notes.

3. Write out the few main points (or just one) you want to communicate, keep them short so you can quickly refer to them while teaching.

4. Re-write your questions: making them more clear and arranging them in a logical order.

Basic Training: Things I Always Do

I like consistency and routine. I think most people learn better when they know what to expect. I realize this goes against what many people say...creativity is fine...especially if that comes easy for you. By “creativity” I mean object lessons, videos, dramas, etc. If you have the time, I think it’s more worth while to be creative with the truth. By this I don’t mean we should labor endlessly to create clever ways that are “fresh” and “new” to communicate familiar truths. For example, “Love your neighbor” might be the theme for the night. I think creative “experiences” like drawing pictures, playing a clever game, whatever, can be helpful...maybe you make the main point “______” (insert something clever for love your neighbor, I couldn’t think of anything).

I’d rather end the night by saying, “many of you think math class is pure hell....well, it probably is. I’m not taking about math, that’s important, you should learn it so you can serve God better. Math isn’t hell, but your class probably is. If you were to look around the room, I’d bet most of your classmates don’t have a relationship with God...what are you doing to love them, because they are your neighbors?”

I’ll get off that soapbox....I’m not against creative efforts, many GREAT youth workers love creative experiences. My desire is that we don’t exchange the experience of thinking deeply with a shallow memory. Here are some things I almost always do to get the Bible study going:

1. Read through the passage twice.

It’s impossible for me to understand a passage with only one reading...I have two different students read it (I’m horrible at reading out loud). In-between readings, I encourage students to look for things they don’t understand and I might give a few explanations.

2. Summarizing the basic facts.

If the passage is a narrative, I’ll try to get a sketch summary of what’s happening. I might say, “Somebody tell me what’s happening in this passage, give me a summary.” When one person is done, I’ll say, “Does anyone have anything else to add?” If the passage is another genre, my last question of the night is usually something along the lines of, “So what’s the main point?”

3. My favorite starter question.

I like to get a feel for where the group is by asking, “What doesn’t make sense? Is there anything strange or shocking? What are some things that you don’t understand?”

You may not get much response to this at first...but after you get in the habit of asking this, you’re students will begin to find more questions. There have been many times where this was the only question I asked all night long...the questions of the group covered the main teachings of the passage.

Sometimes, when I get little or no response, I’ll give them one more chance to find questions by saying, “No questions? Great. That means everyone in this room is an expert on this passage, and I can ask a question about any verse and I’ll have an answer. I love these nights, because I have lots of questions...”

My Key Attitudes

Attitude is super important. Everything you perceive and communicate will pass through the filters of your attitudes. Here are a few I seem to consistently keep in mind when I teach.

1. I don’t care if someone doesn’t want to learn.

I have a few reasons for this: (1) I can’t make someone learn, not even God chooses to do this. (2) There will be SOME who want to learn, and that makes teaching worthwhile. Finally, and most importantly, (3) God has already done something great in my life through this passage, and I couldn’t hope to match his efforts with the people in the Bible study. I’m going to do my best, and be faithful with the time and talents God has given me, but at the end of the day, if I had a really bad night, I can go to be knowing that I loved God, and just because I wasn’t very good at loving others by teaching, at least God did something great in me. (That’s a long sentence, but sometimes I have long attitudes).

2. I do care if someone is being a distraction, making it difficult for others to learn.

Don’t let one person ruin things for the rest of the group. That person can go be an individual someplace else. Grace is important...discipline is tough...

3. I know what’s best for everyone in the room.

WHAT!!?? Yea, I know, that sounds arrogant. I’m sure there are times when I’m too prideful... but I’m talking about something that I believe is ABSOLUTELY ESSENTIAL for teachers. A teacher is able to look at someone and see where they need to grow. I would even go so far as to say that it’s impossible to teach without this. Another word for this is discernment. Leading discussions well means more than having a goal (what’s “best”) for the entire group. The discernment of the teacher looks into the eyes of individuals and judges their character, identifying specific areas for them to grow.

This is a holy task...I think this is why the Bible says not many of use should presume to be teachers. This is something that gets me scared when I teach....I think, “Who am I to teach someone else?” I know I’m not up to the task, but I’m still convinced it’s God’s calling in my life. In spite of my feelings of unworthiness, I want to say, “Here I am Lord, send me.”

If you had a student hooked on crack cocaine, you wouldn’t hesitate with your “diagnosis.” You’d know they need to get off crack. Great teaching is simply an extension of this...into the small areas of life that often get overlooked....like the way our students treat their parents, or gossip, or have hard hearts, or fail to serve, or don’t take their faith seriously, or don’t ask enough questions, or lack hope or joy, or any one of a million things that it takes to be a mature believer. Ask God for his eyes, proceed with humility, and you’ll do your students a service.

Truth I Look For When I Study

Once I’ve read a particular text a few times, and have experienced the convictions of the Holy Spirit, I look through another time to see if I can glean any more important things. I look for the following things...they are pretty broad, but are helpful for me (and hopefully for you as well!)

1. Truth about God

The Bible reveals the heart of God, and the most important thing we can gain from Bible study is greater intimacy with him.

2. Truth about the World

The world is a big place, and there’s so much deception about the WAY things work...obviously Satan and our own ignorance perpetuates the cycle of confusion. The Bible tells about REAL LIFE, unmasking the lies and bringing the truth to light. The better we understand the world, the better we’ll be at living the life we were meant to live.

3. Truth about myself

This is really an overlap of the personal devotional side of preparing to teach...Scripture should be a mirror which shows us the truth about ourselves. It’s ok for you to be transparent with your group, and let them see how God is working in your soul.

Layers of Understanding

This heading may be a bit confusing...but it’s the best I’ve come up with! When we study the Bible and apply its truth to our lives, we can understand it on different “levels.” I use the following categories to help shape my thoughts and direct the flow of conversation.

1. The details of the text

This is the most important place to start! Let the text stand on its own; read it carefully. Do your best to identify and eliminate any preconceived notions you bring to the text. All of us have assumptions...not all of them are bad, but most of them keep us from understanding the text in the way the author intended. Help your students understand the basic meaning of the text...who, what, where, why, when...these are great questions. We must start with these things.

2. Eternal Truths

Here I’m talking about ideas that are always true regardless of time and place. I’m talking about things that are, for the most part, indisputable. These things should form the foundation for our thoughts and therefore, how we live. It’s common for students to read a particular text and jump to the eternal truths. I encourage you to begin with the details! Discovering these truths can be really difficult, especially when reading narratives. Remember, they must be apply to any time and any place...things like God deserves our worship,” “all humanity needs salvation,” etc. In my opinion, these truths are usually pretty simple. They are clearly supported by the text, and are confirmed by other Scriptures. Of course, mysteries, pairs of truths that seem contradictory (e.g. providence and free will) are “confirmed” by some Scriptures and “denied” by others.

3. Personal Applications

Jesus commanded his disciples to “teach others to obey,” and this means a changed life...obedience means the application of eternal truths to a particular situation...every student will leave your Bible study and need to make decisions about how they live...there’s a million applications, a billion implications, for each person. You could never hope to cover them all...your prayers is for God to show you where you need to guide your students...

When a teacher jumps straight to the applications, you rob your students of the process by which they can get there themselves. I typically work through these three things in this order...I’m not so structured as to spend the first third of the night on #1 (details) and then the next third on #2 (truths), and then end the Bible study with #3 (applications). I might work through all of these several times in a single night....nailing down a few key details, unearth a key truth, and explore that what that could look like in their lives.

Asking Questions

The best skill you can develop is the ability to ask good questions. Good questions can mean several different things. Great teachers ask the right question at the right time. Some questions don’t have easy answers...some have several answers...some have only one answer, but it’s tough to get to it...some questions expose foolish thinking....others expose common questions....some appear to have easy answers, but don’t....some have easy answers but the implications are so profound that few really live in obedience to them.

Confusion is the teacher’s best friend. I believe it’s impossible for a person to learn ANYTHING without some level of confusion. If a learner lacks confusion, he’ll see no reason to accept a new idea. In math class, the teacher will say, “Tell me the diameter of this circle based on its circumference.” INSTANT CONFUSION, the perfect time to say, “Here’s how you figure it out.”  (I can’t remember the formula, so if you’re on the edge of your seat about that question, I can’t help...I think it has something to do with Pi R squared—but, I’m probably wrong).

4 or 5 questions with 20 students can last you an hour--even if you have all boys who are predominately preprogrammed to give one or two word answers. A few questions is all you really need, especially if you start with, “What questions about the text do you have?”

Don’t settle for just one answer, even if the first person to answer is “right.” If they are, don’t let them know it! If you do, then others will say, “Yea, what he said.” I respond to most “answers” the same, saying something like, “Okay, good, anyone else? What would you add to that?”

Generating questions, during your prep time, is important. Get yourself in whatever mind set you need to create some good questions. Learn to be schizophrenic (without the lithium) and think like different types of people. Read the passage and try to think how a non-believer would respond...or a new Christian....or an arrogant Christian (surely you have some of these)....or a-know-it-all...or as someone who is hurting....or as a parent. I like to argue, so I imagine myself defending every nook and cranny of the text.

Be able to answer your questions in at least TWO DIFFERENT ways--this way you can present both “answers” if your students don’t come up with them on their own. This is especially helpful for the student who is “always right.” Plus, you get the added bonus of seeing the confusion radiate off of their faces--the transformation from smug to “duh” is wonderful. And, if you’re really lucky, they might get angry (but don’t quote me on that!)

The Ultimate Goal after the Ultimate Goal

First and foremost...

The purpose of studying God’s Word is to get closer to him; building our intimacy and faith and obedience to his perfect way of living.

Second and nearly foremost...

Your task is to impart a love for God’s Word, helping them know what it means to “delight in the Law of the Lord,” teaching them to read the Bible well.

Since these things are so important, you’ll need to remind your students from time to time. I’d say, “Why is the Bible written? Why should we read this?” After a good discussion I’d say, the Bible is a love letter and an instruction manual. It teaches about God, increasing our intimacy, this is the love letter part. It also teaches us how to have a good life, this is the manual part. Because these two things are true, each week, we’re not going to waste our time...we’re going to study the Bible so we can know God better and live a great life. I want to know God, and I don’t want to have a crummy life, and I’m betting you agree that these things are good. So let’s buckle down, focus mentally, and see what God has to teach us. (This line of reasoning also helps with maintaining some order).

Basic Bible Study Skills

A person could devote a lifetime sharpening their Bible study skills, learning how to interpret accurately. I think every Bible study is an opportunity to learn the truth, and learn how to learn the truth. I don’t just want to help my students see what the Bible has to say, I want to teach them to read it for themselves. Thousands of books are devoted to this subject, if you’re interested in reading more, I suggest, “How to Read the Bible for All it’s Worth,” by Fee and Stewart. Here’s a list a few things I typically try to communicate when the time is right in the midst of our discussions:

Read carefully, slowly, and several times

Let the text stand on its own! It doesn’t need your help!

Engage your imagination to really understand what’s happening

This is especially important for narratives, but also for other genres (types) of Scripture.

Context is everything!

Language absolutely must have context. What does “lead sinks” mean? Does it mean that there is metal called lead that sinks when it’s placed in a liquid? Does it mean some sinks are made out of lead? Context creates the meaning!

*Grammatical context: individual words or phrases in relation to other portions of the passage.

*Textual context: the passage in relation to the immediate verses that come before and after.

*Book context: the passage in relation to the entire book.

*Author context: the passage in relation to other books the author has written.

*Testament context: the passage in relation to the testament it’s in.

*Biblical context: the passage in relation to the entire Bible.

*Social/historical context: background information about ancient times the author assumed the original readers understood (e.g. Jesus washing the disciples feet, John assumed his readers knew foot washing was something done by a slave).

This long list isn’t something you need to have memorized so you can talk about it every week. Rather, it’s something to keep in your awareness to pull out when the time is right.

I hope this is helpful!
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