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Note from the Author 

 Biblical illiteracy and ignorance are epidemic 

among the American church. Although most 

Christians want and intend to read the Bible more, 

few of them actually develop the habit of reading it on 

a regular basis. 

One reason for this is the Bible’s length. In a 

time when attention spans are shorter and we are less 

disciplined, it can be tough to finish such a long book! 

Another reason is its unfamiliarity. It uses forms and 

styles of writing that we aren’t used to today. 

This book makes sense of the Bible by 

overcoming both of these obstacles. It summarizes the 

major sections of the Bible, as well as each book 

within them. It also summarizes the difficulties of 

each section and explains how to resolve them.  

I hope this book equips you to make sense of 

the Bible for yourself. May you begin reading the Bible 

regularly and rewardingly! May you be reformed in 

the image of its Author!  
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“The Law”: Genesis – Deuteronomy

Genesis - Deuteronomy are the first five books 

of the Old Testament. They form the foundation of the 

entire Bible. They introduce us to characters and 

themes that are developed throughout the rest of 

Scripture. Our understanding of the gospel and what 

it means to be a Christian is deficient without them.  

Yet very few people read or preach from them 

on a regular basis. That is because these books contain 

some material that is dry. There are lists of names, 

sections of laws, and a lot of counting.  

Some material in these books is also 

disturbing. Old men are circumcised and old women 

give birth. Towns and nations are destroyed by 

plagues. The ground opens up to swallow people 

whole. At times you may ask yourself, "What am I 

reading?" 

But these five books cannot be ignored. Just as 

gems and precious stones do not lie on the surface but 

require digging, so God's Word often requires 

discipline and hard work in order to mine its riches.  

Genesis - Deuteronomy tell a united story. It is 

best to think of them not as five books, but as one 



2 

book with five parts. Taken together, they tell how 

God begins to redeem mankind.  

Genesis 

God creates a perfect world that is ruined by 

Adam and Eve's sin. Mankind becomes so wicked that 

He destroys them with a flood, but Noah and his 

family are spared to repopulate the earth. He calls 

Abraham to an unknown land and promises to bless 

him with many descendants. Through them, He 

promises to bless all mankind. 

Exodus 

Abraham's descendants (called "Israelites") are 

oppressed as slaves in Egypt. God hears their cries 

and raises up Moses to be their deliverer. With signs 

and wonders, Moses leads them out of Egypt and into 

the desert. He receives God's laws at Mt. Sinai and 

oversees the construction of the tabernacle. 

Leviticus 

God instructs Moses how the Israelites ought to 

worship Him. They are to acknowledge and approach 

Him as holy. He gives regulations for offering 

sacrifices and distinguishing clean from unclean. 

He establishes feasts for them to celebrate every year. 
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Moses consecrates Aaron and his sons to be priests 

and sets them apart to serve God. 

Numbers 

Moses counts the Israelites who left Egypt. 

They refuse to enter the Promised Land because they 

are afraid, so God sentences them to forty years of 

wandering in the desert. He provides for them 

although they continue to grumble against Him. They 

conquer and settle territory east of the Jordan River. 

They camp on the plains of Moab across the river 

from Canaan. 

Deuteronomy 

Moses gives his final speech to the Israelites. 

He reviews their journey and reminds them of what 

God has done. He reviews the law and reminds them 

to obey God. He renews the covenant and reminds 

them not to worship other gods. He predicts their 

rebellion and blesses them before he dies. Joshua 

succeeds him as leader of the nation. 
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“The History Books”: Joshua – Esther 

Joshua – Esther are the History Books of the 

Old Testament. They record the history of the nation 

of Israel. And they contain valuable lessons about who 

God is and how to be His people. 

But these books can be difficult to read because 

they are, after all, history. The people, places, 

customs, and events are unfamiliar to us. And 

sometimes God does things that are hard to accept. 

Even so, we must not neglect these books. 

Those who ignore history are doomed to repeat it. Not 

many of us enjoyed studying history in school. But 

how many of us appreciate its lasting value now that 

we are older?   

Joshua – Esther preserve our heritage as the 

people of God. They teach us how He rewards 

obedience and punishes disobedience. Most 

importantly, they reassure us that He always remains 

faithful to His people. 

Joshua 

Joshua leads Israel into the Promised Land. He 

conquers the kings of Canaan and divides their land 

among Israel’s tribes. He renews Israel’s covenant 

with God. These events take place from 1400-1350 

B.C.  
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Judges & Ruth 

Israel fails to drive out all the Canaanites. 

When they worship other gods, God allows the 

Canaanites to oppress them. When they repent, He 

raises up tribal leaders (“judges”) to deliver them. 

Ruth is a young foreigner who earns her place among 

His people. These events take place from 1350-1050 

B.C. 

1 & 2 Samuel 

Samuel is Israel’s final judge. He anoints Saul 

to be Israel’s first king. When Saul disobeys God, 

Samuel anoints David to be king in his place. David 

conquers Israel’s enemies and expands their kingdom.  

These events take place from 1050-970 B.C. 

1 & 2 Kings 

Solomon builds a temple for God and makes 

Israel prosperous. However, it divides into two rival 

kingdoms (Israel & Judah) under the reign of his son. 

The northern kings are wicked and lead Israel astray. 

Most of the southern kings are wicked as well. Both 

kingdoms are conquered and taken into captivity. 

These events take place from 970-600 B.C.  

1 & 2 Chronicles  

1 & 2 Chronicles retell the story of 1 & 2 Samuel 

and 1 & 2 Kings. But whereas Kings records the 

history of Israel & Judah, Chronicles only records the 
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history of Judah. It gives a more religious account of 

the southern kingdom. These events take place from 

1050-600 B.C. 

Ezra & Nehemiah 

The Jews return to Jerusalem and rebuild the 

temple. Ezra is a priest who teaches them God’s law. 

Nehemiah is the governor who leads them to rebuild 

its walls. The covenant is renewed and Jerusalem is 

resettled. These events take place from 530-450 B.C. 

Esther 

Esther is a Jew living in Persia. She becomes 

queen and thwarts an attempt to destroy the Jewish 

people. These events take place during the reign of 

Xerxes from 486-465 B.C. 
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“Poetry & Wisdom”: Job – Song of 

Songs 

Job – Song of Songs are the Poetry and 

Wisdom Books of the Old Testament. They contain 

insights that guided Israel’s religion and daily life. 

They show how reverence for God and obedience to 

His commands are essential for living well. 

But these books can be difficult to read. They 

are written almost entirely in poetry. Poetry was 

written differently in the ancient world than it is 

today. The figures of speech, symbolism, and writing 

formats can easily confuse us! 

These books are also difficult because 

reverence is no longer a virtue. Most people live 

without an awareness or recognition of God. They 

have no idea what He wants or how He expects them 

to live. They just do what seems best to them at the 

time.  

But the whole reason these books were written 

was to impart a sense of reverence. They teach us how 

to relate to God in every area and emotion of human 

life. They show us that true happiness and satisfaction 

are found only in Him. 

Job shows us how to relate to God in pain and 

suffering. Job was a righteous and wealthy man, but 

God allowed Satan to afflict him in order to test his 

faith. He makes Job realize that pain and suffering are 
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beyond his ability to grasp, and he has no right to 

question God. 

Psalms shows us how to relate to God in any 

situation. It is a book of songs that Israel used as a 

hymnal for public worship and private devotion. It is 

also the longest book in the entire Bible.  

There are many different types of psalms, 

including: praises and thanksgivings, pleas for 

deliverance, confessions of sin, reflections on the Law, 

remembrances of Israel’s history, imprecations 

against enemies, and predictions of the Messiah. 

Proverbs shows us how to relate to God in 

everyday life. It is filled with short statements that 

express generalized truths. Its main emphasis is that 

wisdom comes from God. To fear and obey Him 

results in a life well-lived. 

Proverbs describes things as they normally are 

and not how they will always be. It would be a mistake 

to take them as clear-cut promises from God. But if we 

seek and follow His guidance, we can be sure He will 

bless us. 

Ecclesiastes shows us how to relate to God in 

the futility of life on earth. It declares that all earthly 

pursuits are meaningless. It is only by remembering 

God and obeying His commands that our lives have 

meaning and purpose. 
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Ecclesiastes teaches us that life isn’t worth 

living without God. It shows that wisdom, pleasure, 

work, advancement, and wealth fail to satisfy. These 

are the very distractions that often keep us from 

pursuing a closer relationship with Him. 

Song of Songs shows us how to relate to God 

in sex and romance. It tells the story of a lover and his 

beloved. They express their desire for and enjoyment 

of each other using language that is figurative and 

erotic. 

Song of Songs tends to make us uncomfortable. 

That is why some interpret it as an allegory of God’s 

love for Israel or Jesus’ love for the church. But it is 

most natural to interpret it as a celebration of sex 

within marriage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



10 

“Major Prophets”: Isaiah – Daniel  

Isaiah – Daniel are the Major Prophets of the 

Old Testament. They show how God comforts and 

corrects His people during difficult times. They also 

show how disobedience to His law corrupts on both a 

personal and national level. 

But these books can be difficult to read. Some 

difficulties are interpretive. Is the prophet speaking 

about his present situation or the future? And how are 

his prophecies fulfilled? The prophets often use 

poetry, symbols, and figures of speech. Sometimes 

their language is apocalyptic. This can make us 

wonder, what exactly is he talking about? 

These books are also difficult practically. What 

is the church’s role in crying out against injustice 

today? How does the gospel of Jesus Christ address 

the needs and evils of society? Do the fates of nations 

depend on the health of the church? And if so, how? 

The Major Prophets teach us that obedience to 

God’s law produces righteous living. And they shape 

us into a just society that honors Him as holy before 

the nations. 
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Isaiah was a prophet during the second half of 

the eighth century B.C. Judah was under attack from 

other nations (i.e. Assyria, Babylon). But he 

encouraged them to trust the LORD rather than 

foreign gods. He foresaw that God would ultimately 

send Judah into exile in Babylon. But he promised 

that God would restore them to their homeland and 

remove their sins.    

Isaiah is often quoted in the New Testament. 

He prophesies about Jesus and the kingdom He 

would establish – the church. 

Jeremiah was a priest who prophesied during 

the reigns of Judah’s last five kings. He urged them to 

repent and warned that Babylon would conquer them. 

He urged them to surrender to the Babylonians. After 

Jerusalem was destroyed, he comforted Judah. He 

promised them that God would restore them to their 

homeland and make a new covenant with them. 

Jeremiah had a difficult ministry. He was 

regarded as a traitor and persecuted because of his 

unpopular message. 

Lamentations contains five laments over the 

destruction of Jerusalem. Judah had lost not just its 

political standing, but its covenant standing as well. 

The temple being destroyed signified that God had 

rejected them as His people.          
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Ezekiel was a priest who was taken into exile 

at the beginning of the sixth century B.C. He 

prophesied in Babylon for over twenty years. At first 

he warned the exiles about the coming destruction of 

Jerusalem. After this was fulfilled, he looked beyond 

the exile and promised that God had a glorious 

restoration in store for His people. 

Ezekiel is the most graphic book in the Bible. 

His visions are revealed in the form of vivid symbols 

and detailed metaphors. 

Daniel was a teenager when he was taken to 

Babylon in 605 B.C. He was trained to serve in 

Nebuchadnezzar's court. He was given high positions 

in the Babylonian and Persian governments. His 

political career lasted almost seventy years. 

Daniel was a prophet as well. He interpreted 

dreams for the kings of Babylon. He also saw visions 

of the sequence of history, culminating with the 

kingdom of God. 

 

 

 

 



13 

“Minor Prophets”: Hosea – Malachi  

Hosea – Malachi are the Minor Prophets of the 

Old Testament. God inspired these men to speak to 

the nations of Israel and Judah at various times 

throughout their history. They delivered both threats 

of punishment and promises of restoration. 

These books have much in common with the 

Major Prophets. Some of these men were 

contemporaries of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and 

Daniel. They often spoke to the same people in the 

same situations about the same issues. 

These books are without a doubt the most 

neglected portion of the Old Testament. Have you 

ever heard a sermon series about them? Has anyone 

ever told you they read Zephaniah during their “quiet 

time”? 

I’ll admit they can be difficult to read. Their 

prophecies can seem obscure and unclear. We can 

start to wonder if they have any relevance for us as 

Christians today. 

Yet they teach us much about God. They 

explain who He is and what He expects from His 

people. They demonstrate how He interacts with the 

nations of the world. Most importantly, they predict 

how He will save us through the life and ministry of 

Jesus. 
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Hosea prophesied to Israel in the 8th century 

BC. His marriage was a parable of God’s relationship 

with Israel. As Gomer cheated on Hosea, so Israel had 

cheated on God. 

Joel prophesied during a terrible locust 

plague. The destruction wrought by the locusts was a 

foretaste of the day of the LORD. He called the people 

to repentance. 

Amos prophesied to Israel in the 8th century 

BC. This was Israel’s “Golden Age,” a time of wealth 

and success. He spoke against oppressing the poor 

and excessive luxury.  

Obadiah prophesied about the destruction of 

Edom. They displeased God by gloating over the 

destruction of Jerusalem. 

Jonah prophesied to Nineveh in the 8th 

century BC. The Ninevites repented because of his 

preaching. His central message is God’s concern for 

His enemies. 

Micah prophesied to Samaria and Jerusalem 

in the 8th century BC. He spoke against oppressing the 

poor, dishonest business, and insincere worship.  

Nahum prophesied in the 7th century BC. He 

predicted the destruction of Nineveh. His central 

message is God’s anger against His enemies. 
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Habakkuk prophesied in the 7th century BC. 

He questioned how God could tolerate wickedness 

among His people and use wicked people for His 

purposes. 

Zephaniah prophesied in the 7th century BC. 

Judah’s wickedness had reached its peak. He warned 

that God would punish not only His enemies but also 

His people. 

Haggai prophesied in the 6th century BC. The 

Jews had stopped rebuilding the Temple. He told 

them to get their priorities straight and finish the job. 

Zechariah prophesied in the 6th century BC. 

He preached with Haggai to rebuild the Temple. He 

saw many visions concerning Judah’s future and the 

coming Messiah.  

Malachi prophesied in the 5th century BC. The 

Jews were losing hope in God’s promises. He rebuked 

them for their lack of faithfulness. 

Part of the reason these books are so valuable is 

how they condense the teachings of the Major 

Prophets. Taken together, they comprise only 67 

chapters! That is just one chapter more than the book 

of Isaiah. So instead of reading one long book, why 

not read twelve short ones?  
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“Gospels”: Matthew – John  

Matthew – John are the Gospels of the New 

Testament. A “Gospel” is an inspired record of Jesus’ 

miracles and teachings. Each author gives their 

unique perspective on His life and ministry.  

The Gospels are supremely important. They 

provided the early church with a standard against 

which to measure false teaching. They are also our 

most reliable and complete source about Jesus.  

But their importance does not make them 

easier to understand. They can be difficult to read for 

a couple of reasons: 

First, they are not modern biographies. They 

tell us almost nothing about Jesus’ childhood, show us 

only selected episodes from His ministry, and arrange 

their stories by theme rather than chronological order. 

Second, their relationship with each other is 

complicated. It’s hard to determine which was written 

first and in what ways they depend on each other. 

They sometimes seem to contradict and can be tough 

to reconcile.  

Third, some try to separate Jesus of Nazareth 

from the Christ of Christianity. They try to remove any 

supernatural elements in order to discover the 

“historical Jesus.” These claims can be unsettling if 

you are unprepared for them. 
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Although they can be hard to read, the Gospels 

greatly strengthen our faith. They teach us about the 

Lord who saved us and whom we serve. They shape us 

into useful, obedient citizens of His kingdom.   

Synoptic Gospels 

“Synoptic” is a compound of two Greeks words 

that means “seen together.” Matthew, Mark, and Luke 

are called the “Synoptic Gospels” because there are 

many similarities between them. 

These Gospels tell many of the same stories. 

Most of the material in Mark is also used in Matthew 

and Luke. Matthew and Luke also use similar material 

that isn’t found in Mark. All three focus primarily on 

Jesus’ travels in Galilee. 

The Gospel of John is distinct from the 

Synoptics. He leaves out several of their stories and 

tells many of his own. He focuses primarily on Jesus’ 

travels in Judea and Jerusalem. And he takes a more 

interpretive approach to his writing. 

Synopsis of Gospels 

Matthew was a tax collector who became Jesus’ 

disciple. He presents Jesus as the fulfillment of God’s 

promises to Israel. He focuses on Jesus’ teachings and 

conflicts with religious leaders. 
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Mark was not Jesus’ disciple. He traveled first 

with Paul and then with Peter. He wrote his Gospel 

from material that he heard in Peter’s sermons. He 

focuses on Jesus’ sufferings and moves quickly from 

one event to another. 

Luke was not Jesus’ disciple. He was a doctor 

who traveled with Paul. He wrote his Gospel from 

material he heard in Paul’s sermons and collected 

from eyewitnesses and written sources. He focuses on 

Jesus’ concern for the needy and gives the most 

chronological account of His ministry. 

John was a fisherman who became Jesus’ 

disciple. He presents Jesus as the divine Son of God. 

He focuses on Jesus’ signs and claims of deity, as well 

as the spiritual and theological significance of His 

ministry. 
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“Church History”: Acts 

Acts is the history book of the New Testament. 

It records the founding of the church and the spread 

of the gospel throughout the Roman Empire. It 

highlights the ministries of key leaders in the early 

church. 

Acts was written by Luke who wrote the Gospel 

of Luke. In his Gospel, he “wrote all that Jesus began 

to do and to teach until the day he was taken up to 

heaven” (Acts 1:1-2). In Acts, he shows how Jesus’ 

ministry continues through the first believers. 

This book is very important. It plays a vital role 

in the life and ministry of the church today. But there 

are some difficulties one encounters when reading it.  

Most of these difficulties center on the activity 

of the Holy Spirit. It is hard to discern if He still works 

in the same ways today. When is He received – before, 

during, or after baptism? Does He empower us in the 

ways He empowered the original Christians? 

Another difficulty is the historical nature of the 

book. Luke mentions ancient places, people, and 

events. This can make his story hard for modern 

readers to follow. 

But these difficulties are no reason not to read 

the book of Acts. It is instructive for both individual 

Christians and the church as a whole. 
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Summary of Acts 

The theme of Acts is the expansion of the 

gospel from Jerusalem to Rome. Jesus tells the 

apostles, “You will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, and 

in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” 

(Acts 1:8). This verse summarizes and outlines the 

book of Acts. 

Throughout the book, Luke focuses on the 

ministries of important Christians. The first half (1 – 

12) is about the apostle Peter, and the deacons 

Stephen and Philip. The second half (13 – 28) is about 

the apostle Paul and his various helpers. 

What makes this story so remarkable is how 

the church flourishes in spite of intense opposition! 

Christians are persecuted by unbelieving Jews, 

skeptical Greeks, and false teachers. Paul especially 

endures much hardship.  

Significance of Acts 

The book of Acts is significant in four ways: 

First, it helps us understand the Bible. It 

provides the historical background for many of the 

New Testament Letters. It records how these churches 

were planted, and what sort of relationship Paul had 

with them.  It shows what life was like for his original 

readers. 
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Second, it helps us do ministry. It tells us how 

the apostles preached, taught, and led the church. It 

records the early church’s problems and how it 

resolved them. It provides examples of fellowship, 

evangelism, and pastoral care. 

Third, it helps us defend our faith. Many seek 

to discredit Luke as a historian only to discover how 

reliable he actually is. His historical accuracy boosts 

the Bible’s credibility. It furnishes evidence that 

supports the Bible’s claim to be the Word of God. 

Fourth, it helps Christians who are persecuted 

today. The modern church is persecuted in many 

countries. It draws strength from the early church’s 

example of perseverance.     

The Holy Spirit 

The true hero of the book of Acts is the Holy 

Spirit. He empowers the apostles to speak in tongues, 

perform miracles, and preach the gospel. Luke tells 

the exploits of men, but it is the Holy Spirit who 

guides and enables those exploits.  

There is much debate about Him today. Is He 

active today in the same ways as in the book of Acts? 

Either way, He still plays a significant role in salvation 

and the Christian life. And He is still the source of life 

for the church and power for its ministry. 
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“Paul’s Letters”: Romans – Philemon  

Romans – Philemon are letters in the New 

Testament. They were written by the apostle Paul to 

various churches and individuals. He wrote in order to 

keep in touch with the Christians under his care, as 

well as meet their pastoral needs. 

Paul’s letters are significant for a couple of 

reasons. First, they provide historical background for 

our study of the New Testament. They reveal what 

was happening in the lives of first-century churches!  

Second, they provide theological exposition of 

Jesus’ death and resurrection. Paul explains what 

Jesus accomplished when He died and rose again. 

Third, they provide practical explanation for living the 

Christian life. 

However, Paul’s letters are sometimes difficult 

to read. He writes to cities and situations that are 

unfamiliar to us. His theology and thinking are very 

advanced. Even Peter admits, “His letters contain 

some things that are hard to understand” (2 Peter 

3:16)! 

Yet these letters are vastly important. Paul 

explains who Jesus is and how He affects our status 

before God. He also explains how the Holy Spirit 

brings us to Christian maturity.  
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Romans was written to the church in Rome. 

Paul explains the nature of salvation by grace through 

faith in Jesus Christ. He reveals how God will save His 

old covenant people, the Jews. And he tells Jews and 

Gentiles how to worship in unity. 

1 & 2 Corinthians were written to the church 

in Corinth. In 1 Corinthians, Paul addresses issues 

such as division, sexual immorality, marriage, food 

sacrificed to idols, his rights as an apostle, worship, 

spiritual gifts, and the resurrection. In 2 Corinthians, 

he makes amends and defends his ministry as an 

apostle. 

Galatians was written to the churches in 

Galatia. Paul rebukes them for believing that they 

must observe the Jewish Law. He asserts that 

salvation is by faith and encourages them to live 

according to the Spirit. 

Ephesians was written to the churches in and 

around Ephesus. Paul declares that God has 

reconciled them to Himself and each other through 

Jesus. He urges them to live lives of unity, peace, and 

godliness. 

Philippians was written to the church in 

Philippi. Paul rejoices over their gift and urges them 

to stand firm in the Lord. 
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Colossians was written to the church in 

Colossae. Paul combats false, worldly knowledge. He 

instructs them to live according to the true knowledge 

of the gospel. 

Philemon was written to Paul’s friend 

Philemon. Philemon’s slave Onesimus had run away. 

Paul appeals for Onesimus’ forgiveness and freedom. 

Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, and Philemon are 

called the “prison letters” because Paul wrote them 

while he was in prison. 

1 & 2 Thessalonians were written to the 

church in Thessalonica. In 1 Thessalonians, Paul 

recalls his ministry there and exhorts them to live in 

expectation of Jesus’ second coming. In 2 

Thessalonians, he reminds them of the circumstances 

preceding Jesus’ second coming and warns against 

idleness.  

1 & 2 Timothy were written to Paul’s protégé 

Timothy. In 1 Timothy, he gives regulations for the 

worship, leadership, and oversight of the church. In 2 

Timothy, he encourages Timothy to remain faithful to 

the gospel and fulfill his duties as a pastor. This was 

his final letter. 

Titus was written to Paul’s protégé Titus. He 

gives regulations for selecting leaders and what must 

be taught in the church. 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, and 
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Titus are called the “pastoral letters” because they are 

filled with advice about how to lead the church. 
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“General Letters”: Hebrews – Jude  

Hebrews – Jude are letters in the New 

Testament. They are referred to as the “General 

Letters,” because they were written to a broad 

audience rather than a particular church or believer.  

One of their notable features is their diversity. 

This limited amount of material contains genres like 

sermon, letter, wisdom, and prophecy. Another 

feature that stands out is their practicality. They speak 

to believers in a broad variety of situations. 

These short and powerful letters are an 

important part of the New Testament, but they have 

their difficulties. It took some time for the church to 

acknowledge their inspiration and status as Scripture. 

And their authorship is often questioned by scholars 

today.   

But this small section near the end of the New 

Testament should not be overlooked. Although they 

take up much less space, they are just as theologically 

and practically valuable as Paul’s letters.  

Hebrews demonstrates Jesus’ superiority to 

the old covenant. He is our high priest who offered 

Himself as an effective sacrifice for our sins. He is our 

example of faithful obedience because He stood firm 

in the face of suffering. He is the fulfillment of all that 

the Old Testament points toward.  



27 

James is the wisdom literature of the New 

Testament. It contains short, memorable teachings 

about many topics. Its basic challenge is to put our 

faith into practice. Our faith should express itself 

through our daily lifestyle. It also determines how we 

regard and treat other believers. 

1 Peter was written to Christians undergoing 

persecution. It assures us that suffering is a normal 

part of the Christian life. It encourages us to be holy 

and submit to authority even in the midst of suffering. 

And it exhorts us to live decent and respectable lives. 

2 Peter was written to Christians who were 

being deceived. It warns us that some will scoff at 

Jesus’ second coming. But it also reminds us that His 

coming is certain, and we must live in expectancy. 

1 John was written to churches that were 

experiencing fallout with some of their members. It 

assures us of our eternal life, exhorts us not to sin, 

commands us to love one another, and warns us 

against false teachers. It also puts forth several tests 

for the authenticity of our faith. 

2 John was written to “the chosen lady and 

her children” (1), most likely a code name for a 

church. It asks us to love one another in obedience to 

God’s commands. It also warns us not to welcome or 

support false teachers. 
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3 John was written to Gaius. It commends 

him for his hospitality to the saints. But it condemns 

Diotrephes for his misconduct and lack of hospitality. 

It also commends Demetrius as one who does what is 

good. 

This letter seems to be personal because it is 

addressed to a specific individual. But it is still 

regarded as a General Letter because it is most likely 

an appendix to 1 John.  

Jude is an appeal to “contend for the faith” 

(3). It scathingly denounces false teachers and urges 

us to resist their influence. It has much in common 

with 2 Peter. This means that either one relied on the 

other, or both relied on a common source. 
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“Apocalypse”: Revelation 

The book of Revelation is the final book of the 

New Testament. It was written by the apostle John “to 

the seven churches in the province of Asia” 

(Revelation 1:4) toward the end of the first century.  

This book is a challenge for Christians to be 

faithful until Jesus returns. It reveals the fate of the 

church in the world as we await His coming. It 

strongly warns us against false teaching, immorality, 

and pledging our allegiance to worldly powers. 

Yet this challenge is rarely perceived by those 

who read it. Revelation is easily the most difficult 

book to understand in the New Testament, perhaps in 

the entire Bible! This is for a few reasons: 

First, we are unfamiliar with its genre. 

Revelation is an apocalypse – it portrays the end of 

the world using detailed symbolism. Because we are 

unfamiliar with this kind of writing, we ask the wrong 

questions and misunderstand its message. 

Second, we are confused by those who interpret 

it incorrectly. So-called “prophecy experts” interpret 

(and reinterpret!) it in light of current events. They 

assign dates to its phenomena and construct timelines 

of the end. They do violence to it by thrusting a false 

standard of interpretation upon it. 
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Fortunately, the book of Revelation can still be 

read profitably. Its message can be heard by the 

church today. But it must be handled with common 

sense. It must be interpreted by the same principles 

used to interpret any other book of the Bible.  

These interpretive factors will equip you to 

make sense of the book of Revelation: 

Factor #1: Historical Situation 

Revelation was written to first-century 

churches in the Roman Empire. These churches were 

persecuted by the Jews for proclaiming Jesus as 

Messiah, and by the Romans for refusing to worship 

the emperor. They also had to guard themselves 

against idolatry, false teaching, and immorality. 

Factor #2: Genre 

Revelation belongs to a group of writings 

known as "apocalyptic literature." This type of writing 

was utilized during times of suffering in order to 

produce hope for the people of God. The defining 

characteristic of this genre is the prevalence of 

symbolism. It makes use of bizarre, detailed imagery 

to both reveal and conceal truth. 
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Factor #3: Old Testament Background 

Revelation alludes to the Old Testament more 

than 500 times! The Old Testament is the source of its 

symbols, and is therefore critical to understanding 

them. Their meaning should be understood first in 

their original context. We can then consider how John 

has adapted or modified them to suit his purpose. 

Factor #4: Numbers 

The numbers in Revelation also serve as 

symbols. They should be seen as symbolical, not 

mathematical. For instance, the number 4 is 

associated with the earth; the number 7 signifies 

completion; the number 12 is associated with God's 

people; and the number 1,000 implies a large amount. 

Factor #5: Structure 

John employs a method of writing called 

"recapitulation." This means saying the same thing in 

a different way. He develops his theme of Jesus' 

return by presenting the same picture over and over 

again, adding new elements along the way. He does 

not write in chronological order; rather, he writes in 

cycles.  

 



32 

Factor #6: "Literal" Interpretation 

To interpret Revelation “literally” means to 

interpret it as literature. In other words, we find its 

meaning by allowing it to speak for itself. A "literal" 

interpretation is not limited to a physical, 

chronological, straightforward reading of the text. It 

may include symbols, figurative language, and 

recapitulation if that is what John intends.
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