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Introduction 

Book studies are enjoyable and extremely rewarding.  To be able to 

think through a book of the Bible has many advantages to just 

knowing a passage here and there: 

 Less chance of taking information out of context. 

 Able to compare larger portions of scripture and see overriding 

themes in scripture. 

 Get to know the Author’s much more closely 

 Understand context of many popular passages (sometimes 

resulting in corrected misconceptions!) 

In a Book study our goal is to get a good holistic overview of the 

entire book. 

Warning ï Not passage studies through a whole book! 

Some people like to study verse-by-verse through a book of the Bible.  

This type of study is best handled AFTER doing a book study.  But if 

you jump right into studying individual passages through a book, you 

miss the overall context and heartbeat of the author.  

Most of the time when you hear a teacher like J. Vernon McGee it 

sounds like they are just jumping in and teaching.  What you don’t 

know is the teacher has probably done extensive background studies, 

word studies and a thorough BOOK STUDY. 

Our goal is to layout a simple guideline to walk you through a Book 

study. 

  

 

J. Vernon McGee is a 

popular author and radio 

Bible teacher.  Famous for 

his ñThru the Bibleò 

series of studies. 
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The Steps 

The steps are: 

Undercover Immersion (Becoming an Insider with the Author) 

(Read through the book several times) 

Initial Surveillance 

(Record Initial Observations) 

Review the Background Brief 

(Research Basic Background Info) 

Report to Higher Authorities 

(Pause & Pray) 

Sort the Evidence into Manageable Categories 

(Produce Outline of Major Headings) 

Deep-Cover Immersion (Becoming an Insider with the Audience) 

(Read through the Major Heading several times) 

Summary Snapshots 

(Produce 1 sentence questions for each heading) 

Report to Higher Authorities 

(Pause & Pray) 

Solve the Case 

(Produce a general theme that threads through each major heading) 

Produce a Case Report 

(Develop Syllabus and then Notes)  
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Undercover Immersion 

The goal as we start is to simply familiarize ourselves with the book.  

It is ideal to read through the book in one sitting.  Then give it some 

time and do this again.  It is great if you can repeat this process for 

several days. 

Every author has a tone, style, purpose and passion.   If you ignore 

chapter/verse breaks, and the headings and helps in your Bible , you 

will find it easier to just “hear” the author. 

This is not mystical.  You are trying to get an overall feel.  To be able 

to say the author is pleading, or trying to defend himself, or maybe 

arguing points he thinks the audience doesn’t agree with.  You might 

just feel like the author is passionately teaching points he believes are 

essential to the audience. 

Are there themes the author seems to repeat? 

Are there points where the tone seems to drastically change? 

Are there statements that the author seems to think you already 

understand and might be foundational to understanding what he is now 

sharing? 

It is great if you can sit down and tell someone your initial reaction to 

the book.  This will help you put your feeling into words and possibly 

discover some questions you may need to look into further. 

  

Tip: You can print off 

large portions of scripture 

from the internet and 

format it without 

paragraph and heading 

breaks. 

Overall Impression 

Repeated Themes 

Drastic Changes in Tone 

Missing Information 

Impression of the Author 

Etc. 
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Initial Surveillance 

Have you ever seen someone walking from a distance and recognized 

exactly who it is even though you can’t see them clearly?  Everyone 

has a personality.  This personality shows up in unique characteristics 

that make us who we are.  The Books of the Bible have these same 

characteristics.  Each book is unique and has its own purpose in 

existing in divine literature.  It may sound very much like other books 

(many times the prophets will seem repetitive) but each has something 

unique to add. 

As we become more familiar with the book we are studying we will 

begin to see things that stand out.  It’s time to note some of those 

things and see if they may have bearing on the overall message of the 

book. 

But like any good investigator you will begin to learn what to look for. 

The facts that seem out of place. 

This is a bit more difficult but if you were reading the book and 

something just did not feel right – take note of it.  Sometimes it is just 

an odd way of translating something.  Sometimes it is because there is 

a clear change in subject.  Sometimes it is because we don’t 

understand the culture well. 

Take note of these.   You may want to study them more at a later time.  

And they may give you an idea where others will want to ask 

questions. 

The facts that only an insider would clearly understand. 

These are the facts where it is clear you are missing information.  Paul 

may say “in my fourth letter to you…” and you are thinking “I thought 

this was his second letter.”   This means there is more information the 

audience has that we don’t. 

You may see statements that indicate previous teaching, examples that 

would have made clear sense to the original audience but are just 
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strange to us.  They may refer to characters that everyone there would 

know but who we are unfamiliar with. 

Take note of these as well.  Again – it may be helpful to do more 

study.  Usually you can tell if they have tremendous bearing to the 

overall message or if they are just being used as an example for a point 

that is already pretty clear.  If so – then we don’t need to be overly 

concerned. 
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Review the Background Brief 

Now that you are pretty familiar with the book and haven’t been 

tainted by previous information, this is the best time to look at the 

background brief on your subject. 

Others have already done a great job of pulling the facts together.  You 

can probably take one quick sweep through the book and gather the 

facts but don’t be afraid to look at the facts from reference material.  

There is much available on line and in church and local libraries. 

The basic facts clearly visible 

These are the facts that answer the basic questions: WHO, WHAT, 

WHERE, WHEN, HOW 

Who is the author, Who is the audience, Who are other characters 

mentioned, Where is it written from, Where is it written to, When was 

it written (was there any geographic/political or other major even that 

occurs just preceding, during or following the writing), What is it 

written about, How was it written (style, historical, letter, narrative, 

legal, etc.)? 

It is good to just list the basic facts out and know you are not missing 

the obvious. 

Helps 

- The Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopaedia of the Bible, By Merril 

C. Tenney 

- Zondervanôs Illustrated Bible Background Commentary, By 

Clinton E. Arnold 

- The Bible Knowledge Commentary, By Roy Zuck and John 

Walvoord 

- www.SonicLight.org 

- BibleMap.org 

- iam.classics.unc.edu 

- BiblePlaces.com  

 

WHO 

WHAT 

WHERE 

WHEN 

HOW 

Donôt overlook the obvious! 
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Report to Higher Authorities 

Time to Repose 

It’s always good to pause.  Take some time to repose and meditate on 

your discoveries.  Sherlock Holmes would play his violin while doing 

this. I’m sure many of us have discovered the benefit of “sleeping on 

it” and then coming back to material with a fresh view. 

Talk through it 

I also have found it good to just talk through my initial thoughts with 

someone.  When you review it with the goal of explaining something 

to someone else you begin to see where you do not as much clarity as 

you might think.   They may ask a simple question that makes you see 

everything from a completely different perspective. 

Pray 

We have a great advantage in the fact that we can take our review to 

the highest authority in the land.  He was there and knows exactly 

what all the answers are.   

You have considered a lot.  You have probably seen some cool things 

about the heart of God, the character of God and His amazing power.  I 

think it is very important at this point to stop, review your initial 

discoveries with God and specifically ask Him for wisdom as you 

move forward.  You have probably discovered many oddities, 

questions and other areas where you could use some real help.  Ask 

him regarding each of these specifically.  Time some time to just 

commune with God over the book. 

Surrender 

The most important aspect of interpretation is a willingness to accept 

whatever God reveals in His word.  Authority in our lives, Doctrines 

we assumed without personal study and pride can all hinder. 

Donôt let pre-suppositions 

hinder.   



 

 

 

 

“teach to grow…not just to know”    11 

 

 

 

 

Breaking the Code  

 

Sort the Evidence into  
Manageable Categories 

It’s time to start really digging in but before we do it’s best to get the 

material down to a more manageable level.  I do this be making an 

outline. 

As we have become familiar with the material, you can probably begin 

to see some transitions in the thoughts.  Try to identify these but don’t 

get hung up on exactly where the break should be.  Think big picture. 

You will probably not find many books where everyone fully agrees 

on the outline. 

If you struggle with linear outlines – consider creating a mind map.  

These are free flowing.  You start with one clear thought and then link 

other thoughts to it in anyway meaningful to you.  Your goal is to find 

several higher level thoughts that the other thoughts seem to group 

accordingly. 

Once you have an initial listing of Major Headings then I would go to 

some commentaries and see how they did it.  You can think through 

the reasons they made their choices and revise as necessary.  But I 

would not skip the effort of doing it yourself.  You will become even 

more acquainted with the material by completing this step on your 

own first and then comparing it with others.  

 

 

FreeMind is a free open 

source mind mapping 

software: 

freemind.sourceforge.net 
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Deep-Cover Immersion 

Your goal for this immersion is not very different from our first 

“book” immersion.  At that point you were looking to become very 

familiar with the overall book.  Now you have identified smaller 

sections that have a single focus.  Our goal is to become very familiar 

with each. 

Goal ï To Know A Single Section WELL 

You are again looking at style, tone, purpose, passion, characters, etc.  

You really want to be able to easily talk through the section. 

How do you feel when you think about this section? 

How do you think the Author was feeling? 

What do you think the Author wanted the Audience to feel? 

What do you believe is the central theme to this section? 

 

Can you write a paraphrase in your own words? 

It might help to actually right a short summary paragraph.  Like a 

small paraphrase.  You will find that you may have to emphasize 

something several times to really capture the heartbeat of this section.  

If so, then you are beginning to identify the central theme to the 

section. 

 

 

  

For more info on ñCentral 

Themesò see Ken Davisôs 

material 
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Summary Snapshots 

This is where things really begin to come together!  In all our 

surveillance and immersion we have been looking to become so 

familiar that we begin to get into the mind of the author and the 

audience.    

If we can produce a “Snapshot” of each major heading, then we can 

spread these out on the table and begin to look for connections 

between them all. 

Producing the Snapshot 

The best way to do this is to write it as a single sentence in the form of 

a question. 

We want to look at the major heading and think what question the 

author is trying to answer.  Write down that question. 

Take a look at the paraphrase summary you developed in the last step 

and boil it down further.  There may be several supporting points in 

the major heading but they should all be pointing to one central theme.   

The central theme will be the ANSWER to our question. 

If we can produce a question and answer for each major heading then 

we are gaining real insight into the book and are well on our way to 

being able to understand the book. 

How would this question be relevant today? 

Our goal thus far has been to break the code and unravel the message 

the original author was giving to the original audience.  We must 

understand this. 

But ultimately we want to understand how this impacts us and others 

today.  In any passage of scripture there are many great things to study 

and dig into.  We could spend a lifetime studying and never reach an 

end.  So how do we narrow our focus? 
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We could just let the Author’s original message by our guide. 

The central theme of each major heading will help us to do this.  The 

key is making it relevant to today. 

If the central theme is: “Paul is telling the slave owner to see his past 

slave as a believer and not just a slave.”   

Then I look at today and ask, “Do we struggle with seeing people as 

simply humans who owe us something rather than as believers in the 

body of Christ?”  I might even look for a few examples to determine 

how relevant this really is. 

If we can take the answer and right it in a statement relevant today 

then we have developed an Objective Statement. 

In our example above:  “We need to understand God’s reasons for 

seeing other believers as part of the body of Christ and not just as 

someone who owes us something.” 

Objective Statement = Now I have an objective for my study in this 

major heading. 

What does a Snapshot Summary contain 

So my snapshot now contains: 

Question this major heading is answering. 

The Central Theme that answers the question. 

An Objective Statement for further development. 

  

For more info on 

ñObjective Statementsò 

see Ken Davisôs material 



 

 

 

 

“teach to grow…not just to know”    15 

 

 

 

 

Breaking the Code  

 

Report to Higher Authorities 

It was good to pause before – Now might be a good time to do this 

again. 

Time to Repose 

We have a snapshot of each major heading.  Our next goal is going to 

be to discover the central thread that ties them all together.  Take some 

time now to just ponder the major headings and how they impact our 

lives today.  What might God be asking us to consider changing? 

Talk through it 

Again, if you can sit down and discuss what you are learning with 

someone you will get a better personal understanding. 

Pray 

Now is the time to ask God to really help you be humble and clearly 

choose to submit to what God is showing you.   

Expect 

Always be ready to re-evaluate and talk to others.  God may answer 

your prayer through your own personal study but in your humility He 

may lead you to another believer to speak to you.  Be ready to accept 

the answer He will offer. 

However, if no one else has ever seen your discovery before – be 

cautious.  Don’t build doctrine off of experience.  Don’t hold 

tenaciously to something that seemed really clear yesterday but now it 

doesn’t seem to be making as much sense.  
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Solve the Case 

Well we have all the pieces.  There should be something that connects 

them all together.  There is some primary purpose to this book.  We 

have been slowly building towards this moment by breaking it into 

pieces and working with each of them.  Let’s spread them out on the 

table and find the unifying factor. 

Unifying Factor = Subject of the Book 

There is no magic way to discover this factor.  Some books are clear 

and easy.  Others seem to be very fractured.  I have used several 

different methods for doing this.  And I always compare my views to 

others. 

I have highlighted repeated words in all my questions or in all my 

answers.   

I have sorted the major headings into similar groups looking to shrink 

even further the amount of information I’m working with.  

I have tried to turn each major heading into one word.  Then looked to 

see how these might fit together. 

I have cheated and looked at what others have said!  And I’m not 

ashamed of it!  Remember our prayer of humility? 

Use a question 

Typically I will write the subject as a question as well.  This narrows 

the subject down and gives focus to the study.  The subject is not 

“Dealing with Slaves”.  Instead it might be “What do we need to 

change in dealing with slaves who are believers?” 

This becomes the final piece of the puzzle.  And the Answer gives us 

the full picture of the book. 
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Produce a Case Report 

Syllabus 

One of the first things I would do is produce a syllabus.  This will 

become the guideline for my further study. 

A good Syllabus contains: 

1. Objective Statement 

This narrows the focus of your study, states the main subject of 

the book upfront and can be used to guide your study. 

ñUpon Completion of this study we will have learnedéò 

 

There are several categories of learning: 

a. Facts 

b. Concepts 

c. Skills 

d. Thinking about Thinking 

It may be helpful to determine how far you plan to go in each 

of these areas up front. 

2. Schedule of Study 

This is how you are breaking your teaching days up to cover 

each major heading.  

 

Take the number of days and determine how much time will be 

needed to introduce the study (background info, etc).  

Determine how much time will be needed to wrap up the study 

(review the overall subject).  Subtract the Intro and WrapUp 

days from your number of days.  

Now you can take the final number of days and determine how 

you will use them to cover the major headings. 

 

Make sure you think about your Objective Statement for each 

Major Heading.  You want to narrow your focus on each so 

that the Application of the Central Theme is clear and relevant. 
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Notes 

At this point I would take word document and create a new page for 

the Intro, each major heading and the Wrap-up.  Then begin to 

specifically study each and produce notes.   

Your study will probably be much more than you can present.  That is 

ok.  You can use your notes to capture everything you are learning but 

if you do, then you must have a way to clearly show what you are 

specifically going to focus on presenting.  Or you can narrow your 

notes to only contain the info you will actually present. 

  



 

 

 

 

“teach to grow…not just to know”    19 

 

 

 

 

Breaking the Code  

 

Philemon Book Study 

Undercover Immersion 

Read through the Book Several Times  

Initial Surveillance 

Record initial reactions 

Paul is writing to a friend whom he personally led to the Lord.  

 He feels very strongly that this friend needs to forgive his servant who became 

saved by Paul.   

Even though it is clear Paul feels strongly, he does not demand it.   Instead he 

seeks to hel p his friend understand the value and appeals to his friend ôs honor.   

It is clear that Paul  loves his friend and his friend ôs servant.   

Paul is encouraging while being corrective.  

Paul speaks as a father, soldier, laborer and brother.  
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Review the Background Brief 

Who, what, where, when, why, and how. 

Characters: 

Paul , Jesus, Timothy , Philemon , Apphia , Archi ppus , Church in Archippusô house 

,God our Father , Onesimus , Epaphras , Marcus , Aristarchus , Demas , Lucas  

Author  = Paul  

Audience =Philemon, Apphia, Archippus, Church in Archippu sô house  

Primary Characters:  

Apostle Paul ï Prisoner in Rome with Epaphras.  

Paul is a prisoner of jesus Christ and is older as this book is written.  He h as 

the authority in Christ to command Philemon to do what he asks.  He led 

Onesimus to faith in christ.  Paul sent Onesimus back to Phelemon.  Paul 

desires Onesimus to serve him in place of Philemon.  Paul didn ôt keep 

Onesimus without  Philemon ôs consent.  Paul vows to repay Philemon whatever 

Onesimus owes him.  Paul expects Philemon to do what he asks.  Paul wrote 

this letter himself.  Paul hopes to come and stay with Philemon.  

 

Philemon ï Believer,  Slave Owner, Good to the churc h, Growin g 

He is a close friend and colaborer with Paul.  He has faith in Christ and love for 

the saints.  He encouraged and helped the sai nts.  He owned Onesimus.  

 

Onesimus ï Believer,  Run  away slave, Paulôs helper  

He is called the child of Paul, because Paul led him t o faith.  He is useful to Paul 

and Philemon.  Paul wants to keep him with himself.  He has become much 

more than a slave.  He has become a brother.   
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Questions:  

Why does Paul address this to others?  Is he hoping they will keep Philemon 

accountable?  

Paul flatter ôs Philemon.  Was he manipulating?  Was he point Philemon to 

character that God has produced for the  pur pose of helping him commit to 

allowing God to work through this situation as well?  

Paul mentions his prayer.  This se ems a bit different in several translations.  

How would Paul repay debt?  Does he already believe it is not much?  

How would Onesimus be a help to Paul?   Gofer while he is in prison?  

Encourager?  What is Ones imusô spiritual Gift?  

Locations: 

Paul is in Rome.  P hilemon is in Colosse.  

Report to Higher Authorities 

Pause and Pray. 

Lord, Thank you for the opportunity to study this friendly letter between the 

Apostle Paul and his good friend Philemon.  It is awesome to see the friendly 

relationship and struggles that existed even in the early days of the church .  I 

would love to have friends  that I could talk to like Paul is.  They seem so close, 

united in purpose, work and passion.  I ôm not sure I understand how Paul can 

write these concerns when he is imprisoned.  You know, Lord, that I struggle to 

be content daily and my ministry is co nstantly impacted by it.  Help me as I 

study to learn more about how we can function as a body and ho w you would 

have me change in these areas!  
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Sort the Evidence into Manageable Categories 

Introductory Greeting (1:1-3) 

Thanksgiving Prayer (1:4-7) 

Paulôs Request of Philemon (1:8-20) 

Closing (1:21-25) 

Compared to Dr. Contstable, this is very close. 

Deep Cover Immersion 

Introductory Greeting (1:1-3) 

I just noticed that Paul says that Timothy i s also behind the writing.  Paul 

seems to give a pretty  typical intro.  He is showing affection for those he is 

writing to.  

Thanksgiving Prayer (1:4-7) 

Paul was thankful for how Philemon was sensitive to God and how Christ used 

Philemon to minister to the church.  He did pray  tha t this would continue to 

increase and that Philemon would find contentment and enjoyment in Christ.  

Paulôs Request of Philemon (1:8-20) 

Paul sounds much more serious in this part.  He carefully details his request 

and the value of it.  He speaks first from his own  view and relationship to 

Onesimus and  then changes and speaks of it again from Philemon ôs view and 

relationship to Onesimus .  Paul does a great job of presenting his request.  

Closing (1:21-25) 

Paul is very upbeat at this point.  It ôs like he knows Philemon so well that he is 

already anticipating his answer and can ôt wait to come see him and how the 

Lord is working through this.  He also wants to encourage Philemon with 

mention of their mutu al friends who care for Philemon.   
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Summary Snapshots 

Introductory Greeting (1:1-3) 

Who is this letter from and who is it to ? 

This letter is from Paul to Philemon and some of his friends.  

We need to have close relati onships where we can challenge, encourage and 

hold each  other account able.  

Thanksgiving Prayer (1:4-7) 

How d oes Paul think about Philemon?  

Paul cares deeply and prays for Philemon with thankfulness and asking that 

God would bless Philemon spiritually.  

We spend more time praying fo r our needs and donôt take enough time to 

Praise God for our family in Christ.  

Paulôs Request of Philemon (1:8-20) 

What is Pau ôs Request for Philemon?  

Paul  is asking P hilemon  to free Onesimus and allow him to return and minister 

to Paul.  

We need to be ready to make sacrifices for the betterment of the  body and we 

need to look at each other as part of the same family in Christ.  

Closing (1:21-25) 

What last things  does Paul want to make sure Philemon knows?  

Paul wants to make sure that Philemon kn ows he  and their mutual friends are 

confident in him and lo gs to see him.  

Report to Higher Authorities 

Pause and Pray 

Lord, I know I don ôt care enough fo r the Body of Christ.  Help me to see how 

You would want me to understand this better and share it with others.  

Solve the Case 

Discover the subject of the book. 



 

 

 

 

“teach to grow…not just to know”    24 

 

 

 

 

Breaking the Code  

 

QUESTION:  What should we as believers in Christ think of each other?  

 

SUBJECT: The believers need  to be ready to sacrifice and care for each other 

seeing each others  as part of a family making up the Body of Christ.  

Produce a Case Report 

Syllabus  

 Objective Statement :  

Upon completion of this study we will have learned how the 

body of Christ should view each other.  We will have considered 

practical ways of doing thi s through prayer, accountability , 

sacrific e and Godl y appeals.  

 

Schedule of Study:  

7 Lessons  

1. Intro (Background and vs. 1 -3)  

2. Thanksgiving Prayer (vs. 4 -7)  

3. Pau lôs Request  of Philemon (vs. 8 -20)  

4. Paul ôs Request  of Philemon (vs. 8 -20)  

5. Paul ôs Request  of Philemon (vs. 8 -20)  

6. Paul ôs Request  of Philemon (vs. 8 -20)  

7.WrapUp (Subject Re view and vs. 21 -25)  

Notes  

At this point I would develop my notes with m ore study and comparisons  to 

commentaries.  


