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Inductive Bible Study Method 
By Pastor Eric Hinnenkamp 

 
 

I. A Three Step Interpretive Method 

a. Observation 

What is the text saying? 

i. Focus on names, words, phrases, ideas, etc… 

b. Interpretation 

i. What does the text mean? 

ii. Finds a meaning in the passage through the words, phrases, ideas, 

etc… 

c. Application 

i. How does this apply to a specific circumstance? 

ii. What specific ways can timeless biblical principles be applied to a 

given circumstance, person, or area of life? 

II. Observation: What Does it Say? 

a. Two main objectives 

i. Read your Bible 

ii. Record your thoughts 

b. What Should I Look for as I Read? 

i. Context Questions 

1. What literary genre is being employed in the passage?  

2. What is the overall message of the book?  
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3. How does the passage fit into the overall message?  

4. What precedes and follows this text, and how does this 

passage fit into that immediate context? 

ii. Structure Questions 

1. Are there any repeated words or phrases?  

2. Does the text make any comparisons or draw any 

conclusions?  

3. Does the author raise questions or provide answers?  

4. Does the author point out any cause and effect 

relationships?  

5. Is there a progression in time, action, geography, or 

thought?  

6. Does the passage have a climax?  

7. What figures of speech are used?  

8. Is there a pivotal statement or word?  

9. What linking words are used and what words do they link?  

10. What verbs are used in the passage?  

11. What are the subjects and objects of the verbs?    
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III. Interpretation: What Does It Mean? 

a. Two Main Questions 

i. Subject: What is the author talking about? 

ii. Complement: What is the author saying about that subject? 

b. Continuity of Message – Law of Non-Contradiction 

i. What does the Bible as a whole teach about this subject? 

1. Is this passage clear?  

2. Are there other passages in this book on the same subject?  

3. Are there other passages by this author on the same 

subject?  

4. Are there other Bible passages that more directly or clearly 

address this subject?  

5. What do these other passages teach?  

ii. Move outward in concentric circles of interpretation. 

c. Context of Material 

i. Perhaps the three most aspects of accurate biblical interpretation 

are _______________, _______________, and _______________. 

ii. Three key facets of context to consider 

1. Literary Context 

a. What genre of literature is being employed? 
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b. What’s the function of the passage within the larger 

context of the book and/or passage? 

c. How does the passage read differently in different 

Bible versions? 

2. Grammatical Context 

a. What key words and/or phrases appear in the 

passage? 

b. What are the verbs?  

c. What tense are the verbs? 

d. What are the objects and direct objects of the verbs? 

e. Who’s doing the action and who is receiving it? 

3. Historical Context 

a. How would the original readers or hearers have 

understood the passage? 

b. What is the cultural/historical context and how 

might that influence the meaning of the passage? 

d. Customary Meaning 

i. Summarize the teaching of the passage in the most normal and 

natural meaning.  
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ii. Testing your interpretation 

1. Does this interpretation arise naturally from the content of 

the passage under study? 

2. Does this interpretation smoothly “plug into” the flow of 

thought in the wider context? 

3. Does this interpretation fit with the author’s overall literary 

strategy in communicating his message? 

4. Is this interpretation in harmony with the entire Scriptural 

teaching on this subject? 
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IV. Application 

a. Three wrong ideas about Biblical application 

i. Application will follow naturally and automatically if the text is 

properly interpreted. 

ii. It’s up to the Holy Spirit to make application. 

iii. The Bible is already relevant. 

b. Principlization 

i. What is a principle? “A principle is a statement of truth that God is 

communicating to all people of all time everywhere through a 

given passage of Scripture.” 

ii. Three components of a principle: 

1. A principle is eternal 

2. A principle is universal, i.e. it must be appropriate to all 

people of all times, 

a. Not limited to a certain group of people 

b. Not limited to a specific time 

c. Not limited to a given situation 

3. A principle reflects the same main point the text itself is 

emphasizing. 
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iii. Principles for making Principles 

1. Avoid “finger pointing” in wording of principles. 

a. Not, “You should do this or that” 

b. Rather, “We should…” 

2. Avoid using figures of speech or idioms, something that 

itself is in need of interpretation 

3. Use a simple, uncomplicated sentence in stating a principle. 

c. Implication 

i. How might these principle apply in different realms of life? 

1. Public Life/Christian Testimony 

2. Individual Christian Living 

3. Workplace 

4. Marriage and Family 

5. Gender Differences 

6. Local Church 

7. Non-Christian 
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ii. Nine Questions to Consider 

1. Are there SINS which I need to confess?  

2. Are there HABITS which I need to revise? 

3. Are there ATTITUDES I need to adopt or alter?  

4. Are there PROMISES I need to trust in?  

5. Are there SACRIFICES I need to consider making?  

6. Are there POSITIVE EXAMPLES I need to imitate?  

7. Are there ERRORS I need to avoid?  

8. Are there COMMANDS I need to obey?  

9. Are there CHALLENGES I need to accept?  

d. Implementation 

i. What are the general areas of my life that this applies 

(relationships, ministry, work, finances, health, emotions, self-

discipline, etc)?  

ii. What are the specific actions I need to change in these areas? 

iii. What specific, personal, measurable steps will I take to accomplish 

this? 
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I. Things to look for in Biblical Narrative 
1. Purpose – The goal of writing is to change our thinking and 

behavior 
2. Technique – A story works by doing one of the following 

things: 
a. Causing us to identify with a character who is 

having hardship 
b. By deliberately leaving out key information, the 

author can cause us to make interpretive decisions. 
In Biblical writing the authors can force the readers 
to commit to a particular viewpoint by not 
providing enough information to take any other. 

c. By including a challenging claim in the course of 
the narrative, the author forces you to read the story 
in light of that challenging claim or statement. 

 
Bible stories are not intended to simply be objective 
recordings of historical events. The author has 
deliberately chosen what information to include and 
what information to exclude and when to place this 
information into the course of the narrative. “In doing 
so, the narrator can manipulate our perspective, 
mislead us into a wrong interpretive guess, surprise us, 
confuse us, enlighten us, keep us in suspense, make us 
feel superior in understanding to the characters in the 
story, influence our emotional moods, etc.”1This being 
said, there are several elements to look for when 
reading any story or narrative. 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Setting – The surrounding stage where the story takes 
place. There are two elements of setting: 

a. Place – Where the action occurs. Frequently the 
location of the story affects the mood and therefore 
the meaning of the story. 

b. Time – Time in two respects First internal time as in 
when things take place in relationship to each other 
(when the sun went down, winter, night, the 
Sabbath, etc.) and second, external time as in when 
things take place in relationship to events in the real 
world 

 
 

1 Ray Lubeck, Inductive Bible Study Class Notes: 1.8 
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4. Characters – The individuals involved in the story. It is 
important to make a distinction in reading between main 
(3-D) characters and minor (flat) characters. 

a. Flat Characters – These characters have only one 
feature or trait and serves as a background to the 
main characters and story. 

b. 3-D Characters – These characters have 
multifaceted personalities, ambitions, emotional 
variations, and they are the people that really make 
the story. 

 
Biblical authors want us to view characters in a certain 
way, and this is accomplished through one of the 
following direct or indirect means. 

i. Narrative comment – The storyteller 
actually makes an outright judgment on the 
character. (1 Sam. 25:3 “His name was 
Nabal and his wife’s name was Abigail. She 
was an intelligent and beautiful woman, but 
her husband…was surly and mean in his 
dealings.”) 

ii. Comments of other characters – When 
another, reliable character in the story passes 
judgment on someone. (John 1:47 “When 
Jesus saw Nathanael approaching he said, 
‘Here is a true Israelite, in whom there is 
nothing false.’”) 

iii. Speech – The storyteller lets the character 
speak for itself and leaves it to the reader to 
decide whether this is good or bad. 

iv. Thoughts – The storyteller tells us what the 
character is thinking or feeling inside and 
lets the reader decide whether this is good or 
bad. 

v. Self-Description – The storyteller allows the 
character describe itself and then leaves the 
reader to decide whether the description is 
accurate, inaccurate, good, or bad. (Matthew 
27:24 “…[Pilate] took water and washed his 
hands in front of the crowd. ‘I am innocent 
of this man’s blood,’ he said. ‘It is your 
responsibility!’”) 

vi. Action – Biblical narrators typically will let 
their character’s actions do the talking. The 
reader’s opinion is then shaped by the 
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character’s actions which must be 
interpreted. 

5. Plot – The plot is the action in the story and nearly all plots 
revolve around some sort of conflict. Typically a plot will 
unfold like this: 

a. Stability 
b. Introduction of conflict 
c. Escalation and intensification of conflict 
d. “Peak” crisis 
e. Resolution (or “denouncement”) of conflict 
f. Stability and peace 

6. There are various types of conflict which a character might 
encounter: 

1. With God – Through sin or testing 
2. With others – Other human characters within the 

story 
3. With spirits – Satan, demons, or angels 
4. With nature or circumstances – Overcoming 

physical hardships 
5. With oneself – Inner struggle with confliction 

beliefs, emotions, or behaviors 
7. Irony – Irony occurs whenever: 

a. There is a discrepancy between what is actually said 
and what is meant. 

b. What occurs is the opposite of what you expect. 
c. When certain characters know more than the others 

but don’t let on. 
d. When you the reader know more than the 

characters. This is called “dramatic irony”. 
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II. Things to look for in Biblical Poetry 
1. Poetry – A form of writing where normal language is 

altered to change its impact. Poetry is “a kind of language 
that says more and says it more intensely that does ordinary 
language.”2 

a. English poetry commonly does this through the use 
of rhyme and meter. 

b. Poetry “bends” or changes the rules of grammar, 
punctuation, an word order to accomplish its goal. 

2. Biblical Poetry – Parallelism 
a. Parallelism – “The ‘rhyming’ of thoughts rather 

than sounds”.3 
b. Types of Biblical parallelism: 

i. Synonymous – The thought of the 1st line is 
repeated in the 2nd. (Ps. 27:1, Ps. 104:33) 

ii. Antithetic – The 2nd line states the opposite 
of the first line. (Pr. 10:28, Pr. 15:25) 

iii. Inverted – The parts in the 2nd line are in 
reverse order from the 1st. (Ps. 38:21) 

iv. Synthetic – The 2nd line simply builds on the 
idea of the 1st.4 (Ps. 18:36) 

3. Other features of Biblical Poetry: 
a. Inclusio – Using the same line or phrase at both the 

beginning and end of a passage. (Ps. 103 
b. Chiasm – Like inverted parallelism, similar 

thoughts are placed in a “mirror-image order. (Ps. 
127:1) 

c. Acrostics – An “alphabet” poem in which the 1st 
verse begins with the 1st letter of the alphabet, the 
2nd verse with the 2nd letter, etc. (Ps. 9, 10, 25, 34, 
37, 111, 112, 119, 145; Pr. 31:10-31) 

d. Figures of Speech – One of the chief features of any 
type of poetry in any language is figurative speech. 
These include things such as: 

i. Simile – A comparison between two things 
which are normally very different using the 
words “like” of “as”. (Ex. Hollis is as strong 
as an ox!) 

 
2 Laurence Perrine, Sound and Sense: An Introduction to Poetry, 2nd Ed. (New York: Harcourt, Brace & 
World, 1963): 3- 4. 
3 Ray Lubeck, Inductive Bible Study Class Notes: 1.12 
4 There is a fine line between synonymous and synthetic parallelism, sometimes in fact not entirely clear. 
The main distinction between these two is that synthetic parallelism builds on the previous idea where 
synonymous parallelism simply echoes the same idea.  
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ii. Metaphor – A metaphor compares two 
things that are different but does not use 
“like” or “as”. (Ex. This car is a lemon.) 

iii. Personification – Ascribing “living” 
qualities to things that are not living. (Ex. If  
they keep quiet then the rocks will cry out! 
Luke 19:40) 

iv. Hyperbole – A deliberate exaggeration. (Ex. 
The whole world was watching!) 

v. Metonymy – Using the name of one thing 
for something else closely related to it. (Ex. 
The White House issued a statement today.) 

vi. Merism – Using two opposites joined with a 
conjunction, usually “and”, to indicate 
totality. (Ex. For richer or poorer, for better 
of worse…) 

vii. Synecdoche – Using a part to describe the 
whole or vice versa. (Ex. With every eye 
upon me.) 

viii. Anthropomorphism – Describing God as 
having human body parts (Ex. He’s got the 
whole world in His hand.) 

4. Poetry in the Bible 
a. Nearly one-third of the Bible uses poetic language. 
b. Genres – There are different genres of poetry within 

the Bible including psalms, proverbs or wisdom, 
nearly all of God’s quoted speech, etc. 

c. Poetry occurs in places such as blessings, curses, 
doxologies, hymns, laments, oracles, praises, 
riddles, etc. 

d. Why is poetry used? 
i. It is concentrated, it says more using less. 

ii. It appeals to the emotions and not to the 
senses or intellect. 

iii. It uses specific concrete word pictures and 
ideas rather than vague abstract ideas. 

iv. It is extremely memorable – it leaves a very 
lasting impact on its readers. 
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III. Things to look for in Biblical Discourse 
1. Biblical Discourse – Sometimes referred to as didactic 

literature.5 Discourse is literature that communicates 
through the use of logical sequence of thought. 

2. Genre – The first step in reading discourse is to properly 
identify the genre6 of literature. The most common genre of 
literature is Epistle7 or Prophecy. 

3. Flow – There is a standard flow or format to discourse. 
a. Introduction – The presentation of the topic, the 

author, the audience, the occasion, etc. 
b. Body – The development of the topic, the “meat” of 

the discourse. 
c. Conclusion – A pointing out of the relevance of the 

topic to the reader, the application. 
4. Paragraphs – A discourse is structured by a series of 

thoughts presented in “thought units” or paragraphs. 
a. Each paragraph develops a single aspect of the idea 

or argument. 
b. The flow of the entire discourse is built from these 

paragraphs and thus it is necessary for the reader to 
identify the main thought or idea of each paragraph. 

c. Most Greek texts were not broken into grammatical 
paragraphs, and this necessitated that translators 
perform this task in the creation of modern 
translations.  

i. These paragraphs are based on what the 
translator(s) deemed as the appropriate 
changes in thought throughout the discourse. 

ii. The paragraphs in a modern translation 
however may or may not reflect an accurate 
transition in the flow of the discourse and it 
is therefore the responsibility of the 
observant student to take this into account 
when establishing the main idea or thought 
of each paragraph. 

5. Logical relationships – Since discourse communicates its 
point through a well developed series of thoughts and ideas, 
the key factor in proper interpretation is to establish the 
relationship between these thoughts and ideas. An author 
may attempt to persuade his audience through any number 
of different ways. 

a. Persuasion intellectually with rational arguments. In 
this format, the author’s main point (the 

 
5 From the Greek didakto~ which means, “Teaching or instruction.” 
6 Refer back to section III, f, iv, 2 (Page 4) for additional genre information.  
7 From the Greek e[pi;stolo~ which means, “Letter or writing.” 
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proposition) will be supported and defended in 
various ways: 

i. Reasoning from the general principle to a 
specific application.8 

ii. Reasoning from specific cases to general 
principles.9 

iii. Comparisons as in, “Because we know that 
“A” is true and “A” is like “B”, then “B” 
must also be true. 

iv. Contrasts where for example “A” is shown 
to be superior to “B”. 

b. Persuasion through quotation of reliable authorities. 
i. The Old Testament or Scripture 

ii. Jesus 
iii. Apostles or other early witnesses. 
iv. Other “experts” (such as common day 

philosophers) or folk wisdom. 
c. He may try to appeal to us emotionally, through 

various techniques: 
i. A captivating story that illustrates his idea. 

ii. A poem, hymn, or prayer. 
iii. A graphic striking image, metaphor, or 

illustration of some kind. 
d. The point here is the need to recognize exactly how 

the text was put together by the author to build his 
case and why he used his particular type of 
argument.10 

6. Logical connectors – Certain words are transition words 
and give the reader information about the relationship of 
the thoughts to one another. Look for words such as: Again, 
although, and, because, but, consequently, either, finally, 
first, for, for example, for this reason, furthermore, 
however, if, on order that, on order to, in the same way, just 
as…so, likewise, neither, next, nor, not only…but, now, 
since, so, so that, so then, therefore, though, whether, yet. 

7. Repeated or highlighted words – The surest way to 
determine what point the author was trying to make is 
through identification of repeated or highlighted words or 
phrases. 

a. The repeated use of a word usually indicates some 
sort of importance to the author’s topic. 

 
8 This is called deductive logic. 
9 This is called inductive logic. 
10 The basis for the authors selection of argumentation is often times determined by his intended audience 
and what line of thinking the author deemed best for persuasion of this particular group. 
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b. A word that is highlighted or given special attention 
by the author may also indicate a specific 
importance to the topic of discussion. 

c. Often times this is accomplished through not only 
the use of word but the repetition of a phrase or type 
of sentence. 

8. Proportional space – Another indication of the main idea in 
a discourse is the relative amount of space that an author 
gives to his discussion of a particular point. The simple 
conclusion is that, “The more space, the more emphasis the 
author is attempting to place on that particular point.” 


