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INTRODUCTION
CHRISTIANS IN THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY are among the most fortunate of all believers down through 
history. At the press of a button now, we have access to entire theological libraries for our use and benefit. Multiple 
English-language translations of the Bible are available for free. Language helps abound, equipping even those 
without formal education in Greek or Hebrew to understand the nuances of the original manuscripts. Thousands 
of evangelical preachers can be heard at any hour of the day or night expounding on every verse of Scripture. The 
text of the Bible decorates our homes, is embedded on our T-shirts, and splashed across the bumpers of our vehicles. 
Smartphone apps and digital home assistants can even read the Bible to us. Well-known verses form the hooks of 
Christian pop songs, and some even heard in secular stores and restaurants. Never before has the Bible been so 
available to us “people of the Book.” 

And yet, for all these tools and resources, the Bible isn’t being read much at all. Recent research from the American 
Bible Society and the Barna Group concluded,

Despite nearly every individual in the U.S. having access to the Bible, engagement has decreased. That’s been 
a consistent trend over the past few years, and the trend has accelerated since January 2020. 

The result? The number of Americans who are meaningfully engaged in Scripture (reading it daily, weekly, or monthly) 
dropped to 22 percent of the public at large. That statistic is even more depressing when you consider that 70 percent 
of the American populace claims to be Christian! Is there any good news here? Yes, according to the research, “67.8% 
of American adults or about 172 million adults are ‘Bible curious,’ meaning they want to learn more about Scripture.”

Maybe you are among the “Bible curious,” or you have a close friend or family member who is. The team at Core 
Christianity developed this study to help you read and understand the Bible. If you’re a new Bible reader, this study will 
introduce you to its history, key concepts that help tie the Old Testament and the New Testament into one cohesive 
whole, along with key ideas from main sections. You’ll finish this study more confident in your ability to read the 
Bible with understanding. If you’re a seasoned reader of the Bible, this study includes nuggets of insight you may 
have never considered before, it will help refresh your understanding of Scripture as one book (even though it’s made 
up of sixty-six individual books), and you’ll be equipped to help others grow in their own knowledge of God’s word.

The apostle Paul says that “all Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, 
and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work” (2 Tim. 3:16). 
Reading the Bible expectantly—knowing that God will use it for good in our lives to correct us, train us, grow us, and 
equip us—means that we also read it prayerfully. So, as you begin this study, start with the prayer at the beginning 
of each lesson and make it your own. Know that as you do, our team is also praying for you: that God would bless the 
reading of his infallible, inerrant word in your life for your good and his glory.

NOTE TO LEADERS (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)
FIRST , an easy way to do this study is for everyone to have a copy of the material printed out. Each week, they 
should read the study in advance and answer the questions, so they are prepared to meet and share their thoughts 
with the group. During the study, you (the leader) should go through the study as it is in your version. Your leader’s 
edition has additional sections (highlighted with gray boxes) to help you easily find material available only to 
you as the leader. Make sure to prepare in advance so that you are ready to lead the discussion. 

SECOND , many of the questions in this study are aimed at being practical. The goal is that people begin to connect 
what they are learning with experiences and ideas they already know. It’s important to help them to think and talk 
about their experiences and facilitate discussion, so that the content of each study meets with their experiences.



7

i n t r o d u c t i o n

THIRD , don’t feel that you have to follow the lesson exactly as it is written. The written materials are designed 
to aid you, not lock you into a certain mode. For some, it is easiest to go through the study and read each section. 
For others, spontaneity and reordering may work better. Feel free to change things to fit your context and level 
of experience in teaching. 

FOURTH , the opening section of this book is designed to provide a helpful context for study. It’s good to begin 
with prayer and open with questions to get people talking. As a study leader, it may be hard for you to make 
people comfortable enough to engage in discussion and share their thoughts or experiences. Don’t worry about 
it. It takes practice. As you continue to invite people into discussion, people will begin to share more. Be patient. 

FIFTH , sometimes participants will not have answered any of the study questions or done the reading before 
they show up. Don’t worry about it. If they have a good experience during the study, then they’re more likely to 
read and do the study questions in advance next time. 

SIXTH , invite people to participate. Call on people to read a passage of Scripture or a section of the study, and 
invite someone to close in prayer at the end. Welcome their thoughts and reflections. Invite questions. The more 
they participate in the study, the more they will enjoy their time and the more they will learn. 

SEVENTH , be realistic about time commitments. A good study should last between thirty and sixty minutes, 
with some time before and after to socialize. Adjust the study to fit your time restraints.



ALL  S CRI P TURE  IS  BREATHED OUT  BY 

GOD AND P ROFITABLE  FOR TEACHING , 

FOR REP ROOF,  FOR CORRECTION,  AND 

FOR TRAI N I NG IN  R IGHTEOUSNESS ,  THAT 

THE  MAN OF  GOD MAY BE  COMPLETE , 

EQUI P P ED FOR EVERY  GOOD WORK.

2  t i M o t H Y  3 : 1 6



L e s s o n  1

9

W H A T  

I s  t h e  

B I B L E ?



10

H O W  T O  R E A D  T H E  B I B L E

PRAY (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)
Dear God, as we start this study, whether we have read the Bible for years or this is our first time opening it up, 
we ask that you would give us openness to grow, diligence to study, and a heart to seek after the truth found in 
your word. We thank you for the Bible and that through it you communicate everything we need to know about 
salvation and how to live as you created us. In Jesus’ name we pray. Amen. 

READ FROM THE BIBLE
All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 
righteousness, that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good work. (2 Tim. 3:16–17)1 

OPENING REFLECTION QUESTIONS (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)
1. How comfortable do you feel with reading the Bible and why? 

2. How do you feel about Paul’s statement to Timothy that all of the Bible is useful for teaching, reproof, 
correction, and training in righteousness? 

3. What kinds of tools or knowledge do you think would help you read the Bible? 

4. At the end of this study, what would you like to come away with? 

1 All Scripture verses in this study are taken from The Holy Bible, English Standard Version® (ESV®). Copyright © 2001 by Crossway, 
a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. All rights reserved.
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READ ISAIAH 53:1–12, LUKE 23:32–46, AND REVELATION 5:1–14
T HE  D IVERS ITY  OF  THE  B I BLE 

The Bible is an amazingly unique book. In fact, one of the first things to note about the Bible is that it is actually sixty-six 
different books that have been put together in one collection. This collection of writings is divided into two parts. The 
first thirty-nine books are called the Old Testament and the other twenty-seven books are the New Testament. The 
diversity within the books of the Bible is staggering. They are written by about forty different authors (the authors 
of a few books are unknown or unidentified). The authors come from a variety of places around the world, and the 
events they write about take place on three different continents: Europe, Asia, and Africa. The authors are not only 
diverse geographically, but they also come from a variety of different times in history spanning from the 1500s BC 
to the first century AD. Furthermore, the books of the Bible were written in multiple languages. The Old Testament 
was written in Hebrew (with a few small sections in Aramaic) and the New Testament in Greek. The authors wrote 
in a variety of genres including history, poetry, prophecy, Gospel, Epistle, and apocalyptic literature. From this list 
of genres alone, it is clear to see that the Bible is anything but monochromatic and bland. It is a vibrant and engaging 
collection of books! 

T HE  UNITY  OF  THE  B I BLE

We could stop here and marvel at the diversity of the books in the Bible. We could see the Bible as a complex document 
with great historical and cultural significance, but nothing more. However, the Bible itself claims to be more than 
an artifact of human history. It claims to be “breathed out by God” (2 Tim. 3:16). This Bible asserts that the authors 
of each book were inspired by the Holy Spirit. To be inspired means that the Third Person of the Trinity, the Holy 
Spirit, worked organically with each author, ensuring that everything they wrote, including each word they chose, was 
ultimately communicating God’s word and God’s message. Even though the Bible is an extremely diverse collection 
of writings, it is still one unified book because there is one greater author behind all the human authors. 

The Bible is God’s message to humanity. Although it is an ancient book, it is still relevant for all people of all times—a 
book we need today, because it contains the words of our Creator. The heart of God’s message in the Bible, no matter 
what page you turn to, is this: God the Father saves sinners through his Son by the power of the Holy Spirit. Both the 
Old and New Testaments teach us about who God is, who we are in relation to him, and how we can be forgiven of 
our sins and reconciled to God. Thus the Bible is not a random collection of books. Despite the diversity of the books, 
they are not unrelated. Rather, they are deeply interconnected by God’s plan of redemption, which is carried out in 
history and then recorded and explained in the Bible. At this point, it would be natural to wonder how this collection 
came to exist. How did we arrive at the sixty-six books that are in the Bible, and why did other books not get included? 
To answer these questions, we must understand the concept of “canon.” But before we discuss the canon, let’s take 
a few moments to see some examples of both the diversity and unity of the Bible. 

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION 
1. Isaiah was an Old Testament prophet, Luke wrote his Gospel as a historical narrative based off of his research, 

and John records an apocalyptic vision he had in the book of Revelation. What differences did you notice 
between each passage in content and style? 
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2. What similarities or connections do you notice between these three very diverse sections of the Bible? 

3. How does God’s plan of redemption unify these passages? 

READ 1 CORINTHIANS 2:1–16
T HE  FOR MATI ON OF  THE  CANON

The word canon is a Greek word that can be literally translated as “ruler.” A canon is a measuring stick or standard. 
When this word is applied to the Bible, it means that the sixty-six books of the Bible are the standard for what Christians 
believe and how they should live. Just as a ruler establishes how long an inch or centimeter is, the Bible is our “rule 
of faith and practice.”2 Christians evaluate or “measure” what they believe by the teachings of the Bible. Likewise, 
Christians measure their actions by what the Bible says about how to live a good life. So, the canon of Scripture is 
simply the list of books recognized as authoritative over our belief and over the way we live. The concept of a canon 
is fairly straightforward, but there are many questions about how the canon was formed. In other words, how did 
we end up with the specific collection of books that are in the Bible? Why are they considered as canon while many 
other religious books are not? 

First off, there are two main ways to answer this question. One common view is that the church met together in councils, 
evaluated the books being read and circulated by Christians, then picked which ones would make up the canon. Once the 
church decided what was in the canon, those books were given authority over faith and practice. The other view argues 
from the premise that the books of the Bible are the inspired word of God. As such, they have intrinsic authority. Such 
authority cannot be bestowed upon the books by the church; rather the church can only recognize God’s word when it 
is encountered and we submit to its inherent authority. It is clear that the focal point of this debate is the question of 
where authority lies. Does the church have the authority to declare what constitutes the Scripture? Or does Scripture 
have authority over the church, such that the church can only recognize the canon and not decide what goes into it? 

For a couple of reasons, it seems clear that Scripture has inherent authority over the church, which can only recognize 
and acknowledge it. First, the inherent authority of the Bible is soundly established by the fact that it is inspired by 
the Holy Spirit. If the books of the Bible are indeed God’s words to humanity, then they have authority because of 
whose words they are. God is creator and therefore Lord over all creation. Just as painters have a natural authority 
over their paintings (they can paint how they like, keep or sell their artwork, destroy it, or paint over it), God has a 
natural authority over his creatures. Thus as creatures we must listen to and obey the words of our creator. We are 
compelled to listen, but it is also wise to do so. This is why the Bible is a canon, or standard of faith and practice. God 
tells truths about his creation and how he designed us to live and flourish in the pages of Scripture. The Bible has 
authority in and of itself because it is God’s word. That is true whether or not the church or anybody else says so. Just 
as the word of parents has authority regardless of whether or not their child decides they have authority, the Bible’s 
authority cannot be given or declared; it can only be recognized. 

2 Charles Hodge, Systematic Theology Volume I: Theology (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1952), 152. 
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The second reason why it seems clear that the Bible has authority over the church is that Scripture creates the 
church. To understand this claim, it is necessary to first define what we mean by “the church.” Both in the Old and 
New Testaments, the church is described as an assembly called by God. In Hebrew and Greek, the word for church 
is related to the verb “to call.” The church, then, is the group of people God has called out of the world to follow him. 
The church is made up of those who hear God’s voice and respond in faith. So, it is clear that the church is created 
and grows when God calls, or speaks, to sinners. God’s word is powerful. As the prophet Isaiah wrote, 

“For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven 
 and do not return there but water the earth, 
making it bring forth and sprout, 
 giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, 
so shall my word be that goes out from my mouth; 
 it shall not return to me empty, 
but it shall accomplish that which I purpose, 
 and shall succeed in the thing for which I sent it.” (Isa. 55:10–11) 

In this metaphor, Isaiah compares the relationship between water and plants with the relationship between God’s word and 
his creation. Just as water causes plants to grow, God’s word will cause his desired effect to occur. This is true not only of 
creation, as in Genesis 1 where God creates by speaking, but also of salvation. God uses his written word, the Bible, and the 
preaching of that word to call sinners to repent and believe in Jesus Christ for their salvation and entrance into the church. 

A clear example of this reality is seen on the day of Pentecost. At Pentecost, the Holy Spirit came in power upon the 
apostles, and Peter preached an inspired sermon. Using several Old Testament passages, he explained that Jesus 
Christ was the savior God had promised the Israelites. In response to this message, many repented of their sins and 
were baptized. In other words, they became part of the church. At the end of this story we read, “And the Lord added 
to their number day by day those who were being saved” (Acts 2:47). It was through the teaching and preaching of 
God’s word that the church grew. It was his word that God used to draw, or call, people into the church. 

From these passages we can conclude a few things. First, because it is the word of God that calls people out of their sin 
and into the church, we can conclude that the church (the assembly of these people) is created by the word. Second, 
if the word creates the church, then it follows that the authority of the word is higher than that of the church. How 
can the church have authority over the word or to create the canon if it wouldn’t exist apart from God’s word? Third, 
we can conclude that the church does not give authority to Scripture by deciding what is considered canon; rather 
the church simply recognizes the inherent authority of God’s word. The church is under the authority of God’s word 
and must submit in belief and practice to what the word of God teaches.   

R ECOGNI Z I NG GOD’ S  WORD 

If the canon was not formed by the church or any council of humans but merely recognized, then the logical question 
to ask next is how God’s word was recognized in the first place. In a nutshell, the books used and collected by the 
church—but especially those read aloud in church—constituted the canon. From very early on in the history of the 
church, there was consensus about which books were the inspired and authoritative word of God. These books 
claimed to be inspired and bore marks of divine authorship. In the case of the New Testament, they were written by 
the apostles who had lived with Jesus, or a writer had direct connections to the apostles. 

These are some of the factors in the recognition of the canon. The canon wasn’t something decided on at a council, 
but something that was agreed upon and passed down from the earliest days of the Christian church. The canon 
emerged organically as Christians heard the voice of God through his inspired writings. The early church disagreed 
about many things, but as theologian Michael Horton explains, “There was a core canon that was read publicly in 
all the churches and used as the final authority in doctrinal and ethical disputes.”3 The councils that came later and 

3 Michael Horton, “Is Our Bible Too Small?,” Modern Reformation, July/August 2020, https://www.whitehorseinn.org/article/
is-our-bible-too-small/. 
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published lists of canonical books were not producing anything new; rather they were confirming officially what was 
already functionally understood and used by the church.  

QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION
1. What is the wisdom that Paul is sharing, and why does he call it “secret and hidden”? 

2. How does Paul say he gained this wisdom? 

3. What does Paul claim about his writings in this passage?

4. If the Holy Spirit inspired the authors of the books in the Bible, then how should that impact how we read them? 

5. What distinction is Paul making between the “spiritual” and the “natural” person, and what does that teach 
us about reading the Bible? 
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QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)
1. What did you like about this week’s study? Was there anything you didn’t like or disagreed with? 

2. What are your beliefs about the canon, and how did you arrive at them? 

3. What do people turn to other than the Bible to create their own “canon” for life? 

4. What kind of authority do you believe the Bible has, and how does that impact you on a practical level? 

5. After this discussion, what questions do you still have that you would like answered? 

END IN PRAYER (LEADER’S EDITION ONLY)
Pray for the needs of the group, for the good of the church, for the salvation of people, and any other needs that 
may arise.




