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To the King of the ages,
immortal, invisible, the only God,

be honor and glory forever and ever. Amen.
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Introduction

Her excitement was contagious. Mallika had been a Christian 
for only a few months, but already her life was beginning to 
change. She had a newfound joy and peace that transcended her 
circumstances. If the doors of her local church were open, she 
was likely there. She loved to sing the hymns and worship songs 
she was learning. Throughout the day she found herself spon-
taneously praying about situations and people. She was even 
beginning to talk to her coworkers and neighbors about Jesus. 
Since she had grown up in a non-Christian home, everything 
about her relationship with Jesus Christ was new.

There was just one problem—​she had no idea how to under-
stand the Bible and apply it to her life. The woman who led her 
to Christ emphasized the importance of being in the Word on 
a regular basis, but had not given Mallika any help or training 
in how to do this. Every Sunday her pastor faithfully preached 
the Bible and encouraged the congregation to study Scripture 
on their own, but just the thought of it completely overwhelmed 
Mallika. Every time she tried to read her Bible, she just became 
more discouraged.

Laura has been a believer since she was eight years old. Her 
parents regularly read the Bible with her and encouraged her in-
volvement in the church’s youth ministry. When it came time to 
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choose a college, Laura opted for a small Christian liberal arts col-
lege where she knew she would have lots of opportunities to grow 
in her faith. From her first day on campus Laura was involved in 
several different ministries at school and her local church.

Despite her constant involvement in ministry, however, 
Laura struggled to maintain consistent time in God’s Word on 
her own. She enjoyed hearing the messages in chapel and the 
sermons from the pastor at her church. At times she even at-
tended a Sunday school class. But when she sat down to read 
and apply the Bible herself, she regularly walked away frus-
trated. Laura even took an elective class on how to study the 
Bible, but the method her professor taught was so complicated 
that she never had the time for it.

After several years of being a member at his church, Tobe 
was asked to lead a small group. He had come to faith in Christ 
in his early thirties and has been involved in the church for the 
past fifteen years. While he is no Bible scholar, Tobe spends time 
reading the Bible nearly every day. On occasion he even reads 
Christian books that deepen his understanding of the Bible and 
how to live the Christian life.

Each week when his small group meets to talk about that 
week’s sermon and the passage on which it is based, however, 
Tobe often walks away disappointed or even frustrated. Too 
often their discussions wander down rabbit trails that have little 
or nothing to do with what the passage says. Or the conversa-
tion stays on the surface level and never gets around to how the 
truths of that passage should change our lives.

•   •   •

Maybe you can identify with Mallika, Laura, or Tobe because 
you have had a similar experience. But even if your experience 
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is different, all of us at some point have struggled to know how 
to understand and apply the Bible to our everyday lives. We 
believe that understanding and applying the Bible is crucial to 
following Jesus, but we don’t always feel equipped to do it well.

Why is something so important to the Christian life so hard 
sometimes? For one thing, the Bible is a big book that talks 
about a lot of different things. How do you figure out the most 
important things to look for when reading it?

To read any book well you need to know what kind of book 
it is. So what kind of book is the Bible? Why did God give it to 
us? Does the Bible give us any help in knowing how to read it?

Another reason understanding and applying the Bible can 
be challenging is that the Bible is set in a world very different 
from today. Some of the stories and people it describes seem 
very strange or even upsetting to our modern sensibilities. How 
do we take what it says and apply it to our lives today? There 
has to be a simple and practical way to understand and apply 
the Bible that anyone can use.

This book is my attempt to help you. The main tool we will 
learn to use is a set of questions (that’s the reason for the title!). 
The questions we ask when we read the Bible largely determine 
how we understand and apply it. So if we want to understand 
and apply the Bible, we need to make sure we are asking the 
right questions.

But how do we know which are the right questions to ask? 
Grasping what kind of book the Bible is, who and what it is 
about, and why God gave it to us is essential. That foundation 
sets us up to know what questions we should ask to understand 
the Bible.

If our goal is not just to understand but also to apply the 
Bible, then we also need to learn to read our lives the right way. 
As followers of Christ, we need to understand the basic pattern 
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of the Christian life—​turning away from sin (repentance) and 
trusting in who God is and what he has done for us (faith). 
From that starting point, we can then ask the key questions that 
enable us to apply the Bible to our lives.

That may seem like a lot of ground to cover in a short book. 
But by the end of this book you will be armed with four simple 
questions to help you understand the most important insights 
from any passage. You will also be armed with four simple 
questions to help you understand how to apply God’s Word to 
your life so you can grow in your relationship with Jesus Christ. 
After all, as followers of Christ we should desire nothing more 
than to grow in our love for Christ and our obedience to him.

In fact, why not take a moment right now to pray that God 
will use this book to help you grow closer to him?

Ready? Let’s get started with an overview of who and what 
the Bible is all about.



P ar  t  1

L a y i n g  t h e 

F o u n d a t i o n





1

The Story We Find Ourselves In

Everyone loves a good story. Whether it is kids begging for Dad 
to read them a book at bedtime or friends gathering to watch 
a movie, people enjoy hearing (and telling) stories. Think for a 
minute about the last time you caught up with an old friend you 
had not seen in a while. No doubt that conversation included 
a story or two.

But stories are for more than entertainment or providing 
information. They shape our understanding of who we are, why 
we exist, what kind of person we should be, and what kind of 
world we live in. Whether we realize it or not, we automatically 
connect everything we experience to what we believe to be the 
true story of the world. Our view of the world is inherently 
story shaped.

The Bible tells us the true story of the world, the way things 
truly are and should be. But because we are sinful, we are blind 
to this reality. Left to ourselves, we will default to understand-
ing our lives within the false stories promoted by our culture 
or our own self-made stories. But when we are born again, the 
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Spirit of God opens our hearts and minds to understand what 
the Bible says about God, us, and the world around us. So if 
we are going to rightly understand who we are, why we exist, 
what kind of people we should be, and what kind of world we 
live in, the starting place is understanding the story of the Bible 
from Genesis to Revelation.

Now that can sound intimidating; after all, the Bible is a 
huge book! So in what follows I want to give you a brief over-
view of the story of the Bible. To help you remember the big 
picture, I have divided the story into six segments, each one 
beginning with the letter c: creation, crisis, covenants, Christ, 
church, and consummation.

Creation

The opening sentence of the Bible sets the stage for under-
standing the nature of the world around us: “In the beginning, 
God created the heavens and the earth” (Gen. 1:1). As the 
Creator, God has complete authority over all that exists. He 
has created the world to reflect his wisdom and beauty. Out 
of all that God has made, his masterpiece is humanity. Only 
human beings are said to be made in God’s image. To make 
sure we don’t miss this crucial point, the text says it four times 
in just two verses (Gen. 1:26–27)! God has created us as image 
bearers to reflect his character. We are made to be mirrors of 
his beauty and glory. What people think, believe, desire, and 
do should display who God is as we interact with him, each 
other, and creation.

As image bearers our first parents, Adam and Eve, are given 
a mission. God commands them to rule over creation under 
his authority, in essence making them kings (Gen. 1:28). God 
places them in the garden of Eden, which is his sanctuary on 
earth. They are to serve as priests in this sanctuary, maintaining 
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its purity (Gen. 2:15–17). Through humanity God intends to 
mediate his presence to the world.

God has not designed us to live as isolated beings. He made 
us to experience community with each other. This is seen most 
clearly in the marriage relationship, where a man and a woman 
become one flesh (Gen. 2:18–25). But even aside from the mar-
riage relationship, God has designed human beings to display 
his perfections more fully together than any one individual pos-
sibly could.

Crisis

The peaceful picture of Genesis 1–2 does not last long. God 
warned Adam and Eve that if they ate from the tree of the 
knowledge of good and evil, they would surely die (Gen. 2:15–
17). But Satan, masquerading as a serpent, convinces Adam and 
Eve to rebel against God by eating from the tree of the knowl-
edge of good and evil (Gen. 3:1–6). Instead of “being like God” 
as Satan promised, Adam and Eve experience the shame and 
guilt of disobeying their Creator (Gen. 3:7). Instead of harmony 
with God and each other, guilt and shame enter in. Instead of 
running to God, they try to hide from him (Gen. 3:8).

When God confronts them, he announces judgment. The 
Serpent is cursed to crawl and eat dust. But more importantly, 
God makes this promise to the Serpent (in the presence of Adam 
and Eve):

I will put enmity between you and the woman,
and between your offspring and her offspring;

he shall bruise your head,
and you shall bruise his heel. (Gen. 3:15)

In effect God is saying to the Serpent, “You may have defeated 
Adam and Eve, but there will come a day when a descendant 
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of Eve will deal you a fatal blow. Yes, you will inflict a wound 
upon him, but in the end you will be crushed under his feet. 
My Serpent-crusher will ensure that I accomplish everything I 
have planned.”

For Adam and Eve, judgment falls swiftly as well: increased 
pain in childbirth for the woman, as well a desire to undermine 
her husband’s leadership in the marriage; increased difficulty in 
work for the man. Even creation itself is affected, as God places 
it under a curse. And when the time to die comes, human beings 
will return to the dust from which they were made.

Speaking of death, why don’t Adam and Eve die immedi-
ately? Actually, they do—​just not in the way we might expect. 
The ultimate kind of death is spiritual in nature; it is the kind 
of death that is the result of sin breaking a person’s relationship 
with God. In the moment Adam and Eve rebel against God, 
they die spiritually. The physical death that follows hundreds of 
years later is simply the final outworking of their sin.

But judgment is not the final word for Adam and Eve. Al-
though God has every right to end the whole program right 
there and destroy Adam and Eve for their rebellion, instead he 
shows mercy. God sacrifices some animals and uses their skins 
to clothe the man and the woman, which is symbolic of cover-
ing their sin (Gen. 3:21). But the damage to creation has been 
done. Their sin has opened the floodgates for death to ravage 
creation, leaving it a pale reflection of its original glory.

From that point forward, sin and death spread through 
creation like wildfire. Things eventually become so bad that 
God brings judgment in a massive flood that wipes out the 
entire human race, except Noah and his family (Genesis 6–9). 
But even though God scrubs the earth clean, the flood does 
not change the human heart or its inclination toward sin and 
evil. Not long after Noah and his family emerge from the ark, 
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they too show themselves to be just like Adam by disobeying 
God’s purpose to be fruitful, multiply, and fill the earth (Gen. 
9:1). This rebellion culminates in the building of the Tower of 
Babel, where mankind unites to make a name for itself. God 
brings judgment and scatters the people into different languages 
(Gen. 11:1–9).

At this point things look grim, but God is just getting started.

Covenants

To bring the Serpent-crusher into the world, God makes a series 
of covenants. A covenant is a solemn commitment that God 
makes with a specific person or group of people to do and/or be 
something. As part of that commitment, God makes promises 
and places himself under an oath to fulfill them.

While there are hints of a covenant with Adam and a cov-
enant that God makes with Noah (Gen. 6:18; 9:16–17), our 
starting point is with Abram (later renamed Abraham) and 
his barren wife Sarai (later renamed Sarah). Seemingly out of 
nowhere, God makes a stunning promise to them:

Go from your country and your kindred and your father’s 
house to the land that I will show you. And I will make 
of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your 
name great, so that you will be a blessing. I will bless those 
who bless you, and him who dishonors you I will curse, 
and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed. 
(Gen. 12:1–3)

Here God is revealing how he is going to bring about the 
promised Serpent-crusher. He will form Abraham into a great 
nation and bless all the nations of the earth through him. 
Through Abraham’s line God will fulfill his plan of ruling over 
creation through humanity. Eventually Sarah gives birth to 
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Isaac as the promised son through whom God will continue 
the line of promise (Gen. 17:15–21; 21:1–7). God then renews 
the promise with Isaac’s son Jacob (renamed Israel), and even-
tually with his twelve sons, from whom come the twelve tribes 
of Israel (Genesis 26–50).

Hundreds of years later Abraham’s descendants have mul-
tiplied exponentially but find themselves enslaved in Egypt 
(Exodus 1). In response to their prayers for deliverance, God 
raises up Moses to deliver his people from Egypt (Exodus 2–6). 
Through Moses and his brother, Aaron, God brings a series of 
plagues on Egypt (Exodus 7–12), culminating in the death of 
the firstborn (marked by the celebration of Passover). Moses 
leads the Israelites out of Egypt, across the Red Sea, and to the 
foot of Mount Sinai (Exodus 13–19). When they arrive there, 
God meets with them. He instructs Moses to say to the people:

You yourselves have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and 
how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself. 
Now therefore, if you will indeed obey my voice and keep 
my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession among 
all peoples, for all the earth is mine; and you shall be to me 
a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. These are the words 
that you shall speak to the people of Israel. (Ex. 19:4–6)

God is forming the descendants of Abraham into a nation. 
By describing them as a “kingdom of priests” God is assigning 
to Israel a modified version of the commission given to Adam 
and Eve. Whereas Adam and Eve were designated as priest-
kings who ruled over creation from the garden of Eden, Israel 
is designated a kingdom of priests who will bless the nations 
from the land of Canaan. This covenant that God is making 
with the nation of Israel at Mount Sinai is the temporary means 
by which God will preserve the line of the promised Serpent-
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crusher and set his people apart from the other nations. As part 
of this covenant God gives Israel the law to teach them how to 
live as a kingdom of priests (Exodus 20–31).

But just like Adam and Eve, Israel blows it. Big time. Less 
than forty days after God spoke to Israel from Mount Sinai, 
Israel worships a golden calf (Exodus 32–34). Although God 
forgives them, this is but the first of many times when Israel 
goes after other gods. After wandering in the wilderness forty 
years (Numbers 13–36), they finally enter the Promised Land 
under the leadership of Joshua, Moses’s successor (Joshua 1).

During the lifetime of Joshua, Israel manages to gain con-
trol of much of Canaan (Joshua 2–24). But pockets of resis-
tance remain, and in the hundreds of years that follow, these 
surrounding peoples periodically oppress Israel (Judges 1–16). 
Such oppression is God’s judgment for Israel’s idolatry. When 
Israel cries out for deliverance, God raises up judges to rescue 
his people. This cycle repeats itself over and over again. Some-
thing has to change.

When Israel has finally had enough, the people ask God for 
a king (1 Samuel 8). They want to be just like the other nations. 
But that’s just it—​Israel is not supposed to be just like all the 
other nations! They are supposed to be a kingdom of priests, a 
holy nation set apart by God to display his character to the rest 
of the world. Nevertheless, God gives them a king. But he gives 
them the kind of king the nations have—​a man named Saul who 
is tall, strong, handsome, and wealthy (1 Samuel 9–15). But 
he is not fully devoted to the Lord, and God eventually rejects 
Saul as his king.

In his place God anoints David (1 Sam. 16:1–13). As a man 
after God’s heart, David becomes the standard by which every 
other king will be judged. Eventually God makes a stunning 
promise to David:
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When your days are fulfilled and you lie down with your 
fathers, I will raise up your offspring after you, who shall 
come from your body, and I will establish his kingdom. He 
shall build a house for my name, and I will establish the 
throne of his kingdom forever. I will be to him a father, and 
he shall be to me a son. When he commits iniquity, I will 
discipline him with the rod of men, with the stripes of the 
sons of men, but my steadfast love will not depart from 
him, as I took it from Saul, whom I put away from before 
you. And your house and your kingdom shall be made sure 
forever before me. Your throne shall be established forever. 
(2 Sam. 7:12–16)

David is promised a descendant who will rule over an eter-
nal kingdom and build a sanctuary for God to dwell with his 
people. God is making it clear that he is still pursuing his mis-
sion of ruling over creation through humanity for the display of 
his own glory. This promise finds initial and partial fulfillment 
in David’s son Solomon, who extends his kingdom beyond the 
borders of Israel and builds a temple for the Lord to dwell 
in (1 Kings 1–10). But just as all before him, Solomon fails 
(1 Kings 11). He pursues the gods of his foreign wives. The na-
tion begins to spiral downward, splitting into northern (Israel) 
and southern (Judah) kingdoms (1 Kings 12). It becomes so 
bad that God first sends Israel (2 Kings 17) and then Judah 
(2 Kings 25) into exile.

As the kingdoms of Israel and Judah continue their down-
ward spiral into further idolatry, God raises up prophets to 
announce not only pending judgment but also the hope of resto-
ration. Prophets such as Amos and Hosea announce the coming 
day of the Lord, when God will bring judgment on both his 
enemies and his rebellious people, but also redemption for the 
faithful remnant of his people. They foresee a day when a new 
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people of God, consisting not merely of Jews but of Gentiles 
as well, will live under the rule of a Davidic King. God will 
transform not only his people but creation itself so that he may 
dwell with them forever.

Later prophets such as Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel build 
on the prophecies of Amos and Hosea by announcing God’s 
promise of a new covenant:

Behold, the days are coming, declares the Lord, when I 
will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and the 
house of Judah, not like the covenant that I made with their 
fathers on the day when I took them by the hand to bring 
them out of the land of Egypt, my covenant that they broke, 
though I was their husband, declares the Lord. For this is 
the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel after 
those days, declares the Lord: I will put my law within 
them, and I will write it on their hearts. And I will be their 
God, and they shall be my people. And no longer shall 
each one teach his neighbor and each his brother, saying, 
“Know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the 
least of them to the greatest, declares the Lord. For I will 
forgive their iniquity, and I will remember their sin no more. 
(Jer. 31:31–34)

And I will give you a new heart, and a new spirit I will put 
within you. And I will remove the heart of stone from your 
flesh and give you a heart of flesh. And I will put my Spirit 
within you, and cause you to walk in my statutes and be 
careful to obey my rules. (Ezek. 36:26–27)

God will write his law directly on the hearts of his people. 
Full and final forgiveness will come. Cleansing from impurity 
and idolatry will be a reality. He will give his people a new 
heart and a new spirit to obey him. The Spirit of God will 
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dwell in all of his people to empower their obedience. When 
this new covenant is established, there will be a people of 
God marked by a personal knowledge of the Lord based on 
final forgiveness of sins and expressed in greater heart-level 
obedience.

All of this will be accomplished through the One who is 
the Serpent-crusher, the Prophet greater than Moses, the Priest 
greater than Aaron, the conqueror greater than Joshua, David’s 
greater son, the King wiser than Solomon, the servant of the 
Lord. He will obey where Adam, Noah, Israel, David, Solo-
mon, and all the rest of humanity have failed. He will bring a 
new Spirit-empowered and Spirit-indwelt people of God into 
existence to live under his rule and authority in a new heaven 
and new earth. God will accomplish his purpose of ruling over 
creation through humanity.

But as the Old Testament closes, the question is When will 
the promised one come?

Christ

The New Testament begins by clearly identifying Jesus as the 
promised Serpent-crusher. He is the promised descendant of 
Abraham through whom God will bless all the nations (Matt. 
1:1). He is the Son of David who will rule over an eternal king-
dom. Unlike Adam, who failed in the garden, and Israel, who 
failed in the wilderness, Jesus defeats the Devil in the wilderness 
by refusing to give in to his temptations (Luke 4:1–13). He is 
the Spirit-anointed King who announces that the kingdom of 
God has arrived. Jesus calls for people to turn away from their 
sins and trust in him to be right with God (Mark 1:14–15).

To validate his message, Jesus begins performing miracles: 
healing the sick, casting out demons, calming a storm, feeding 
thousands of people with almost no food, and even raising 
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people from the dead. Out of his growing number of follow-
ers, Jesus selects twelve men as apostles to be with him and to 
preach his message of the kingdom (Mark 3:13–19).

But as Jesus’s popularity grows, so does opposition to him. 
The religious leaders begin to plot how to eliminate the threat 
that Jesus poses to their way of life. Meanwhile Jesus begins to 
tell his followers that he must suffer and die at the hands of the 
religious leaders but that three days later he will rise from the 
dead (Mark 8:31). Despite these clear predictions, the disciples 
simply cannot wrap their minds around the idea of a suffering 
Messiah.

Everything comes to a head when Jesus visits Jerusalem 
to celebrate the Passover. While there, he is arrested, beaten, 
and sentenced to be crucified as a political revolutionary 
(Mark 14–15). But what the Jewish leaders and Roman au-
thorities mean for evil, God means for good. Not only does 
Jesus live a life of perfect obedience to God; he also willingly 
lays down his life as a sacrifice for sin. Through his death 
on the cross Jesus pays the penalty we deserve for our sinful 
rebellion against God.

The story doesn’t end with Jesus’s death, however. Three 
days later he rises from the dead, defeating sin, death, and the 
Devil himself (Luke 24). Jesus’s resurrection shows definitively 
that God has begun to make all things new. The curse that fell 
upon creation when Adam rebelled is now being reversed! But 
it is not yet time for God to complete his plans of a new heaven 
and new earth. So Jesus spends forty days teaching his disciples 
about the kingdom of God and preparing them for their coming 
mission (Acts 1:1–11). But they must wait in Jerusalem until 
God sends the Holy Spirit to empower them for that mission. 
Jesus then ascends into heaven to sit at the right hand of the 
Father, awaiting the day when he will return for his people.
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Church

Less than two weeks later—​on the day of Pentecost—​it hap-
pens: God pours out the Holy Spirit on the disciples (Acts 2:1–
41). Peter preaches the good news about Jesus to the thousands 
of Jews gathered in Jerusalem from all across the Mediterra-
nean world. In response three thousand people turn from their 
sin, trust in Jesus to have their sins forgiven, and are baptized. 
These new followers of Jesus form a new community, sharing a 
common life that shows they are the true people of God.

From these humble origins the church starts to spread. Be-
ginning in Jerusalem the gospel expands throughout the Medi-
terranean world, led especially by the efforts of the apostle Paul 
(Acts 3–28). Through their self-sacrificial love and bold witness 
for Jesus, fledgling communities of faith become outposts of 
God’s kingdom invading this fallen world.

And this is where we as the church find ourselves today. 
Jesus dwells in his people through the Holy Spirit to transform 
us and spread his kingdom to the ends of the earth. We are 
called to make disciples by sharing the good news of what Jesus 
has done and teaching people to obey what he has commanded 
(Matt. 28:18–20). Because we are joined to Christ by faith, we 
are “a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people 
for his own possession,” called to “proclaim the excellencies of 
him who called you out of darkness into his marvelous light” 
(1 Pet. 2:9).

We live out this mission as “sojourners and exiles” in this 
world, called to live in a way that will cause even unbelievers 
to glorify God (1 Pet. 2:11–12). We pursue lives of purity and 
holiness in anticipation of Christ’s return (1 John 3:1–3). Even 
in the midst of our suffering, the Spirit empowers us to set our 
hope on the day when God will transform all creation for his 
glory and our good (Rom. 8:19–25).
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Consummation

When the time finally comes for God to consummate all that he 
has promised, it will take our breath away. Christ will return in 
glory. God will usher in a new heaven and a new earth, where 
God will dwell with his people:

And I heard a loud voice from the throne saying, “Behold, 
the dwelling place of God is with man. He will dwell with 
them, and they will be his people, and God himself will be 
with them as their God. He will wipe away every tear from 
their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither shall there 
be mourning, nor crying, nor pain anymore, for the former 
things have passed away.” (Rev. 21:3–4)

Then the angel showed me the river of the water of life, 
bright as crystal, flowing from the throne of God and of the 
Lamb through the middle of the street of the city; also, on 
either side of the river, the tree of life with its twelve kinds 
of fruit, yielding its fruit each month. The leaves of the tree 
were for the healing of the nations. No longer will there be 
anything accursed, but the throne of God and of the Lamb 
will be in it, and his servants will worship him. They will 
see his face, and his name will be on their foreheads. And 
night will be no more. They will need no light of lamp or 
sun, for the Lord God will be their light, and they will reign 
forever and ever. (Rev. 22:1–5)

Transformed creation. God dwelling with his people. The curse 
lifted. Sins forgiven. God’s people serving him and worship-
ing him unhindered. God’s glory filling the earth. Redeemed 
humanity reigning over creation forever and ever. This is our 
destiny as followers of Jesus.

•   •   •
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That, in a nutshell, is the true story of the world. This reality 
should transform the way we think, what we desire, and what 
we do. It should shape how we relate to God and how we relate 
to others. Every aspect of our lives, including how we read and 
apply the Bible, must be governed by this grand story stretching 
from Genesis to Revelation.

But a story this grand, this sweeping, this all-encompassing, 
can seem so big that it overwhelms us. We can find ourselves 
asking how this story affects our lives, what our role in the true 
story of the world is, and how the Bible fits into this picture. So 
that is what we need to explore in our next chapter.




