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ENRICHMENTS TO INDUCTIVE BIBLE STUDY 
Principles for Bible Study Teachers 
 

Inductive Bible study simply means from the Bible out – starting with the biblical text, approaching it 

with humility and with as few preconceptions as possible, and working out from the words of the text to 

interpretations, meanings, and applications. This is the opposite of starting with a pre-conceived idea or 

meaning and working that back into the text. There are many methods and styles of doing inductive 

study. No method is sacred. All are human-made and must be re-examined and adjusted periodically. 
 

The following list of statements should benefit all who teach Bible study, no matter what particular 

inductive method they use. These principles are timeless, deriving from the Word itself. The list is not 

exhaustive and assumes commitment to foundational values, such as careful study of the text, prayerful 

dependence on the Holy Spirit and a belief in the authority of the Bible. 

 

1. THE PASSION OF THE TEACHER FOR JESUS AND HIS WORD IS ESSENTIAL. 

A crucial element in any Bible study or Bible study training is the passion of the teacher. A 

teacher can be trained well and teach a Bible study or Bible study method that is technically 

correct. But, the impact of a study is heightened when the teacher has passion for the Word of 

God and for Jesus, as well as a passion to see others grow in love for the Word. The enthusiasm 

of the teacher plays a significant role in the quality a group’s experience in Bible study. 

 

2. WE SEEK BOTH THE TRUTH OF THE PASSAGE AND TO EXPERIENCE JESUS IN HIS WORD. 

An important purpose of inductive Bible study is to discover the truth of a passage and apply 

that truth to life. But an equal purpose must be to experience Jesus in His Word and be changed 

by him. One without the other is out of balance. Seeking both doctrinal truth and an experience 

of the transforming presence and power of Jesus in His Word are the expectations with which 

participants and teachers should enter the study. Actually, these are not separate since truth in 

the Bible is encapsulated in a Person, Jesus Himself (John 14:6). So experiencing Jesus in His 

Word is discovering truth. 

 

3. WE ARE DEALING WITH A LIVING WORD, NOT A DEAD LETTER. GOD’S WORD, AS GOD 

HIMSELF, OFTEN OFFERS SURPRISES AND CHALLENGES OUR TRADITIONAL CULTURAL 

ASSUMPTIONS. 

The Word of God is alive, not a dead letter from which laws are derived. God is a God of 

surprises. When believers approach Bible study they are encountering a living word, not 

dispassionately analyzing dead documents. God’s Word sometimes contains surprising 

paradoxes. An important part of inductive study, and narrative reading, is noticing unexpected 

twists in the text and deeply pondering their meaning. Similarly, believers who study the Bible 

inductively need to be open to the fact that the living Word challenges long-held cultural 

assumptions.  The Pharisees of Jesus' time were locked into an interpretation of the Old 

Testament, which led them to a certain view of Messiah when He stood right in front of them. It 

took most students of the Bible nineteen centuries to hear what God’s Word really said about 



 
 

Based on “Enhancements to Inductive Bible Study” by the InterVarsity Christian Fellowship National Bible Study Task 
Force, April 1999, Bob Grahmann, chairperson. Previous revisions by Bob Grahmann, Lindsay Olesberg, and Fred Bailey.   

2 

God’s abhorrence of slavery. Students of God's living Word need to be open to the fact that the 

Word challenges our cultural assumptions in surprising ways. 

 

4. ENTERING THE TEXT WITH EMOTIONS, OR “RE-LIVING” IT, IS AN IMPORTANT METHOD OF 

OBSERVATION. 

The basic method of observation of a text taught today within evangelicalism is to observe the 

facts by finding the who, what, when, where, and how in a passage; and by finding laws of 

composition in a passage such as repetition, contrast, and similarity. But there is another valid 

observational method that needs a stronger emphasis, too: the observational method of re-

living the story of the text, entering the story emotionally as well as analytically, by identifying 

with the characters. 

 

5. THERE MUST BE A BALANCE BETWEEN THE INTELLECTUAL/ANALYTICAL AND THE 

EXPERIENTIAL/CONTEMPLATIVE IN BIBLE STUDY. 

Church history reveals that the Bible is most powerfully studied when there is a balance of the 

analytical and the experiential, as in the approach of Jesus and Paul, the approach of the 

Reformers, and in the Wesleyan revivals. There are imbalances of either purely intellectual or 

purely emotional approaches to Scripture among different groups today, both of which are 

spiritually dangerous. Where contemporary inductive Bible study tends to lean too much toward 

the analytical/scientific side of Bible study, a strong experiential component must be added as a 

balance without losing the solid observation and analysis that has characterized inductive Bible 

study, and vice versa. 

 

6. FORMING GOOD QUESTIONS ABOUT THE TEXT IS A KEY TO INTERPRETATION. 

The heart of good inductive Bible study should be the forming of good questions about the text. 

Such questions will probe the depths of the text and uncover layers of meaning which may not 

appear on the surface. 

 

7. STUDYING IN COMMUNITY IS VITAL. 

Although it is important for individuals to know how to study the Scriptures and be independent 

students of Scripture, Bible study is best done in community. The more diverse the community 

of believers studying the Bible, the richer the study will be because they will see more in the 

text. Studying in community is also a hedge against false or bizarre individualistic 

interpretations. Community also helps challenge false worldviews or personal assumptions, as 

well as providing necessary support and accountability for applying what is learned. 

 

8. TEACHERS NEED ALSO TO BE LEARNERS AND TO SEE THE LEARNERS AS TEACHERS. 

Contemporary educational theory stresses empowering learners rather than just feeding them 

information from up front. In studying the Scriptures in community, it is important that teachers 

see themselves as teacher/learners and see the participants as learner/teachers. This is in line 

with Jesus' view of teachers in Matt. 23:8, 10-12.  Inductive Bible study needs to be taught as a 
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dialog, respecting the learners, learning from them, and empowering the learners to be able to 

search the Scriptures on their own. 

 

9. THE EXPERIENCE OF THE READER NEEDS TO BE WOVEN INTO THE STUDY. 

The experience of the reader, which the reader brings to the text, is important to acknowledge 

early on in the study and weave into the study. In good inductive Bible study, the story in the 

text engages and transforms the story of the reader. This is aided by weaving the reader’s 

experience into the discovery of the story in the text. 

 

10. THE NARRATIVE NATURE OF SCRIPTURE NEEDS TO BE EMPHASIZED. 

Not only are there straightforward narratives in the Bible, such as the Gospels, Acts, and the Old 

Testament historical books, but the whole sweep of Biblical history is a narrative; it is the Story 

of God's redemptive history. Even Bible books that are discourse in nature, such as the epistles 

to the Romans or Ephesians, contain strong narrative elements. The narrative nature of 

Scripture (both the whole biblical story and individual books) must be taken into account as we 

approach Bible study. 

 

11. INDUCTIVE BIBLE STUDY HELPS US FIND MAIN POINTS, BUT THEY NEED TO BE HELD WITH 

HUMILITY AND OPENNESS TO FURTHER LIGHT BY ONGOING STUDY GUIDED BY GOD’S SPIRIT 

AND GOD’S PEOPLE. 

In stark contrast to the conclusions of Post-modernism that there is no intrinsic meaning in a 

text and that the intent of the author is irrelevant, John 1 and other passages show that there is 

meaning in the Word and that the intent of an author of a text is important to discover. 

Passages have main truths that run through them, and the tools of inductive study are the best 

way to come near to the main point of a passage.  
 

However, those who study the Bible inductively need to hold these main points with a certain 

humility. All people are blinded by their own culture, by their personal experiences, and by the 

limits of their personal experiences as they approach a text, and no one can approach a text 

completely objectively and see all that is there. All our individual interpretations and 

applications are subjective in some sense and need to be open to correction. This should inspire 

students of the Bible to even deeper study, asking more questions of the text so that God’s 

whole truth in the passage can be ever more fully grasped. This is also an important reason to 

study in community as well as individually. 

 

12. BIBLE STUDY IS AN ART AND NEEDS TO ENGAGE OUR CREATIVE AND SENSING SIDE. 

The study of a text is an art as well as a science. Creative ways need to be developed to engage 

more of the senses in the study of the Bible, and to take into account different learning styles. 

Aesthetics and the arts such as drama, video, and other media should be creatively employed, 

especially in teaching the method of inductive Bible study. 
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13. INDUCTIVE BIBLE STUDY IS ABOUT DISCOVERY. 

The strength of inductive Bible study is that it helps studiers discover the meaning of the text 

and apply it for themselves and not depend passively on teachers and preachers. Meanings arise 

from the text rather than being forced onto the text. Yet there is a tendency on the part of 

teachers to become more and more deductive the more experienced they get. There is a 

temptation to tell the studiers what the passage means, or manipulatively lead them to discover 

the teacher's conclusions, or to spend too much time applying the study in the area that the 

teacher was moved by when preparing the passage. The teacher is a facilitator of discovery and 

the conclusions of the group are sometimes different from those the teacher had discovered on 

his or her own. To be true to inductive Bible study, the teacher must exercise self-control and 

confidence in the power of the Word, letting the Bible speak for itself.      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


