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Introduction: The ultimate goal of every Christian is to be conformed to the image and likeness of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ (Romans 8: 29). Sanctification is just another term for this process of being transformed into the likeness of Jesus Christ. Jesus Christ prayed to the Father and asked that He should sanctify His Disciples in the Truth, which is His Word (John 17: 17). 

Jesus Himself taught that people are set free by the knowledge of the truth of the Scriptures (John 8: 31-33). So we understand that we are both set free and sanctified by the truth of the Scriptures/God’s word. 
This means that we should make mastering the Scriptures (or simply the systematic Bible intake)
 one of the top priorities in our lives and as we do this with sanctification as the end product, we will let the Scriptures master us. That is why we are asked to let the word dwell in us richly (Col. 3: 16) and without the word dwelling in us richly we cannot see the transforming power of God’s word. Jesus affirmed that the Jews studied or searched the Scriptures diligently and then pointed out that they did not let the Scriptures master them, because they missed the truth about Him that the Scriptures were testifying to (John 5: 31-40). It is quite possible that we too can focus on mastering the Scriptures and fail to let the Scriptures master us – determine how we live and conduct ourselves in every area of our lives. So it is my prayer that as a result of this study you will be motivated, challenged, and inspired not only to go forward in mastering the Scriptures but also in letting the Scriptures master us.
 
Five Ways of taking the Word in: We are focusing on the Spiritual Discipline of Systematic Bible Intake, because this is the most important of all the Spiritual Disciplines
 without which there is no possibility of sanctification. Systematic Bible Intake can be done in five ways (and the Bible itself has some teaching on these):
1. Hearing the Word of God,

2. Reading the Word of God,

3. Studying the Word of God,

4. Memorizing the Word of God, and 

5. Meditating the Word of God

Research has revealed that if we merely hear the Word spoken to us in a Church or some other context, we retain only about 5-10%. If we read it carefully, we retain a little more, probably 10-30 percent, depending upon our reading comprehension. If we really study the Word, we retain much of it, possibly up to 50-60%. If we memorize the Word, we retain 100%. But if we meditate upon the Word, it will become a part of us and will penetrate into the various aspects of our being, and will bring about transformation. These five ways are interconnected and there is a progression from one to the other. This means that we should work on all the five and we will now focus on them one after another.
Hearing the Word of God: The importance of hearing the Word of God is clearly emphasized in Romans 10: 17. Jesus preached the importance of hearing God’s Word in His familiar parable of the Sower and the Seed. In Luke 11: 28 we find the teaching of Jesus that those who hear the Word of God and obey it are blessed. The specific clause “hear the Word of the Lord” occurs 32 times in the NIV and 28 times in the NASB. Jesus often said, “He who has ears to hear, let him hear,” and he did this to shake the people out of their faulty attitude towards hearing and to cause them to hear with the intention of obeying. What would He do/say, if He were with us and among us now? The great Jewish expression, “Shema Israel Adonai Elohinu” (Deut. 6: 4), is an invitation to hear carefully.  

The Thessalonians heard the word that Paul preached and they accepted it not as word from man, but as word from God (1 Thess. 2: 13). Hearing God’s Word is not merely a passive listening (it demands attention of the mind and intention of the will) but a discipline to be cultivated to attune our ears to the words and voice of God. This demands spiritual preparation and active participation on the part of the listener. Hearing the Word of God is repeatedly emphasized in the Bible. For example, the words “today, if you hear his voice,” are found three times in Hebrews and once in the OT (Heb. 3: 7, 15; 4: 7; Ps. 95: 7) and seven times, once in each of the letters to the seven churches in Revelation 2 and 3 we read “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” 

We can hear the Word of God in more ways now in our generation than ever before because of the technology that is available to us – audio CDs, audio devices in homes and cars, IPods, etc., and also because of radio and television. All these are in addition to the hearing of God’s Word in our local Churches and are not to be taken as substitutes. May God help us to have the attitude of the boy Samuel who said, “Speak, Lord; for your servant hears” (1 Sam. 3: 10) in our lives, each day.
Reading the Word of God: The Scribes and Pharisees were great readers of the law. They studied the sacred books continually, poring over each word and letter and noting down many statistical details. However, they were limited to the letter of Scriptures, and totally neglected the Spirit of the Scriptures and so they lacked terribly in their obedience to the Word of God. We the Christians, go to another extreme, and emphasize the Spirit in some ways knowing that the Spirit of God is in us, and neglect the letter of the Scriptures. 

The Barna Research group found out that only 18% of the born again Christians in America read their Bibles daily. I do not know what the statistical reality would be if such a research were done among the Christians in our State and the students and graduates of UESI-AP and among all the believers in India.
 Jesus often questioned people about their understanding of the Scriptures. For example, He often asked people, “Have you not read . . .?” Revelation 1: 3 says, “Blessed is the one who reads the words of this prophecy, and blessed are those who hear it and take to heart what is written in it, because the time is near.” Christianity Today, through Gallop Poll, found out that ‘no factor is more influential in shaping a person’s moral and social behaviour than the regular reading of the Bible’. Of course, we have to say that it is the regular reading of the Scriptures with serious and meticulous application of the truth to our lives (this is what ‘taking to heart what is written in it’ means). 
Can we survive physically or how long can we survive without eating physical food? How long can we live comfortably without taking bath? How often do we miss our meals? Now apply the same reasoning and ask yourself the same kind of questions in the spiritual realm. Can we survive spiritually without eating spiritual food? How long can we live comfortably without taking spiritual bath (or spiritual cleansing)? How often do we miss our spiritual meals (reading of the Scriptures, studying, meditation upon them, etc.)? You might be thinking that this is all basic. Yes, we have to be ‘back to the basics’. Otherwise, we will grow weak and be lost. 
Let me conclude this part with the story of a man, which hopefully will rekindle the passion for the reading of God’s word in us. This is from the book The Wonder of the Word of God written by Evangelist Robert L. Summer. This man in Kansas City was severely injured in an explosion. His face was badly disfigured, and he lost his eyesight and both his hands. He had just become a Christian when the accident happened, and one of his greatest disappointments was that he could no longer read the Bible. Then he heard about a lady in England who read Braille with her lips. Hoping to do the same, he sent for some books of the Bible in Braille. But he discovered that the nerve endings in his lips had been too badly damaged to distinguish the characters. One day, as he brought one of the Braille pages to his lips, his tongue happened to touch a few of the raised characters and he could feel them. Like a flash he thought, “I can read the Bible using my tongue.” At the time Robert Summer wrote his book (many years ago), the man had read through the entire Bible four times. If he could do that, can we/you discipline ourselves/yourself to read the Bible more systematically and consistently?
 What shall we then do?
Some Practical Suggestions: Fix a time, find a Bible-reading plan, and aim to read through the whole Bible at least once a year or once in two years. Also identify at least one word, phrase, or verse to meditate on each time/day you read the Bible. 
Studying the Word of God: Morgan Derham, former director of Scripture Union wrote: ‘Bible Study is one of the most frequently praised and most consistently neglected activities in the Christian community today’. R. C. Sproul says that we do not study the Scriptures as much as we should, not because of lack of intelligence or passion, but because of our laziness and underlines that it is hard work.
 Reading gives us breadth, but study gives us depth. Reading gives us a panoramic view, whereas study gives us a microscopic view of the Scriptures.

We find in the Bible that Ezra (Ezra 7: 10), the Church at Berea (Acts 17: 11) and Paul (2 Tim. 4: 13) are good examples of those that studied the Scriptures. Following these examples, we should also study the Bible. Anyone who desires to study the Bible should have some basic tools
 and know some basic rules of biblical interpretation (hermeneutics). The purpose of hermeneutics is to provide the student of the Scriptures with basic guidelines and rules for “rightly dividing the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2: 15). Hank Hanegraf presents some basic rules of interpretation using the acronym LIGHTS that will bring light as we study the Word of God: Literal Interpretation, Illumination by the Holy Spirit, Grammatical Principles, Historical Context, Teaching Ministry, Scriptural Harmony. 

Literal Interpretation: This means that we are to interpret the Word of God just as we interpret other forms of communication – in its most obvious and literal sense. Most often, the biblical authors employed literal statements to communicate their ideas (such as when the apostle Paul said of Jesus, “By Him all things were created, both in the heavens and on earth” – Col. 1: 16). And where the biblical writers express their ideas in literal statements, the interpreter must take those statements in a literal sense. In this way, the interpreter will grasp the intended meaning of the writer, rather than coming up with his or her own meaning. 

Of course, this is not to deny that Scripture employs figures of speech. Indeed, the biblical writers often used figurative language to communicate truth in a graphic way. And, in most cases, the meaning of such language is clear from the context. When Jesus says that He is “the door” (John 10: 7), for example, it is obvious that He is not saying that He is composed of wood and hinges. Rather, He is saying that He is “the way” to salvation. 
Illumination by the Holy Spirit: 1 Corinthians 2: 12 says, “We have not received the spirit of the world but the Spirit who is from God, that we may understand what God has freely given us.” Because the author of the Scriptures – the Holy Spirit (2 Pet. 1: 21) – resides within the children of God (1 Cor. 3: 16), they are in a position to receive God’s illumination (1 Cor. 2: 9-11). And, indeed, the Spirit of truth not only provides insights that permeate the mind, but also provides illumination that can penetrate the heart. 

Grammatical Principles: The Scripture is to be interpreted in accordance with typical rules or grammar - including syntax and style. So it is important for the student of the Scriptures to have a basic understanding of grammatical principles. It is also helpful to have a basic grasp of the Greek and Hebrew languages. If you do not know Greek or Hebrew, however, do not panic. Today there are many easily useable tools to aid you in gaining insights from the original languages of the Bible. Besides commentaries, there are “interlinear” translations that provide the Hebrew and Greek text of the Bible in parallel with the English text. Also, the Strong’s concordance has a number-coding system by which you can look up the Greek or Hebrew word (along with a full definition) behind each word in the English Bible. Moreover, there are dictionaries of Old and New Testament words that are keyed to Strong’s concordance. Tools such as these make it much easier for the lay person to obtain insights on the original Hebrew or Greek of the Bible without being fluent in these languages. 
Historical Context: The Christian faith is historical and evidential (Luke 1: 1-4; Acts 1: 3). The biblical text is best understood when one is familiar with the customs, culture, and historical context of biblical times. Thankfully, there are a host of excellent Bible handbooks and commentaries that aid us in the process of understanding the people and places of the Bible. 
Teaching Ministry: Even though the illumination of the Scriptures comes ultimately through the ministry of the Holy Spirit, God has also provided the Church with uniquely gifted human teachers (Eph. 4: 11). Therefore, as we seek to rightly interpret God’s Word (2 Tim. 2: 15), we would do well to consult those whom God has uniquely gifted as teachers in the Church (Tit. 2: 1-15). Of course, following the example of the Bereans (Acts 17: 11), we should always make sure that what human teachers say is in line with the Scriptures (1 Thess. 5: 21). 
Scriptural Harmony: Individual passages of the Bible must always be in harmony with the Bible as a whole. The biblical interpreter must keep in mind that all of Scripture – though communicated through various human authors – has a single primary Author (God). And, of course, God does not contradict Himself, because He is all knowing. 

Studying the Bible is the noblest of all pursuits that we Christians can engage in, and rightly understanding it is the highest of all goals that we can have. The six principles listed and briefly explained above can help you attain this goal. And as the science of biblical interpretation (hermeneutics) continually LIGHTS your path through the Scriptures, you will find yourself growing in your understanding of Him who is the Light of the world – Jesus Christ (John 8: 12) and in your being conformed to His character. How then should we study the Bible?
 Some Advanced Methods of Studying the Bible: Apart from the simple method of studying the Scriptures that many growing Christians are familiar with (and we follow regularly in our circles), here are some more advanced methods advocated by Merill C. Tenney:
(1) The synthetic method: This method surveys a biblical book as a whole; 

(2) The critical method: This method investigates questions of authorship, destination, 
etc.
(3) The biographical method: This method discovers what can be known of the author 
and of 
the characters mentioned; 

(4) The historical method: It explores the political, cultural, historical and religious 
background of the book; 

(5) The theological method: It studies the main arguments and teaching of the book; 

(6) The rhetorical method: It looks at the author’s ways of expressing his message; 

(7) The topical method: It traces the main and incidental subjects mentioned in the book; 

(8) The analytical method: It analyses the book section by section, attempting to formulate an outline of the whole book; 

(9) The comparative method: It compares the teaching of the book with that of other parts of the Scripture; 

(10) The devotional method: This is the method by which the truths ascertained through the various means already described are integrated and applied to the needs of the individual’.

Memorizing the Word of God: The Psalmist David says, “I have hidden your word in my heart that I might not sin against you” (Ps. 119: 11). Based on this, someone said, “Either the Word will keep you away from sin or sin will keep you away from the Word,” and this underlines that memorizing the Word of God is of critical importance. Yet, many Christians have neglected this spiritual discipline, because this takes time and effort and it is hard work. Jews brought up their children in such a manner that by the time a child completed his education at Beth Sepher the child would have committed all the five books of Moses (the Torah) to memory. There is much teaching in the Bible about this discipline, rather sub-discipline within the discipline of bible intake (Deut. 6: 4-9; 11: 18-21; Ps. 63: 1-8; 119: 9, 11, 72; Matt. 4: 4; Phil. 3: 10; Col. 3: 16; 2 Tim. 3: 16; Heb. 4: 12; James 1: 21-25; 1 Peter 2: 2; 3: 15). Memorization of the Scriptures supplies spiritual power, strengthens our faith, stimulates our meditation, and helps in our witnessing and counselling ministry. It can also be a means of guidance in times of decision making, especially when we have to do so unexpectedly or suddenly. Here is a simple basic plan for those that want to cultivate this discipline:
1. Select a short passage to memorize,
2. Pray over it,
3. Read it,
4. Read the chapter to know its context, 

5. Re-read the passage at least ten times, 

6. Write it out on a small card,
7. Go over your card at least ten times, reading it out loud, and
8. Put it away and in a few hours or a day, pick up the card and re-read it several times. In a few days, you should have it memorized! 

The key to memorization is this: Study! Review! And Persevere! Repetition is the key to retention and thus is the best way to engrave the verses on your mind. You can plan to memorize verses, sections, chapters, and even books of the Bible. 
Meditating on the Word of God: Meditation on the Torah is an ancient Jewish tradition. King David writes about the value of meditation in Psalms. The Jewish people believed that meditation on Scripture involved a direct encounter with God. Their way of meditation was to ponder over the Torah one word at a time until they heard something of the meaning directly from the Lord. Rabbis at the time of Jesus suggested that the shade of a fig tree was a good place to meditate on the Torah and this was what Nathaniel was doing when Jesus called him (John 1: 43-50). It was an amazing experience for him to be meditating on the written Word of God and then to suddenly see or encounter the living Word of God (Jesus Christ). 
Meditation on Scripture is a discipline that draws the human soul into the depths of God’s revelation, renewing the heart and mind in divine wisdom through a direct encounter with the living logos. It is the act of deep thinking on the truths and the spiritual realities of the Scripture for the purpose of understanding, application, and prayer. Unless we meditate, even if we regularly do the first four things (hearing, reading, studying, and memorizing the Word of God), we would still not be blessed in the real sense of being transformed. We might be filled with head knowledge, but we will not experience the transformation of our hearts (heart being the centre of our total being). Meditation on Scripture is a gateway to a reflective encounter with God that transfers the Scriptures from the head into the heart. It is a journey worth undertaking. 
The first Christians adopted Jewish methods of meditating on the Scriptures and developed new methods to interact with the logs of Christ. The first method that was developed by the Christians teachers in Antioch, a hub of Christian faith in the 4th Century was called ‘theoria’. It is essentially a contemplative process where a section of the Scripture would be read slowly and reflectively and then the reader sits in quiet contemplation waiting for God to give insights on the text. The next method that was developed is called ‘Lectio Divina’, which is Latin for ‘divine reading’ and this is well known in the Western World. It has four steps: 
1. Reading/Listening: Set aside what you already know about the text, read/hear it afresh, suspend thinking and analysis that you do in studying the Scriptures, and listen deeply with the ears of your heart. Give special attention to any words or phrases that stand out to you. 

2. Meditation: Focus on the words and phrases that stood out to you while reading, reflect on or ruminate on them like a cow chews the cud, and allow them to interact with your heart, mind, and soul. 

3. Prayer: Listen to the word being read prayerfully and enter into a dialogue with God. Here we ask God to reveal his Word of insight and maybe even forgiveness or healing for you in this meditation.

4. Contemplation: Be still and listen quietly as the passage is read out loud one last time (by the reader). Sit quietly and give the thoughts of your mind and the meditations of your heart to God. Make no other effort. Just be with God. Simply wait to receive the gift He has for you in this moment. 
Meditation on Scripture is a gateway to reflective encounters with God that transform the brain matter of the Bible data into the relational matter of the heart and soul. You can experience authentic and direct encounters with Jesus, just like Nathaniel did under the fig tree. 

Conclusion: This whole study would amount to nothing more than mass wastage of time and resources, if it does not result in some change in us. So we need to take some practical measures to engage in the holy pursuit of taking the Word of God in systematically and consistently and letting it master us. We cannot let the Scriptures master us unless we hear, read, study, memorize, and mediate upon the Bible, the written Word of God. We need to develop and cultivate a deeper love for the Word of God, which is a measure of our love for the Lord of the Word so that we might be transformed into His likeness in our characters to increasing measures as each day, week, month, and year passes by in our lives. 
Activity Suggestions /Questions for Group Discussion: 
1. Read Ezra 7: 10 and then discuss the mission statement of Ezra and methods of Bible intake that he followed. As an evangelical Christian or graduate how much importance do you give to the Spiritual Discipline of Systematic Bible Intake? 
2. With the help of a concordance make a list of Bible references that talk about hearing, reading, studying, memorizing, and meditating upon the Scriptures and reflect on them.
3. Share with each other as to how you plan to balance between the reading (for breadth) and the studying (for depth) of the Scriptures both for personal edification and ministry. 
4. Identify the major problems and hindrances that you face and work out some solutions so that you might do better this year and in the years to come in this area of the Spiritual Discipline of Systematic Bible Intake. 
� This article or paper is based on the talk I gave in a plenary session at the Regional Graduates’ Conference (REGCON) of UESI-AP (Union of Evangelical Students of India – Andhra Pradesh) in Rajahmundry in January 2011. 


� I am not comfortable with the phrase “Mastering the Scriptures,” because I think that no one can master the Scriptures in the short life in this world and so I am using the phrase “Systematic Bible Intake.” This discipline can also be captured by the phrase ‘Pursuit of the Word of God for Transformation’. I would like for us to put the emphasis on ‘letting the Scriptures master us’ in the sense of allowing the Word of God to determine our life-styles, standards, values, priorities, etc. 


� Spiritual Disciplines are spiritual exercises that produce godliness in us or bring about spiritual transformation and Christ-likeness in us (1 Tim. 4: 8). They are many and of different kinds. You can find some introduction to spiritual disciplines in some other articles that you will find on this website (like the series on Holiness). 


� We do not have such research results about Indian Christians and nobody seems to be interested in doing such research, because even if some agency were to take up such a research project, we are not if we would be able to get good results. Why? Because the general level of honesty or integrity seems to be much lower in our context. I do hope this is not true of at least us graduates! 


� “Treasuring God’s Word,” Our Daily Bread, October 5, 1988. This is the original source of this moving story.


� R.C. Sproul, Knowing Scriptures (Downers Grove: InterVarsity Press, 1977), 17.


� Different Versions of the Bible, Some Study Bibles, Concordance, a good Bible Dictionary, some resources on biblical languages, a few good books on hermeneutics, and some Bible Commentaries are examples of tools.


� Merill C. Tenney, Galatians: The Charter of Christian Liberty (Pickering & Inglis, 1950). You can study these methods more elaborately and start employing them in your personal study of the Bible.








Note: You many use this in your study and teaching with the permission of the author (santhi_shalom@yahoo.com) and it is good to acknowledge the source
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