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1. Introduction 
We have already seen that one of the best tools to understanding the 

Biblical text (especially if you can’t access its original languages) is the 

variety of English translations available to us. Today we want to build on 

that and look at other resources.  

 

2. Key resources 

a) Cross-references and footnotes 
Cross-references (directing you to some of the key passage where the 

same word or idea is found) and footnotes (giving alternatives in 

translation or the wording of other ancient manuscripts) are found in 

many Bibles and translations.  

Don’t miss this most obvious of tools! 

 

b) Study Bibles 
Key examples: 

 The NIV Zondervan Study Bible (2015 ed)  

 The ESV Study Bible (Crossway)  

 The Archaeological Study Bible (Zondervan) 

These contain notes linked to specific verses or passages giving 

background or common interpretations. 

 

Some are purely informative, others contain more exhortation or 

explanation from the authors (like a commentary, see below). 

c) Concordances  
Concordances list words in alphabetical order and list verses that contain 

those words, so you can (i) find verses you can’t locate or (ii) find other 

verses that say the same thing, address the same theme. 

Some are ‘selective’ (do not include every possible word, or in some cases 

so not include every reference containing a listed word) and some are 

‘exhaustive’ (for each word, EVERY reference containing it is included – in 

some cases every word used in the Bible is included, but not always) 

 

The best type of concordance is one that takes into account the Hebrew 

and Greek words – e.g. 

 

 The NIV Exhaustive Concordance 

 

 The Strongest NIV Exhaustive Concordance 

(each word in the original languages has a number, but these are 

NOT the same as the more well known ‘Strong’s numbers’ – 

however they can be used to look up words in linked dictionaries) 

 

The goal is to find out what the Hebrew or Greek word behind the English 

word is and in what other kind of contexts it is used.  

 

It will also help us understand why different versions have translated the 

word differently. 
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DEMONSTRATION:  1 Pet 2:24 

 

NIV: ‘He himself bore our sins’ in his body on the cross, so that we might die to 

sins and live for righteousness; ‘by his wounds you have been healed.’ 

 

ESV: He himself bore our sins in his body on the tree, that we might die to sin and 

live to righteousness. By his wounds you have been healed. 

 

How can we answer these questions? 

 Is there a word of interest? 

 

 

 What is the original word? 

 

 

 Where else does it occur? 

 

 

 

 Is it unusual? 

 

 

 

 Is its use significant? 

 

 

 

 

d) Dictionaries  
There are many different kinds of dictionaries – and not all will have entries 

for everything!  

There are two broad types –  

(1) Those that help us explore the meaning of particular words or ideas  

(2) Those that help us explore the background of the time (history, religion, 

culture, politics). 

 

Here are some examples, listed in increasing level of depth: 

 

 Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament 

Words  

o This is keyed to Strong’s reference numbers 

o Under each English word listed, it gives you the key Hebrew and 

Greek words for that word, some of the passages where it is 

used and its range of meanings. 

o Other expository dictionaries are also available, including online  

 

 

 The Dictionary of Biblical Imagery (IVP) 

o ‘An exploration of the images, symbols, motifs, metaphors, 

figures of speech and literary patterns of the Bible’ 

o Great for helping understand the background to ideas and 

practices 

 

 

 IVP New Bible Dictionary  
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 Dictionary of the Old Testament (several volumes) and 

 Dictionary of the New Testament (several volumes) by IVP 

o Getting more serious and in depth. For a complete picture of 

something you will sometimes need to look across several 

volumes.(e.g. on ‘the cross’ you would need to look at the 

volume on the gospels and Paul) 

 

 

 The New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and 

Exegesis (several volumes) 

 

 New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology and 

Exegesis (several volumes)  

o Now we’re in the league of major players!  

 

e) Other reference books 
 The One-Stop-Bible Guide, Mike Beaumont 

 The One-Stop Bible Atlas, Nick Page 

 The New Lion Bible Encyclopedia, Mike Beaumont 

 The Lion Atlas of Bible History, Paul Lawrence 

 

Commentaries 
Generally speaking, avoid one-volume Bible commentaries - they will simply 

tell you what you already know! One of the best is -  

 NIV Bible Handbook, Alister McGrath  

 

Indispensable for information on the background to the text -  

 The IVP Bible Background Commentary (OT) 

 The IVP Bible Background Commentary (NT) 

 

 

Series that are worth looking at (though individual volumes will be better 

than others – if possible, flip through a copy before buying and see if it’s 

what you’re looking for)  

 

Foundational (based on the English text)  

 The Bible Speaks Today series (IVP) 

 New International Biblical Commentary (Paternoster Press) 

 

 

 

Deeper (based on the Hebrew and Greek texts) 

 New International Commentary on the [Old Testament/New 

Testament] (Hebrew and Greek words transliterated) 

 Word Biblical Commentary (Hebrew and Greek words used) 

 

 

 

Check at least 2 or 3 commentaries before following a particular line!  
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Systematic Theologies  
What is ‘systematic theology’? 

 

 

What are the strengths and weaknesses of this? 

 

 

 

 

Recommended books:  

 Systematic Theology, Wayne Grudem  

 New Testament Theology, Donald Guthrie 

 Foundations of the Christian Faith, James Montgomery Boice 

 

 

f) Websites 
 Background and photos: 

http://biblelandpictures.com/ (photos by Zev Radovan)  

http://www.bibleplaces.com/index.htm (photos with comment) 

http://www.bible-history.com/jerusalem/index.html (photos and comment) 

http://holylandphotos.org/ 

http://freestockphotos.com/index.html 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Bibles & Bible study 

https://www.biblegateway.com  (various translations with search facility)  

https://www.blueletterbible.org 

http://www.esvbible.org/ 

http://www.biblehub.com 

http://www.biblewebapp.com  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Dictionaries: 

http://www.internationalstandardbible.com/   

    (good, but dates from 1939, so take care) 

http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/ 

 

  

 

  

http://biblelandpictures.com/
http://www.bibleplaces.com/index.htm
http://www.bible-history.com/jerusalem/index.html
http://holylandphotos.org/
http://freestockphotos.com/index.html
http://www.esvbible.org/
http://www.internationalstandardbible.com/
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/directory.jsp?letter=a
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3. Pitfalls to beware of 
 

Digging deep to find the cultural or OT background is exciting and can bring 

real revelation – but it can also lead you down blind alleys if you aren’t 

careful!  So we need to beware of ‘exegetical fallacies’ 

 

Recommended book: Exegetical Fallacies – D.A. Carson 

1. The root fallacy  
I.e. presupposing that every word has a meaning bound up of its 

components or roots. E.g. buttercup… 

 

2. Anachronisms 
Either by reading back today’s meaning into a word – e.g. - Dynamis 

(power) – does this have any link with dynamite (in the first century!)? 

Dynamite blows things up not mends them! 

 

Or by reading back from the NT word to when the word had an earlier and 

previous meaning but which was no longer in use then 

E.g. hyperētes (servant ) 1 Cor 4 – hyperētēs meant a rower – but in 8th 

century BC! 

Kephalē = head or source? The only example of its use (in the singular) as 

‘source’ dates from 5th century BC! 

 

3. Sharing too much! 
It is great to use these tools and you will find lots of fascinating facts but 

your sermon needs to be what God wants to say through YOU, on THIS 

occasion.  Long quotes from multiple commentaries will not make a good 

sermon! 

 

 

 

 

4. WHEN to use which tools 
 

Another potential pitfall is to use certain tools at the wrong time and end 

up missing what God wants to say. 

 

A suggested order (not universal, but a good guide): 

 TEXT 

 TRANSLATIONS 

 CONCORDENCES 

 DICTIONARIES 

 COMMENTARIES  

 


