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Making Biblical Bookcharts 

Our Basic Charting Methodology 
 

 

1.  Read for the BIG PICTURE of your biblical book or passage. 

 You are now reading through the entire biblical book you are studying at a brisk pace in 
one sitting.   

This is likely a very different kind of reading for most folks.  It is a style of reading that you will need to 
learn if you have been taught primarily analytical interpretation.  This is now adding the set of skills that 
we call synthetic interpretation.  We are now interested in the bird’s–eye view, rather than the worm’s-
eye view of the biblical text.   
 

Your goal in reading is to get the big idea of the flow of the argument.   
So, don’t get bogged down in a lot of the details or in various kinds of issues and questions at this point.  
Additionally, you will need to use a translation of the Bible that is a bit kinder and gentler for this kind of 
panoramic reading.  In other words, you need to use a dynamic equivalent translation like the NIV or 
perhaps like the ESV. 
 

In particular, your goal is to see the interrelation of the parts as you understand the whole 
of the biblical book/particular passage as you see the argument of the book/section unfold.   
We are creating a learning tool that has a visual element to it.  This is a foundational uniqueness of 
bookcharts that must be kept in mind when creating the chart.  We want to take full advantage of the 
eye-gate and add this panoramic dimension to the learning process. 
 

So much of the meaning of any text is in the relationship of the parts of the text to one 
another.   
Again, sadly this is generally not an interpretive skill that we have developed in our study of God’s Word 
with God’s people.  We spend most of our time breaking up a biblical book into parts, rather than seeing 
the whole of its argument.  We’re worm-oriented, not bird-oriented.   
(Perhaps this helps contribute to the destructive “I’m a worm-theology” of the Church!) 
 

Your goal in reading is now becomes your goal in writing:  to state the purpose of the 
biblical book or section of the biblical book. 
At the end of each reading, write down a purpose statement for the biblical book or section of a book.  
This is a statement that begins with the word “to”, e.g., “to correct a rebellious church…” 
Now repeat this and read through the book/section again in one sitting (perhaps from a different 
translation) and seek to improve upon your purpose statement with each reading.  Repeat this process as 
many times as you can, depending on the length of the book.   
 

Most biblical students are far too general in their purpose statements when they are first 
starting to make biblical bookcharts.   

The goal is to be as specific as the biblical text is! 
Don’t principlize the text at this point as if you were writing a sermon or biblical talk! 
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Don’t primarily use the language of the audience you want to teach; rather, keep the language of your 
purpose statement in the language of the biblical text. 
An exhortation to those with the grace-gift of exhortation:  The goal is not to make applications at this 
point!  This comes later in the process.  Your goal at this point is to understand the biblical text in a 
synthetic manner so that you can later make cogent applications.  Don’t rush the process!  I know your 
passion because I’m married to an exhorter! 
 

Examples of Purpose Statements 

By Walt Russell 

The Purpose of 1 Samuel:  to record the ending of the theocracy and the founding of the monarchy in 
Israel when God’s people reject Yahweh as King and He uses Israel’s last judge and first prophet, 
Samuel, to anoint the unfaithful King Saul and later the theocratic King David, from whose permanent 
dynasty the Messiah would come. 

The Purpose of Psalm 8:  to praise the majesty of God and His name in all the earth through His 
displaying of His splendor in very unexpected ways by using the praise of Him by small, young children 
as a bulwark against His enemies and by crowning seemingly small, insignificant humankind with the 
glory and majesty of ruling over God’s creation. 

The Purpose of Hosea:  to show Israel’s unfaithfulness to Yahweh and the Mosaic Covenant by 
illustrating Gomer’s unfaithfulness to Hosea and by a legal exposition of Yahweh’s lawsuit against 
unfaithful Israel and her resulting judgment, yet Yahweh’s unceasing loyal love and future restoration of 
Israel. 

The Purpose of Matthew:  to prove to Jews that Jesus is the Messiah and to explain that the present 
form of His kingdom until He returns is the unexpected harvest form of making disciples of all the 
peoples. 

The Purpose of Mark:  to encourage suffering Roman readers to follow Jesus as the Messiah of all 
peoples, uniquely authorized to proclaim the good news of God’s kingdom and uniquely authenticated 
by His authority over sin, disease, and the spirit-world, who serves humanity humbly, especially through 
His atoning death. 

The Purpose of Luke-Acts:  to provide certainty that God’s eternal purpose is to create a people by 
seeking and saving persons universally through faith in Jesus Christ without Judaistic attachments so 
that God’s people will respond in humble, Spirit-empowered obedience to the Son’s directing of this 
universal mission—even though it may lead to suffering. 

The Purpose of John:  to persuade Jews and Gentiles of the heavenly origin and nature of Jesus the 
Messiah and His message (through signs) which demand a personal commitment to Him (believe) which 
gives eternal life and commissions those who obey Him to proclaim Him and His message to the world 
(life). 

The Purpose of Ephesians:  to instruct and exhort the church, the Body of Christ formed by redeemed 
Jews and Gentiles, to function in a manner worthy of her divine calling and to stand firm against the 
strategies of Satan. 

The Purpose of Revelation:  to encourage the church to overcome in difficult times by revealing God’s 
ultimate triumph over Satan in the establishing of Christ’s kingdom and the new heavens and the new 
earth. 
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2.  Determine the main contours of the skeleton 

or the structure of the biblical book. 

 

From your multiple readings of the biblical book, you should have developed some sense of the 

basic structure of this book and the flow of the argument.  Now is the time to express this 
structure in your own words.  You’ll want to answer these questions in the process: 

The question you are seeking to answer is this: “How did the biblical author  
(and the Holy Spirit) develop the purpose I determined in #1 above?” 

In other words, how is the purpose statement developed and validated? 

How did the author/Author make their case and prove their point? 

How did they structure their argument? 

How do the various parts of the book relate to one another in developing this big idea? 
 

These are some of the suggestions for making charts suggested by Robert Traina:1 
1. Keep the charts inductive.  Do not force your idea or someone else’s on the text.  Develop your 
own observations rather than running to a commentary or other reference source. 

2. Reflect the structural relations within the biblical units and the materials that express these 
relations (e.g., geography, biography, development of the point, etc.): 

1. Comparison     13. Instrumentation 
2. Contrast     14. Explanation/Analysis 
3. Repetition     15. Preparation/Introduction 
4. Continuity     16. Summarization 
5. Continuation     17. Interrogation 
6. Climax     18. Harmony 
7. Cruciality     19. Proportion 
8. Interchange     20. Illustration 
9. Particularization    21. Bracketing/Inclusio 
10. Generalization    22. Announcement of Subject 
11. Causation     23. Hook Words 
12. Substantiation    24. Chiamus 

3. Charts should contain only the major points of the argument and these should be denoted by 
darker print, underlining, boxing, encircling, etc. 

4. The charts should explain and develop the development of the purpose statement in obvious 
ways and by using much of the same language. 

5. Charts should be continuous and not chopped up into disconnected pieces. 

6. They should be self-explanatory and obvious as to the flow of the argument. 

7. Sections of charts should be proportionate as to the amount of material they represent. 

8. Your chart should follow the chronological order of the text and not rearrange it! 

9. Biblical structures vary; some are linear; some are parallel, some are cyclical; some alternate, etc. 

                                                      
1
 Robert A. Traina, “Appendix A—Charts” in Methodical Bible Study (Wilmore, KY: Asbury Theological Seminary, 

1952) 236-238. 
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3.  Decide how you want to chart the structure of the book, 

either vertically, horizontally, or otherwise. 

 

 If you decide to create a horizontal chart, you are creating a more visually powerful tool.  It 
is more readily obvious as to the flow of the argument.  However, you generally have less room 
for development of each section with additional descriptive phrases.  Nevertheless, you are 
willing to trade off a bit more development with words for the more visual display of the 
argument of the biblical book/passage. 
 
See the example of a horizontal chart with this bookchart of 2 John: 

 
Note that horizontal charts also lend to comparison of sections of biblical passages to one 
another if there is a repeating pattern.  See the chart on the 7 Churches of Asia below: 
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 If you decide to create a vertical chart, you can generally get more description on your 
chart.  Vertical charts tend to be more word-oriented than visually-oriented.  In some cases this 
is very helpful when you want to develop your description of the structure of different sections.  
You do not want to lose the visual element, but you will generally limit it a bit by doing the 
vertical chart and adding more words to it. 
 
 Remember, the goal of either style of chart is to show the interrelation of the parts to the 
whole of the book as the argument of the book unfolds.  This means that using visual markers 
will help a vertical chart since it is more word-oriented and is less of a visual resource by design. 
 
 See the vertical chart of Hebrews below: 
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Note also these types of bookcharts from Traina:2 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

                                                      
2
 Robert A. Traina, “Appendix A—Charts” in Methodical Bible Study (Wilmore, KY: Asbury Theological Seminary, 

1952) pages 239 and 243, respectively. 
 


