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READING LESSON 1: LET’S TALK ABOUT READING 

Since my overall goal for this course is to help people become better students and life-long 
learners, it’s important that we begin by acknowledging that much of this work will be done 
through reading. We also need to address the issue that a whole lot of people find it very 
difficult to make time for meaningful reading anymore. Even if they have time, they may not 
have the ability to read things that require a good deal of concentration. Next week we’ll 
take an honest look at what the obstacles really are, but for today I want to talk about 
reading itself and begin the process of inspiring you to desire to become a better reader (and 
to believe that you can). 

One of the main sources that I’ve used for this subject is a classic book called How to Read a 
Book by Mortimer Adler.1 I will let you know when I’m quoting from Adler’s book directly, but 
he really gets credit for much of the content of this subject in our course. 

One thing he emphasizes from the outset is that reading to gain understanding is different 
than just reading for information. Most of the reading that is done in modern America is for 
the sake of getting information, and that is usually done nowadays by skimming news articles 
or checking Facebook. We want to go beyond that type of reading and learn to read the sorts 
of things that will actually help us to learn and understand concepts that go beyond mere 
information and change how we think. Here’s the difference:  

To be informed is to know simply that something is the case. To be enlightened is to 
know what it is all about—what the author means and why he said it.2  

Let’s use gardening as an analogy. A gardener plants seeds, waters them, adds fertilizer, and 
prevents weeds from choking the plants, but he cannot produce growth in the plants. 
Likewise, an author can present thoughts, explain them, add enriching illustrations, and help 
us sort through opposing views that might confuse us. But he can’t make us learn. The reader 
is the one that must do the learning. 

When we listen to teachers, you are learning from a person who is present. There are many 
advantages to this, because body language, group dynamics, and the ability to ask 
clarification questions of the teacher are incredibly powerful. Reading is learning from a 
teacher who is not in the room. It’s harder because you have to answer the questions 
yourself instead of asking the teacher, and we’re not helped along by body language, 
inflection, or the person sitting next to us. Yet we must learn how to read well if we want to 
understand more, since the time we can spend going to classes is much more limited and 
there often aren’t live classes to attend that are geared toward what we as an individual 

                                                             
1 Mortimer Adler and Charles Van Doren. How to Read a Book. Simon and Schuster, 1972. 
2 Adler, page 11. 
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want to understand. But reading is hard work sometimes, right? Why is it that reading makes 
you sleepy and feels like such an effort? Adler says: 

People go to sleep over good books not because they are unwilling to make the effort, 
but because they do not know how to make it. Good books are over your head; they 
would not be good for you if they were not. And books that are over your head weary 
you unless you can reach up to them and pull yourself up to their level. It is not the 
stretching that tires you, but the frustration of stretching unsuccessfully because you 
lack the skill to stretch effectively. To keep on reading actively, you must have not only 
the will to do so, but also the skill—the art that enables you to elevate yourself by 
mastering what at first sight seems to be beyond you.3  

Reading is like skiing. When done well, when done by an expert, both reading and 
skiing are graceful, harmonious activities. When done by a beginner, both are 
awkward, frustrating, and slow.4 

So that’s actually good news if you don’t have the art or skill to read well, because this is 
something that can be learned! Nobody thinks that a person who can’t play the piano well 
just isn’t smart. We understand that they haven’t learned the skill because they haven’t 
devoted the time to practicing. I’d love for you to begin to put aside any notions you may 
have of “I’m not smart enough to read” and realize that it’s a process for everyone, and that 
each of us can take our reading ability to the next level. Reading comprehension and 
intelligence are not the same thing. 

Communication between Author and Reader 

Reading is a form of communication. An author is “speaking” to a reader. In order for the 
reader to understand, they need to “come to terms” with the author. This means that they 
need to understand the words they are reading as having the same meanings as what the 
author intended them to have. If this sounds like how we’re supposed to read the Bible 
according to the original intentions of the authors, you’re right! But this is true of every type 
of reading that you do. If you think a word means something different than how the author 
intended for you to define it, you will struggle to follow along with the thing the author is 
trying to teach you. One word can have many meanings, and one thought can be expressed 
in many different combinations of words. When we’re trying to understand an author, we 
can’t allow words to remain ambiguous. 

An important exception is poetry. The best poetry is intentionally ambiguous. It capitalizes on 
the fact that words can have many different nuances or meanings, and it often plays on how 
the words themselves sound. A good poem might make one person conclude one thing 
about its meaning and another person conclude something entirely different. Even if you get 

                                                             
3 Adler, page 48. 
4 Adler, page 53. 
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1 it “wrong” (meaning that you conclude something different than the author meant when 
writing the poem), a modern author is likely to think it’s wonderful that it had power to 
speak to you in a unique way. 

This is different from reading for understanding, which is the kind of reading we want to 
learn in this subject. In our case, we want to get to the bottom of what the author means by 
terms he or she uses. As we turn our new skills toward reading the Bible, we’ll find that 
coming to terms with the author in this way often involves the need to learn some facts 
about the cultural context that correct some of the assumptions we bring into our reading 
from our own culture.  

It helps as we read to be aware that every field of knowledge has its own technical 
vocabulary. This is why we’re going to spend time learning vocabulary as one of our subjects. 
I want to make you very comfortable with theological or philosophical words that might 
show up in your reading and would otherwise cause misunderstandings.  

When it comes to philosophy in particular, philosophers are notorious for taking words from 
common speech and turning them into their own private vocabulary. (Think of how Freud 
used “ego” or how “romantic” in philosophy is about exaggerated optimism, not love.) This 
can be very misleading, especially because many readers don’t pay enough attention to 
words to know whether they’re even understanding them or not. When an author tells you 
that other people use a particular word differently than he does, you can be sure that this 
word matters a lot to him and affects his argument. The most important words in whatever 
you’re trying to read are often the ones that give you trouble.  

It may surprise you, but I’m not going to suggest that you read with a dictionary present, 
since this often becomes a hindrance and makes reading too overwhelming, but I AM going 
to suggest that you always have a pen or pencil in your hand when you read non-fiction and 
that you learn to mark and ponder words that you’re uncertain about. 

As we get into different types of literature, you should note that it’s often more difficult to 
understand older written works just because of the terminology used, let alone the writing 
styles that have changed over the years and complex sentence structures that used to be 
more common. Definitions of words—and even more so, the usage of words— changes over 
time, so we’re more likely to assign the wrong meaning to a word in an older work than a 
more recent one. More contemporary treatments of a subject are often better for us 
because they take the older work into account and add knowledge that has been discovered 
since then, while also updating and defining the terminology for us so that it better matches 
our own way of thinking. If a word is bothering you, perhaps the author didn’t mean what 
you think it means.  

The good news for people who want to learn the skill of reading is that it begins with asking 
questions. Your confusion is the starting place! Being perplexed and knowing that you are 
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perplexed is an essential part of reading for understanding. It’s not a reason for quitting. If 
you never ask questions of what you’re reading, you won’t gain any insight. 

Spiritual Considerations 

I’m not trying to claim that being transformed by the Holy Spirit means that everyone ought 
to have a brilliant mind once they’re saved. Having the Spirit in you may not make learning 
easier for you, but he WILL help give discernment and connection to God through what you 
read. We will all be at different ability levels when it comes to reading, and those of you who 
struggle are likely to feel intimidated by being alongside those whose struggle is at a different 
level than yours. I urge every one of you to think in terms of improvement, not competition. 

For those who are proficient readers, your temptation is likely to be more in the area of 
being puffed up by knowledge. Like Paul, you can devote yourself to study and 
understanding, but it won’t be any good if it doesn’t change you. Here’s what author Tony 
Reineke says: 

The gift of literacy is more profound than merely mastering literacy techniques, 
improving comprehension, and learning to speed-read. Fundamentally, literacy is a 
spiritual discipline that must overcome the spiritual darkness that veils us.5  

I’m going to be encouraging a variety of kinds of reading. Truly, the Bible is the only eternal 
and inspired book. But reading books that are not the Bible can contribute hugely to our 
spiritual growth, and even our growth in becoming the productive humans that God created 
us to be. Even though we always need discernment when we input everything (books, 
sermons, movies, teaching), these kinds of input can have great value. They help us: 

• Know and delight in God 
• Kindle spiritual reflection 
• Initiate personal change 
• Pursue vocational excellence 
• Enjoy a good story6  

God made humans to be in community and to learn from each other. Especially within the 
Church, one of the ways he teaches us and speaks to us is through other people. The lessons 
that one person has learned can be a shortcut for someone else, since there just isn’t time in 
life to have every experience! Reading books that people have labored to produce is to read 
their very best attempt at a shortcut for you to gain their understanding without having their 
exact experiences.  

                                                             
5 Tony Reinke. Lit! A Christian Guide to Reading Books. Crossway: Wheaton, IL, 2011, page 38. 
6 Reinke, page 85. 
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1 The rewards of reading literature are significant. Literature helps to humanize us. It 
expands our range of experiences. It fosters awareness of ourselves and the world. It 
enlarges our compassion for people. It awakens our imaginations. It expresses our 
feelings and insights about God, nature, and life. It enlivens our sense of beauty. And it 
is a constructive form of entertainment.  

Christians should neither undervalue nor overvalue literature. It is not the ultimate 
source of truth. But it clarifies the human situation to which the Christian faith speaks. 
It does not replace the need for the facts that science and economics and history give 
us. But it gives us an experiential knowledge of life that we need just as much as those 
facts. 

Literature does not always lead us to the City of God. But it makes our sojourn on 
earth much more a thing of beauty and joy and insight and humanity.7   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
7 Lleland Ryken. Windows to the World: Literature in Christian Perspective. Eugene, OR: Wipf and 
Stock, 2000, page 34. 
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LITERATURE LESSON 1: INTRODUCTION 

 
In this part of the course, we’re going to learn how to become better readers in general, but we’re 
also going to learn how to think better about the Bible. We’ll acknowledge that it can be difficult to 
decipher and interpret an ancient document that was written in different languages and comes from 
different cultures than our own. 

We’re trying to get past simply reading the Bible and go to the next level of learning how to really 
study it. You don’t need a seminary education to be able to do this (although we should recognize 
that there is a lot to learn and some have studied more than we have so have much to offer!). 

How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth by Fee and Stuart is the primary resource from which I’ve 
taken much of the material I’ll be sharing with you. Again, I will tell you when I’m quoting them 
directly, but you should know that a whole lot of what I’m going to say is borrowed heavily from the 
book.  

Many of the urgent problems in the church today are basically struggles with bridging the 
hermeneutical gap—with moving from the “then and there” of the original text to the “here 
and now” of our own life settings… the concern of the scholar is primarily with what the text 
meant; the concern of the layperson is usually what it means. The believing scholar insists that 
we must have both.1  

We don’t want our study of the Bible to be purely academic (which we may equate with being dry 
and lifeless and non-applicable). There are a lot of concrete historical details that we need to learn 
about, but the great thing is that God’s Word is alive and it changes us as we encounter it! Correctly 
interpreting the Bible should bring us some relief because some of our questions get answered, but it 
might also prod our hearts toward some kind of change. To love the truth and have a heart to learn, 
we must be willing to learn that things aren’t exactly what we expected. When Jesus explained the 
Scriptures on the road to Emmaus, he told these disciples what they had not hoped for nor expected: 
that it was necessary for Messiah to suffer (Luke 24:26). Yet, properly interpreted, that is what the 
Old Testament Scriptures had taught. 

The aim of good interpretation is not uniqueness; one is not trying to discover what no one 
else has ever seen before.2 

Sometimes the desire to find something unique or unusual in the text comes from pride (wanting to 
be clever). We might believe that it requires special insight to mine for deeply buried truths in the 
Bible, or we may have a desire to support a theological bias. Sometimes the correct interpretation 
seems unique when you hear it for the first time, so we shouldn’t just assume that everything new to 
us is automatically wrong. 

                                                             
1 Fee and Stuart, page 14.   
2 Fee and Stuart, page 17. 
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Because there is so much diversity in interpretations and disagreement among scholars, it’s no 
wonder that some people argue that we should just read the Bible itself and not bother with trying to 
interpret it or to consult other sources. But “the antidote to bad interpretation is not no 
interpretation, but good interpretation.”3 We need to learn some common-sense guidelines to help 
us do it well. You can’t read without interpreting. It’s impossible. Every time you read something, you 
are attempting to discern meaning from it. 

We aren’t going to all agree on what that meaning is. An idea might look like the plain meaning to 
one person, while others think something else is the plain meaning. But we can have our senses 
heightened so that we recognize specific problems that often arise when we try to interpret scripture 
so that we’re less likely to fall into error. We can also learn why there are different options and how 
to discern between interpretations that are plausible and those that are not.  

This whole thing about different interpretations, especially among scholars, may seem like a 
frightening thing—like you’re turning over a stone that has creepy things crawling around under it. 
There’s a book called How to Stay Christian in Seminary, and the reason something like that exists is 
because when you start digging into the historical factors behind the Bible, you definitely encounter 
differing options about what even happened! It’s just not as neat-and-tidy as it seems if you just grew 
up believing it and never look behind the curtain. Unlike the Wizard of Oz, though, in which it turned 
out to be a weak little man behind the curtain, a deeper look into the Bible ends up only reinforcing 
its authorship and oversight by an Almighty God. The thing is, he chose to use humans to 
communicate his word, so he allowed it to be messy at times.  

Think of it this way: Jesus was both human and divine. He did lots of God-things, like miracles and 
profound teaching, but he also did lots of human things that we just don’t ever talk about, like going 
to the bathroom and burping. The Church has always understood that the Bible is also both human 
and divine. It has a dual nature. God inspired it, yet he used human authors and allowed them to 
collect, organize, and express their own thoughts in their own ways. He didn’t just dictate it word-for-
word. He allowed it to be a cooperation.  

Because God inspired it, the Bible has eternal relevance that crosses all cultures and times and 
requires that we listen to it and obey it. But the human part means that it has historical particularity. 
Each part of the document is conditioned by the language and culture in which it was written down, 
and many times it includes a long history of oral tradition that was passed on before that. When we 
want to interpret the Bible, we need to hold these two things in tension: the eternal relevance and 
the historical particularity.  

We may think it would have made it easier for us if God had just dictated it and told us exactly what 
to do and what not to do, but in his wisdom, he knew that this type of book could not have 
transcended time and cultures.  

Besides, he didn’t leave us stranded with no way to get at the original meaning; he left us the tools to 
find out what we need to know about those ancient cultures. And in the process, he left us with a 
very satisfying and stimulating treasure hunt, should we choose to accept it. I don’t think it’s a 
coincidence that in this age of skepticism with its explosion of lies and distractions, documents have 
                                                             
3 Fee and Stuart, page 21. 
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1 been discovered, translated, analyzed, and made available to us that give us better connections than 
ever before to the mindsets of the ancient writers. The only reason we can’t find out the original 
meanings of the authors is because we don’t have time. Even on the most controversial issues, if we 
spend the time, we can get to a place of peace with it.  

Fee and Stuart remind us that there are two very important considerations as we undertake this 
endeavor: 

1. To make sure his message would transcend time and culture, God chose to use a huge variety 
of types of written communication. These are called genres. They include narrative history, 
genealogies, chronicles, laws, poetry, proverbs, prophet oracles, riddles, drama, biographical 
sketches, parables, letters, sermons, and visions of disaster. We need to learn the special 
rules that apply to each of these forms if we’re going to learn how God’s Word speaks to us in 
the here and now. We’ll have entire lessons devoted to some of these genres. 
 

2. We must remember at the outset that God’s word must have been understandable to the 
cultures in which it was written, during their time and in their circumstances. We always need 
to seek what it would have meant to them.  

God didn’t dictate random instructions for the future that they couldn’t have known anything about 
in their own context.  A great principle to remember is: “A text cannot mean what it never meant.”4 

When it comes to applying God’s word to our own lives, we’ll always want to remember that the 
original meaning (as far as we can determine it) is the only objective point of control. Anything else is 
subjective. It’s easy to get into dangerous territory when we try to make it mean whatever we please 
and then say it was the Holy Spirit that showed this “deeper meaning” to us. We can be sure that if 
our deeper meaning is different from what the text ever meant when it was written (or since then) 
our interpretation has problems. This is how cults and heresies are born. 

The key to doing good exegesis is to learn to ask the right questions of the text. This is something that 
good readers do naturally, which is one reason I’m trying to make better readers out of all of you. But 
there are two basic types of questions that should be asked of every passage: those relating to 
context and those relating to content. 

You probably already know that you need to read a passage within its literary context in the book 
(what comes before and what comes after), but we also need to get at the historical and personal 
backgrounds behind each book and author. When we read part of the Bible, we need to be able to 
answer the question: “What’s the point?” Learning about the various contexts helps us do this. 

In addition to context, we need to ask questions about the content. This has to do with what words 
mean, the grammar and sentence structure, and things like what the manuscript differences may be 
and why a certain one was chosen in your translation. We’ll almost always need outside help for this 
(consulting good tools).  

                                                             
4 Fee and Stuart, page 30. 
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We’ll be exploring things like: 

• Avoiding mystical interpretations 
• Recognizing different genres when you read 
• Avoiding importing our own cultural expectations into the Bible 
• Determining whether to interpret literally or figuratively 

 

The good news is that it’s the cumulative effect of learning that brings about change in our thinking. 
You may not learn anything profound in any given study session or on any certain day, but it adds up. 
You’re developing a skill. It will be incremental and cumulative. In this class, we’re going to try to 
develop skills and habits that will really go a long way toward you becoming a proficient interpreter 
who loves God more than you used to. 
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LOGIC LESSON 1: THERE ARE GOOD REASONS TO LEARN LOGIC 

In this part of our course, we want to learn to recognize bad thinking and default to using good 
thinking ourselves.  
 
There are many different approaches to learning good logic, but I’ve chosen one book that will be our 
guiding text. It’s called The Fallacy Detective by Nathaniel and Hans Bluedorn. I’ll be drawing heavily 
from its format and examples as we go.1 
 
 
We can’t really do very well at Bible interpretation if we don’t also give some attention to “thinking” 
in a more general sense and if we can’t defend our interpretations in conversations with others. This 
is where Logic comes in. 
 
Nathanial and Hans remind us that our minds need to be exercised just like our bodies do so that it 
doesn’t hurt when you try to use your brain! If you haven’t exercised for a while and then use the 
same muscles for a long time, what happens? This is one reason that “thinking” can seem so difficult 
to us as we get older! I’m going to be trying to help you flex your mind muscles gradually so you can 
build up your abilities, rather than overwhelm you so you regret it later or just want to quit.  
 
A person who is used to using their brain muscles has three characteristics: 
 

1. They are willing to exercise their mind, even though that can be hard. 
2. They love to listen, and they do this with increasing humility and compassion. 
3. They look at the reasoning behind other viewpoints that are different from their own.  
 

Somebody’s view on a subject may look logical if we don’t bother to look at the other perspective. It’s 
only when we look at the other side that we can change our views if they’re wrong. If we’re not 
wrong, it helps to know how to defend our view and to help others understand it. 
 
The goals for our logic class are to: 

1. Know how to spot bad reasoning  
2. Put a higher value on good reasoning 
3. Know how to avoid fallacies (mistakes) in your own reasoning. 

 
One of the best ways to develop good logic is to learn to recognize bad logic. A fallacy is an error in 
logic. It’s just a place where you’ve made a mistake in your thinking. In each of our logic lessons, 
we’re going to define some common logical fallacies and learn to recognize them in various examples. 
There are many other fallacies besides the ones we’ll go over together, and there are also different 

                                                             
1 Bluedorn, Nathanial and Bluedorn, Hans: The Fallacy Detective. Christian Logic, Iowa, 2009. 
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names by which to call the ones we’ll learn. We’re just going with the way this book lays it out to 
keep it simple and streamlined.  
 
To get us started, let’s just look at one common logical fallacy so you can get an idea of where we’re 
headed. It’s the one called “Red Herring.”  
 
 

A red herring introduces an irrelevant point into an argument. 
 

 
Someone may think (or may want us to think) it proves his side, but it really doesn’t. 
 
When someone does this, they are avoiding the question. There are other fallacies relating to 
avoiding the question that will be the focus of our next logic session. 
 
Example of Red Herring: 
 

Azalea: I think men should always open doors for women. 

Schlomo: Why? 

Azalea: Because that is the gentlemanly thing to do. 

Schlomo: Why is that the gentlemanly thing to do? 

Azalea: Because it is very helpful for women. 

Schlomo: But wouldn’t it also be helpful for the men if all the women opened doors for them?  

Azalea: That wouldn’t be right. This afternoon, when we were coming out of the grocery store, 
I had several bags in my hands and I had to put them down to open the door for myself 
because you were too rude to help me! 

Schlomo: I couldn’t help you open the door because I was out in the parking lot waiting in the 
car. 

Azalea: See what I mean? You were too inconsiderate to think that I might need some help 
when I came out of the grocery store. I think that was very ungentlemanly.  

Schlomo: I didn’t know that you were going to buy so many groceries; otherwise I would have 
helped. 

Azalea: You should have thought of that. 

 
The original point being made was that men should open doors for women, but it became an 
argument about whether Schlomo should have opened the door for Azalea on that particular 
occasion. Maybe there are good reasons that men should open doors for women, but they’re never 
even brought up in this discussion. Maybe Schlomo should have known after being married to Azalea 
for 40 years that she’s likely to buy too many groceries and so he should have come in the store with 
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1 her, but that doesn’t mean men should always open doors for women. Azalea didn’t prove her 
point… but maybe men opening doors for women never really was something she cared about on a 
big-picture level. Maybe she’s actually mad because Schlomo isn’t a thoughtful person and she’s tired 
of it. 
 
In novels, the red herring is a useful device because it can distract the reader from the real culprit or 
conclusion. But in discussions about the Bible or in life, we need to be able to recognize that we’ve 
gotten off topic and that something else needs to be addressed.  
 
Here’s an example of a red herring in Bible interpretation: 
 

There’s too much attention being given to saving the environment. It’s not as if it would be a 
good idea to make this earth an Eden again, anyway. Adam and Eve got bored in Eden, and 
look what happened there!  

Adam and Eve’s sin wasn’t from boredom, and this isn’t a good excuse for not caring about the 
environment. It would be better to address particular ways the strategies being promoted to save the 
environment are not effective or are based on fallacies themselves. 
 
By studying logic, we’re not only applying it to your own personal biblical interpretation methods, 
although you certainly want to use good logic there. I expect that these fallacies will more often be 
things you encounter when you’re talking to others or listening to sermons or other teaching. In 
talking with many women, I’ve noticed that most of us feel very inadequate when it comes to 
defending a position we hold about scripture, and that’s often because the person we’re talking to is 
intimidating or we perceive they’re smarter than we are.  
 
I’m not trying to make debaters out of you. There is a time and place for expressing opinions, and 
sometimes the wisest thing is to keep your mouth shut. But if you’ve recognized a logical fallacy or 
two in the other person’s argument, you’ll be much more confident that your own conclusions are 
worth holding. Or if you’re listening to a teacher and you notice either logical fallacies or interpretive 
violations, you’ll know to steer clear. If the goal is truth and the formation of a cohesive worldview, 
then learning logic is a valuable compass to point us in the right direction. 
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STORY TIME: BREAD BITS AND BASKETS1 

People of Jesus’ day were generally skeptical of miracles, much like today. When the Gospel 
authors wrote about the miracles Jesus did, they knew there was always the likelihood that it 
would not be seen in a positive light. It’s possible that listeners would suspect Jesus was 
merely a conjurer or charlatan. 
 
It was necessary for all four of them to tell about the feeding of the 5,000, though, because 
so many people had witnessed this miracle. It would have been quite suspicious if they had 
left it out! It was too big to hide. Everyone would have known somebody who knew 
somebody who was there. The feeding of a multitude actually happened twice; it couldn’t 
just be overlooked.  It was better to present it head-on and tell what it was about and how it 
happened, instead of allowing people to just whisper about it and make up skeptical 
conclusions about how Jesus did “that great trick.” Here’s how Mark describes what 
happened: 
 

34 When he went ashore, he saw a great crowd, and he had compassion on them, 
because they were like sheep without a shepherd. And he began to teach them many 
things. 35 And when it grew late, his disciples came to him and said, “This is a desolate 
place, and the hour is now late. 36 Send them away to go into the surrounding 
countryside and villages and buy themselves something to eat.” 37 But he answered 
them, “You give them something to eat.” And they said to him, “Shall we go and buy 
two hundred denarii worth of bread and give it to them to eat?” 38 And he said to 
them, “How many loaves do you have? Go and see.” And when they had found out, 
they said, “Five, and two fish.” 39 Then he commanded them all to sit down in groups 
on the green grass.40 So they sat down in groups, by hundreds and by fifties. 41 And 
taking the five loaves and the two fish, he looked up to heaven and said a blessing and 
broke the loaves and gave them to the disciples to set before the people. And he 
divided the two fish among them all. 42 And they all ate and were satisfied. 43 And they 
took up twelve baskets full of broken pieces and of the fish. 44 And those who ate the 
loaves were five thousand men. (Mark 6:34-44) 

 
 
The details we’re given about the food fragments that were left over seem extraneous to us. 
So what? But it turns out that these details provided a lot of the proof to the authorities that 
it really happened. They give us a peek into some of the cultural and religious practices of the 
time. 
 
A modern reader is quickly puzzled by some of the events of the story. For one thing, the text 
tells us that only the men were counted. We would tell the story differently, wouldn’t we? 

                                                             
1 Primary source for background information on this story: Dr. David Instone Brewer, NT 390 Jesus as 
Rabbi: The Jewish Context of the Life of Jesus. (Logos Mobile Education Course) 
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Let’s say every man had his wife and two kids with him… that would be a total of 20,000 
people. Doesn’t it sound more impressive to say that Jesus fed 20,000 people instead of a 
mere 5,000? And wouldn’t it be difficult to count only the men in a huge group instead of all 
the heads? Second, why were they such messy eaters? Why did they leave pieces of bread 
lying all over the ground that were large enough to be collected? Thirdly, why collect them at 
all? Why not just leave them for the birds and animals? And fourthly, why did they take them 
away in baskets in their boat? Shouldn’t they have just distributed them to the poor people 
in the crowd? In fact, one would imagine that the poor people would have scrambled around 
collecting the bread themselves and wouldn’t have left any for the disciples to gather.  
 
The explanations for these oddities lie in an understanding of first century Jewish table 
manners. When people arrived at a public meal, such as a wedding, they would sit down in 
groups of either 3, 10, 50, or 100. This was because there were certain prayers that were 
appropriate for these sizes of groups, and each group would say a grace within their own 
group after the meal was done. The blessing they used depended on whether they were a 
group of 10 or of 50, and so on. There was different wording for each size of group. These 
weren’t based on scripture, but on Jewish tradition. It’s just what they did, and so everybody 
knew that when they came and sat down, they needed to form a round-numbered group so 
the leader could say the right blessing. Only the men were counted because they’re the only 
ones who are allowed to pray in public. It may sound complex, but every society keeps rules 
of etiquette that are a bit inconvenient, like when all the men in a room used to stand up 
when a lady entered. 
 
If you picture the large open area on the hillside where Jesus taught and then fed all of these 
people, it’s easy to see how the disciples could have easily counted all the men. A large group 
would have 100 men, plus their women and children. The group nearby was smaller, so that 
was probably only a 50. If you’ve ever rolled coins, you know it’s much quicker to count rolls 
of pennies than to count out each individual penny. That’s what they were able to do, just by 
nature of how the people sat down in groups. The text even says they did it that way. 
 
The next rule of dining etiquette had to do with tithing your food. Israelites were supposed 
to tithe ten percent of their food. In Old Testament times, this tithe went to the Levites, but 
in New Testament times it theoretically went to the priests. In your own home, you would 
tithe your food when you harvested or bought it, or maybe as you prepared it. But if a Jewish 
person were eating somewhere in which it couldn’t be certain that the food had been 
properly tithed, they did it on the spot. They didn’t have to go take a tenth of what was on 
their plates to the priests (what priest would want that kind of offering?), so they just 
discarded a tenth. As long as nobody ate it, they could count it as a tithe. 
 
The exception to these somewhat relaxed practices about tithing was the heave offering, 
which could only be eaten by priests in a state of purity. It represented a hundredth of the 
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food, which is not very much. It was thought to be deadly to eat this part of your food, which 
wasn’t yours. Even the Samaritans adhered to this tithing rule.  
 
Bread was particularly problematic because it had an extra heave offering consideration 
attached to it. Because the bread was baked and was considered a dough offering, the rising 
had to be accounted for. They figured that 1/24th (more or less) of the baked bread would be 
equivalent to 1/100th of the fresh dough. So if you were eating a pizza, about a third of a 
piece would have to be removed from the whole thing and discarded. No big deal.  
 
Are you beginning to see why the ground was covered with bread fragments after Jesus had 
done this miracle, and why those fragments couldn’t be taken home with the people or left 
in the field? They were holy! They had to either be destroyed or eaten by purified priests. It 
would have been considered a sacrilege if Jesus and his disciples had just left it all lying there 
and not offered it at the temple. The people would have noticed and concluded that Jesus 
could not be from God if he treated the heave offering this way. This is why the disciples had 
to load up their boat with baskets of bread pieces and take them to the nearest collection 
point. From there it would be brought by priests to the temple in Jerusalem.  
 
Now imagine that you are a priest assigned to a town in Galilee, fairly far removed from 
headquarters in Jerusalem. One day these men show up with baskets full of bread fragments. 
A baker would have put aside a percentage of full loaves from the total that he baked. At a 
wedding, the guests would trust that the host had tithed so they would not tear off their own 
bits. Nobody turned in this volume of little pieces, probably with bits of grass and dirt mixed 
in! It would have been quite a thing to talk about, both in that town and then when the load 
was brought to the priests in Jerusalem. “Sorry, guys, but everybody was out in the field and 
there was this miracle and everyone suddenly had all this bread so they had to take care of 
the heave offering… sorry about the mess!” The story would have been told all over the 
place. It was one of Jesus’ miracles that no one could hush up. 
 
The number of baskets collected gives us even more insight into what God was doing. When 
the 5,000 were fed, they collected twelve baskets full of fragments. The number twelve 
always made a Jew think of the twelve tribes of Israel. God’s grace had come to Israel. Later, 
when the 4,000 were fed, seven baskets of fragments were collected. Seven always made a 
Jew think of completion or totality. Later, when the disciples thought back on these miracles, 
they realized that God was demonstrating that he had come to bring his grace to the whole 
world—not just the Jews, but the Gentiles, too!  
 
The teachings of Jesus and the stories of his miracles have so much to offer us, even on a 
surface reading. We can learn the main points just by reading what is there in English and 
never studying further. But when you dig into the cultural backgrounds like this, you’ll find 
there is layer upon layer upon layer of meaning that we don’t normally catch. It’s the kind of 
meaning that allowed Jewish people to accept Jesus as their messiah and to recognize that 
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he was the fulfillment of the Old Testament promises. He was not teaching something totally 
new and separate from their Jewishness, but he worked within that culture to make himself 
known. As we learn more about the place and time in which he lived, we will know him 
better ourselves. 
 


