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On Asking Questions & Seeking Answers:  Notes to the Autodidact1 

At some point in your Christian life you may suddenly be struck by the need to test some or all 

of the things that you have been taught about the faith, so that you know better what you 

believe, what you are still unsure about, and what you can no longer in good conscience accept.  

My studies in theology began when I found that I needed to relearn my Christianity from the 

ground up with nobody around to ask; so I can pass on what I’ve gathered about asking 

questions and seeking answers on your own and as a layperson.  It’s nicest of all to have a live 

resource nearby who is unbusy and attentive enough to address your areas of curiosity, but it’s 

always good to know how to do your own homework to the extent that you can.  So here’s my 

list of steps that I take when I come up with a question that goes beyond what a simple 

concordance or Bible dictionary can tell me… 

1.  Write down the question when it occurs to you.  (It’s amazing how quickly they come and 

how quickly they fly away again!)  I began by keeping a notebook just for questions, which I’d 

write at the top of a page, leaving the rest blank till I had a chance to research some possible 

answers.  (Now I just have index cards all over the place because my research goes in so many 

different directions, each topic ends up needing its own three-ring binder…) 

 

2.  Brainstorm what you already know about the topic, whether it’s biblical teaching or 

historical or theological information.  Writing it down helps organize those disparate bits of 

knowledge, and you might find that you already know enough to satisfy your query.  If not… 

 

3.  Pursue particular words.  If it’s biblical teaching you’re after, use a concordance to alert you 

to verses you may not have known or have forgotten.  Seek out synonyms and related words.  If 

your questions have more to do with history or theology, use the internet the way you used to 

use the Encyclopedia Britannica when you did reports in grade school.  Get the basics this way. 

Find out the time periods, the people involved, the strains of thought, the vocabulary words 

involved.  (If you’re unsure of the trustworthiness of a source, find a couple more and compare 

the information they offer.)  This may be enough to satisfy you, but if not… 

 

4.  Find out what others have said about it, Level 1.  Now that you know the key words 

involved, you can zero in on the helpful parts of general resources using an index or table of 

contents.  For biblical information and interpretation, you will want to look at commentaries 

that cover the relevant parts or books of the Bible where the verses you found are located.  

(See note about commentaries below.)  Texts that offer a survey of Christian history or 

theological topics will fill in details about those areas for you.  You’ll probably be able to borrow 

commentaries and surveys from a pastor or Bible teacher.  And if that’s still not enough… 
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5.  Find out what others have said about it, Level 2.  You can take this as far as you like, given 

your life situation and the availability of resources!  Now look for books, articles (often available 

online), lectures, sermons, etc. that focus on the area of study that addresses your question.  

Many can be found by glancing through the footnotes of the commentaries and general survey 

resources that you used already.  Key words will help you search online for recordings and 

articles.  (I recommend that you begin not with a general search, but with a specific site such as 

The Gospel Coalition or Westminster Theological Seminary, both of which offer a wide selection 

of online resources from a reputable source.)  Good authors reference other good authors; 

follow the footnote trail as long as it interests you. 

 

Some Notes on Commentaries: 

Commentaries come in many flavors, from simple to very scholarly. Simple commentaries for laypeople 

probably will not scratch the itch if you are really curious about things; you will want to delve into the 

more thorough works written for pastors and even for professors and researchers.  Unless you have a 

theological library nearby or a hefty book budget, borrow from a pastor or Bible teacher. 

 

 Any commentary is merely the distillation of a scholar’s research in a form suited to a particular 

audience, and so it is necessarily limited by that scholar’s abilities, beliefs and choices. The questions a 

commentator thinks to ask about a text may not be the same ones that you are asking. Realize that 

you’ll probably need to look through more than one resource.  Sampling commentaries from different 

time periods and perspectives can be eye-opening – or it can be confusing.  At first you will probably 

benefit from asking a trusted pastor or Bible teacher to recommend the authors that they trust, until you 

begin to recognize reliable backgrounds and names yourself.  Good commentators (regardless of 

background) treat differing points of view fairly, and state carefully the reasons for their own 

convictions. 

 

Commentaries offered online at a Bible-resource site are usually from the 19th century or earlier (because 

they do not come under copyright restrictions!).  If you use these, try to find something more recent as 

well to balance the older observations and wisdom with the benefits of the century/centuries of biblical 

research that have taken place since those older ones were written. 

 

Once you crack the more thorough commentaries, you will encounter the puzzling fact that scholars 

disagree a great deal about a great many things in biblical interpretation.  Don’t let this scare you – for 

now, lean on the interpretations that the trustworthy commentators deem solid, and develop a working 

knowledge of the differences that exist (and why they do – it often has to do with differing theological 

“umbrellas” or entire worldviews).  In time you may find you have built up confidence in your own 

knowledge and ability to judge between interpretations – at least sometimes!  (My article on “Competing 

Interpretations” will be helpful at this point, so please look for it at 

www.grassrootstheological.wordpress.com when you start to encounter these differences.) 

 


