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1.6 Understanding the Bible: Author's Purpose Tool 
Paul Coulter 

The importance of the author's purpose 

Q. Think of a time when you misunderstood what someone else was communicating. Why 

did it happen and what consequences did it have? 

The Bible itself recognises that readers can misunderstand the purpose of the author. In 1 Corinthians 5:9-10, 

Paul has to correct a misunderstanding of an earlier letter. The problem is not only that we can misunderstand 

what we read, but that we can twist the Scriptures to make them suit our purpose as some people did with 

some of Paul's letters according to 2 Peter 3:16. We need to be careful to understand the authors intention. 

Author's Purpose is king. It is the tool par excellence, the Swiss army knife from which all of the 

other tools fold out, and which keeps the all together. In some ways, the whole point of having a 

Repetition tool or a Linking Words tool or any other tool is to help you to get hold of the 

Author’s Purpose. Never forget it! Beynon & Sach (2005, p.32) 

Q. Why is the author's purpose especially important when we are reading the Bible? 

The Bible is not just a book of information or human opinions. It is the word of God, our king and our Father, 

and it demands a response from us. To understand what response we must make to a passage, we need to 

know the divine author's purpose for us through it. To discover that, we first need to understand what the 

human author, inspired by God, intended the first readers to understand and how they were expected to 

respond. Then we can ask whether its message applies to us directly in the same way as it did to them or not. 

Identifying the author's purpose 

Some Bible books include a 'purpose statement' - usually near the beginning or the end - a key in the front or 

back door (e.g., Luke 1:1-4; Jhn 20:30-31; 1 Pet 5:12; 2 Pet 3:1-2; 1 Jhn 5:13).  

Other books do not have a clear statement from the author, but we can do some 'detective work' by reading 

the book several times, looking for clues to the author's purpose by asking questions like: 

Who? Who is writing and to whom (what relationship was there between them)? 

What? What response does the author ask for, what problems are referred to, what details are 

included or excluded (especially, when comparing accounts between Old Testament history 

books or Gospels,), and what themes are repeated? 

Where? Where is the author and where are the readers (what was their situation)? 

When? When was it written (especially, at what point in the big story of Scripture)? 

Why? The ultimate question - do they say why they are writing? The clue words to look for are 'so 

that, 'since', 'for', 'because, and 'therefore'. 

Reading or studying a book or passage of the Bible with its stated purpose in mind can often help you 

understand it better and apply it more faithfully to our beliefs and behaviours, attitudes and actions.
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Exercise 1 - Jude  

Read Jude verses 5-25 without reading the first four verses. 

Jude makes it clear that he is not writing to tell his readers anything they do not already know ("Though you 

already know all this …"). So, why do you think he is writing? 

 

Now read Jude verses 1-4. 

Why does Jude say he was writing? Does this match what you thought before you read these verses? 

 

Read over verses 5-25 again.  

How does knowing Jude's stated purpose (verses 3-4) help you understand verses 5-25 better? 

 

How does knowing Jude's stated purpose help you appreciate what change God, the divine author, might want 

to bring about in your life through reading Jude? 

 

 

Exercise 2 - 1 Corinthians 

Read 1 Corinthians 13 

What does this passage mean and why do you think Paul wrote these things? 

 

Now read the following verses from 1 Corinthians: 1:10-12; 3:1-4; 4:6-10; 6:1, 6-8; 11:17-18. 

What do these verses tell you about why Paul wrote this letter to the church in Corinth? 

 

 

How does Paul's purpose for writing 1 Corinthians change your understanding of Chapter 13? 


