Tools of the Trade
Common Helps for Lesson Preparation
by Brent C. Amato
Just as a master craftsman requires excellent tools for his or her profession, a skilled teacher of the Bible knows about and takes advantage of available resources to enhance each lesson. Imagine yourself starting to prepare your next lesson, with your Bible and lesson commentary open. You want to prepare well; you owe it to the Lord and to your students who are counting on you. What tools might help?

Two Spiritual Tools

Resist the temptation to rely only on tools that can be bought in a store or accessed online. There is no substitute for the two spiritual resources that are already on hand for teachers!

The first is the power of the Holy Spirit, who dwells within us (1 Corinthians 6:19). A Spirit-filled teacher will teach a Spirit-filled lesson (Ephesians 3:16). Those blessed with the spiritual gift of teaching should be developing that gift through the power of the Holy Spirit (Romans 12:6, 7). Paul challenged Timothy to give himself wholly to his gift (1 Timothy 4:13-15), and that challenge is ours as well.

The second spiritual tool is prayer. Many times we teachers prepare to teach a biblical passage by studying its technicalities without first spending much time praying about and meditating on that passage. Through prayer we invite God to engage our minds and hearts in the truth of His Word (Psalm 119:18). If that doesn’t happen, how can we communicate it properly to our students? It is through prayerful meditation that the Word becomes a way of life to be modeled to our students (Psalm 1:1-3).
We sometimes ignore these tools because they are not something you can put your hands on. It’s hard to tell when you are engaging them; they are better seen in hindsight than in the present. So for some, these are impractical: “Just give me three easy steps; don’t bother me with this spiritual stuff.” Since these tools are spiritual, we sometimes dismiss them as automatic: “God’s Spirit will do whatever God’s Spirit is going to do—nothing I can do about it!” 

But we can do something about it. Paul talks about being filled with the Spirit, of yielding to the Spirit. He also warns of the possibility of grieving the Holy Spirit. We can operate without the Spirit’s influence with little or no immediate notice. But if we continue to neglect this aspect of our teaching and of our discipleship, little by little our influence will wane. Our own spiritual fervor will begin to dry up. For our own sakes—to say nothing of our students—we dare not allow that to happen.
Three Man-Made Tools

You’re teaching on the majesty of Christ from Hebrews 1:1-9. You reach into your teacher’s toolbox and open a book that lists every passage in the Bible where the word majesty and its variants appear. You discover dozens of such occurrences you can draw from to enrich your preparation. You’ve just used a concordance!
But wait, your concordance has numbers next to the entries. These are “Strong’s numbers,” based on a system developed by James A. Strong for his Exhaustive Concordance to the [King James] Bible. (Zondervan’s NIV Exhaustive Concordance has a similar system for the NIV but uses different numbers.) These numbers identify the original Hebrew and Greek words that produce the English words we have n our English Bibles. By looking at the Greek dictionary elsewhere in your concordance, you’ll find that these words are sometimes translated differently, and the contexts where those other uses of the words will deepen your understanding. For example, the word translated “majesty” in Psalm 104:1 relates to beauty, whereas the word translated in that same way in Esther 1:4 relates more to power and influence. You don’t need a seminary degree to gain insights into the original languages of the Bible when you can use the Strong’s (or similar) numbers!
Now suppose you’re teaching the familiar story of the shepherds from Luke 2:8-20. What do you really know about the practices and social status of shepherds in Jesus’ day? So you reach into your teacher’s toolbox, grab a book, and open it to the entry on shepherds, where you read about this common Bible occupation. You’ve just used a Bible dictionary! Sometimes a regular dictionary will help you understand the words in your text. But when the word is about something that hardly comes up outside of a Bible study, a Bible dictionary—or even a Bible encyclopedia—is going to be a much better choice.
Or maybe you’re teaching about Jesus walking on water. You read at the end of that account in Matthew 14 that when the came ashore they entered the land of Gennesaret. You reach into your teacher’s toolbox and open a book that has a map indicating the location of this area. Your lesson is better illustrated because you’ve examined a Bible atlas! 
All these resources, and others as well, are available in print editions, in Bible study software packages, and on the Internet. Most of the online resources are public domain, so they will not contain some of the information that has been learned by archaeologists in recent years, but many of them are still very helpful. Using Bible study software and/or online resources can speed up your study because the computer can search for articles a lot faster than you can!
Don’t Let the Tools Get Rusty!

Every time you sit down to prepare to teach, the toolbox should be at your side! It should be ready to be opened and its contents used so that you too “may know the certainty of the things” (Luke 1:4). When you use your tools to that end, your students will end up knowing the things of God as well.
