Why Should We Study Words?
If you consider how the meanings of words change over time, you will begin to realize the importance of studying words. For example, consider the word “surfing.” Forty or fifty years ago there was only one possible way to understand this word, and it involved the ocean. However, today, if someone told you he’d been surfing, you’d wonder, Surfing television? Surfing the Internet? Over time, the range of meaning has changed.

Some words disappear over the course of time. When was the last time you heard someone use the word apothecary? This is an old word that described a druggist or pharmacist. The word apothecary has more than likely disappeared from your vocabulary (if it even was a part of it to begin with).

What is a toboggan? Some of you understand a toboggan to be a sled. Others consider a toboggan to be a hat worn when the weather is cold. What determines whether a toboggan is a sled or a hat? Geography. Typically, if you are from states in the north, a toboggan is a sled. If you are from the southern states, a toboggan is a hat to wear on a cold day. Understanding what the word toboggan means is dependent on where you are geographically.

Since words change over time, disappear from the common vocabulary, or change based on your location, it is necessary to study them to properly understand their meaning. The meaning of words is important whether you are studying them from a contemporary cultural perspective or from a historical biblical perspective.

How Do We Study Words?
There are five steps to conducting a word study. This process will take a reader from the English language into the original language and then back to the English language. Conducting a word study in this manner does not require an extensive knowledge of the original language. Rather, it uses available tools to connect English words to their suitable original language counterparts. These steps remain the same regardless of whether you use the traditional method of a concordance and an expository dictionary or a digital Bible resource such as myWSB.com. A good digital Bible resource for word studies will have a word study tool that has the concordance built in as well as a digital copy of an expository dictionary.

Step One: Select Your Words
Choose the words that you want to study. If you have made observations of a text, you probably have a collection of words for potential investigation. Words that you noted as part of the key questions to ask of Scripture (chapter 16) are a great place to start. You should also give consideration to repeated words since their repetition is probably indicative of their importance to the text. Theological words also make for great subjects of word studies. Look for words that are either alike or unique across formal equivalence and functional equivalence translations. Choose words that are difficult to understand or whose meaning is uncertain. In general, conducting a word study on these types of words will help you develop a better understanding of the passage.

Step Two: Identify All the Places Where That Word Is Located
The focus of this step is to gather an understanding of where the word you are studying is used throughout the Bible. If you are studying a Hebrew word, you are concerned with all the places it is used in the Old Testament. If the word you are studying is a Greek word, then your focus is on the New Testament locations of your word.

The traditional tool for compiling this list is a concordance. A concordance will list all the occurrences of the word you are looking for. It is organized alphabetically; however, there is also an original language order to a concordance as well. Each English word is assigned a number that is correlated to its usage in the original language. Using this number insures that you are only identifying the times this word is used in the original language. This number will also narrow down the amount of times your word is used in either the Old or New Testament. In general, you should not combine the study of words that have no connection to this assigned number.

When you use a digital tool like myWSB.com, this step is quite simple. The built in word study tool will populate the list of words for you. This list will be grouped so that you are only looking at one word in the original language. While there is a benefit to knowing how to use a concordance, the simplicity and precise nature of digital resources give them clear advantages.

Step Three: Determine What the Word Could Mean
In this step, you want to produce a range of meaning for the word you are studying. Scholars identify this as the semantic range. If you are using a concordance, you will need to turn to the back half of the book. This part of the book is divided into a collection of Hebrew words and a collection of Greek words. The key to using this half of a concordance is the original language number that you discovered in the second step. When you turn to either the Greek or Hebrew section, you will look for the number of your word. Once you have found the number and the word, you will see a list of possible word meanings. This list represents the semantic range of the word. It is a compilation of all possible definitions of the word you are studying, depending on the context.

This step is similar if you are using a digital resource like myWSB.com. Selecting or clicking on a word will immediately populate the semantic range list. As you look through the list, you will be able to see the full range of meaning for the word you are studying.

Step Four: Determine What the Word Does Mean
The semantic range gives you a list of what the words could mean. But the word you are studying cannot mean each and every one of the definitions in the semantic range. In this step, you will determine the meaning of your word. To do this, you will need to study each use of the word in its context, because the context determines its meaning (see chapter 25). You will consider the immediate context (the verse) and then move out in concentric circles of context: the paragraph, the chapter, the book, the New Testament. If you are studying Paul’s use of the word “law” in Galatians 3, you will need to examine this word within the context of the verse, the paragraph, the chapter, the book of Galatians, Paul’s other letters, and finally the other New Testament books. Conducting a word study in this manner means that you are giving primary consideration to the immediate context, while also considering its use elsewhere.

Accomplishing this task with a digital resource like myWSB.com is much simpler than using a concordance and requires less time. Once the semantic range has been populated, a list of categorized Scripture references is also provided. This will allow you to simply select the various usages of the word in the immediate context and move out from there. Once you have examined all the words in their context, you will be able to determine what the word means as it is used in your passage and as it relates to the rest of Scripture.

Regardless of whether you are using a traditional concordance or a digital resource the goal of this step is to move from a list of potential meaning to the meaning of your word in its context.

Step Five: Check Your Work
The last step in a word study is to check your work. There are two very good reasons to do this. First, your word study is based on the English language. This means that there is a distance between your study and the written language of your word. There is always the danger that a word study originating from the English language will miss something that would have been noticed in the original language. Second, if you are not familiar with Greek or Hebrew, it is helpful to seek the verification of someone who is. A wise student of God’s Word learns the value of consulting those who know more about a subject.

In order to check your work, there are a couple of tools that are most useful. The first tool is an expository dictionary of Bible words. Two helpful expository dictionaries are Vine’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words and Mounce’s Complete Expository Dictionary of Old and New Testament Words. Another useful tool is the technical or academic commentary. Since this type of commentary typically considers the meanings of key Hebrew and Greek words in the text, it can be a valuable help when doing a word study. [Cartwright, John & Hulshof, Chris (2016). Everyday Bible Study (p. 148). B&H Publishing Group. Retrieved from https://app.wordsearchbible.com.]
