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Lesson 8 

Methods of Research – Topical Studies 

 

I. Definition 

 

Topical studies are thematic studies which arise out of word studies.  Word studies are the 

foundation for topical studies.   

 

A word study is most often focused on one Hebrew or Greek word in scripture, whereas a 

topical study views an entire biblical subject, which may include many Hebrew and Greek 

words.  Topical studies are thus much broader than word studies.  They are extensions of 

word studies which provide the building blocks for biblical doctrine.   

 

Topical studies are crucial in the process of coming to a comprehensive knowledge of the 

truth of scripture.  Obviously the study of an entire theme in scripture can be a daunting and 

awesome task, and yet it is very rewarding and enlightening.   

 

Hermeneutically speaking, topical studies involve the application of: 

 

A. The First Mention Principle - The “principle of first-mention” is the principle in the 

interpretation of Scripture which states that the first mention or occurrence of a 

subject in Scripture establishes an unchangeable pattern, with that subject 

remaining unchanged in the mind of God throughout Scripture.  This principle 

requires one to go to that portion of the Scriptures where a doctrine is mentioned 

for the first time and to study the first occurrence of the same in order to get the 

fundamental inherent meaning of that doctrine. 

 

B. The Progressive Mention Principle - Although there were many inspired writers of 

the Bible, there was one Author and Mind behind the Bible.  The Progressive 

Mention Principle teaches that God’s word is progressive in nature, and the Bible is 

therefore looked at as a whole by this principle. This principle teaches that Biblical 

thoughts are revealed and become progressively clearer as the word of God moves 

towards its final fulfilment. Theologian Robert Hommel has said, “The Old Testament 

is the New Testament concealed, and the New Testament is the Old Testament 

revealed”.  The Word of God is to be understood in entirety from the Old Testament 

to the New Testament. 

 

C. The Comparative Mention Principle - “is that principle by which a certain verse or 

group of verses may be interpreted by comparing and/or contrasting it with another 
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verse or group of verses” (Conner/Malmin).  When studying the Word, the interpreter 

must take into consideration other parallel Scriptural passages that shed light on the 

particular verse in question.  Two key words in this definition are “compare” and 

“contrast.”  Comparing involves examining other like passages (sometimes referred to as 

parallel passages) to find additional light relating to your passage. Contrasting involves 

examining other passages which deal with the same subject but from an opposing 

viewpoint. 

D. The Complete Mention Principle – The complete mention principle is defined as “that 

principle by which the interpretation of any verse is determined upon a consideration of 

the complete mention of its subject in Scripture” (Conner/Malmin).  There are different 

ways of saying this: 

- True Bible doctrine consists of everything that the Bible says about a particular topic. 

- You do not have a full grasp of God’s mind on a subject until you have listened to 

everything that He has to say about it.  

 

E.  The Context Principle - The most important rule of biblical interpretation is the 

“Context Principle.” The context is the single most important kind of evidence in the 

interpretation of a passage.   

 

“I study my Bible as I gather apples. First, I shake the whole tree that the ripest may fall. 

Then I shake each limb, and when I have shaken each limb I shake each branch and 

every twig. Then I look under every leaf....Pause at every verse of Scripture and shake, as 

it were, every bough of it, that if possible some fruit at least may drop down.” –Martin 

Luther 

 

The context of the verse, passage, book and Testament within which the portion of 

scripture is located needs to be taken into account.  Alongside this, the historical, 

cultural and literary contexts need to be considered. 

 

There are many example of portions of scripture mis-represented because they have been 

taken out of context.  Here are a few: 

 

1. Proverbs 23:7. 

 

You often hear a portion of Prov 23:7 quoted, “For as a man thinketh in his heart, so is he.” 

In context:  “Eat thou not the bread of him that hath an evil eye, neither desire thou his 

dainty meats: For as he thinketh in his heart, so is he: Eat and drink, saith he to thee; but his 

heart is not with thee. The morsel which thou hast eaten shalt thou vomit up, and lose thy 

sweet words.”  

Pro 23:6-8 KJV 
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“Do not eat the bread of a miser, Nor desire his delicacies; For as he thinks in his heart, so is 

he. "Eat and drink!" he says to you, But his heart is not with you. The morsel you have eaten, 

you will vomit up, And waste your pleasant words.”  

Pro 23:6-8 NKJV 

 

“Don't eat with people who are stingy; don't desire their delicacies. They are always thinking 

about how much it costs. "Eat and drink," they say, but they don't mean it. You will throw up 

what little you've eaten, and your compliments will be wasted.”  

Pro 23:6-8 NLT 

 

“Do not eat the food of a stingy man, do not crave his delicacies; for he is the kind of man 

who is always thinking about the cost. “Eat and drink,” he says to you, but his heart is not 

with you. You will vomit up the little you have eaten and will have wasted your 

compliments.” 

Pro 23:6-8 NIV 

2. John 12:32 

 

Usually this verse is quoted from the King James Version which says,  

 

“And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me.”  

Joh 12:32 KJV 

 

Often this verse is quoted in a public setting in the context of praise and worship, or 

something similar.  The encouragement would be along the lines of if we exalt Jesus, He will 

draw sinners to Himself.  Whilst exalting Jesus is important and can be established from 

other scriptures, the interpretation of this verse in this particular manner is incorrect.  When 

we read the entire passage we realize that Jesus was not referring to worship or preaching, 

He was referring to His crucifixion when He would be lifted up on the cross. The whole 

passage and context of what Jesus was saying must be read to fully understand what He was 

meaning. As we can see, the crowds who heard Jesus understood exactly what He was 

saying. 

 

And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will draw all men unto me. This he said, signifying what 

death he should die. The people answered him, We have heard out of the law that Christ 

abideth for ever: and how sayest thou, The Son of man must be lifted up? who is this Son of 

man?  

Joh 12:32-34 KJV 

 

“And I, if I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all peoples to Myself." This He said, 

signifying by what death He would die. The people answered Him, "We have heard from the 
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law that the Christ remains forever; and how can You say, 'The Son of Man must be lifted 

up'? Who is this Son of Man?"  

Joh 12:32-34 

 

“And when I am lifted up from the earth, I will draw everyone to Myself." He said this to 

indicate how He was going to die. The crowd responded, "We understood from Scripture 

that the Messiah would live forever. How can You say the Son of Man will die? Just who is 

this Son of Man, anyway?"  

John 12:32-34 NLT 

 

II. Importance 

 

The Bible consists of sixty-six books, and yet it is one book.  It has unity of thought and 

purpose as well as progressive unfolding of truth from beginning to end.  The topical 

method of study must follow the topic or subject from its inception, through the whole 

bible, to its completion.  To fully understand any subject, the stream of thought must be 

traced through its progressive unfolding in the whole Bible. 

 

A temptation for some Bible students may be to focus their study efforts on specific verses 

of the Bible almost exclusively.  Whilst this is a valuable practice, it must be balanced with 

methods of study that give an understanding of what the whole of scripture is teaching (this 

assists in avoidance of doctrinal excesses or error).  To understand the biblical viewpoint on 

ANY subject, ALL scripture relevant to that subject must be considered.  This is where topical 

studies become invaluable. 

 

III. Methods 

 

There are many different methods of doing a topical study.  One of the easiest is possibly by 

using a Topical Bible where topical analysis of scripture has already been performed.  This is 

adequate if the student desires a brief and quick overview of the subject. Obviously, there 

are weaknesses of this method, including: 

- Lack of thoroughness 

- Questions around accuracy  

- Definitiveness 

- Personal analysis is based on one’s own understanding of the truth. 

The method outlined below is strong in these above-mentioned areas of weakness and thus 

is to be used apart from a Topical Bible. 
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A. Selection of relevant word(s)  

Single words seldom comprise the fullness of a biblical subject.  Most often there are 

several Hebrew and Greek words that will need to be studies together to give a more 

complete picture of the topic at hand. 

 

For example, “sin” is mentioned many times in the bible.  The study of “sin” would 

need to include words such as iniquity, transgression, lawlessness, error, 

unrighteousness, etc., in order to get a more complete Biblical picture of this theme.  

It would also need to include the study of the origin of Sin in the human race.  There 

are a number of Greek words in the New Testament for sin. 

 

Homework 

Find all the Greek words that you can from the New Testament that are used to 

denote “sin”.  Note the definitions.  Is there any substantial distinction between 

iniquity, transgression and sin?       

 

 

B. Word Studies 

 

- As previously discussed, always start with the word in the original language, 

and not the English word.  Word studies on the original word(s), whether 

Hebrew or Greek, must be performed.  Their contexts must be taken into 

account in order to understand the original thought. 

- In studying a New Testament word, remember that numerous words in the 

Greek New testament have their origin and chief source of thought for 

understanding in Old Testament Hebrew background and not Greek culture.  

The New Testament writers, although they wrote in the Greek language, 

were Hebrew believers, Hebrew in thought and background for the most 

part. 

 

C. Context 

 

The context will often determine the meaning of the words in a topic.  Therefore, 

understanding of the verse, passage, chapter, book, literary, cultural and historical 

contexts is important. 

 

D. Collect  

 

Collect and summarize all research of the topic.  The depth and extent of the study 

will need to be determined by the student.  Try to finish one topical study before 

pursuing related subjects and tributaries of thought. 
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E. Tabulate and Order Your Findings 

 

Utilise the method outlined in Word Studies to tabulate and order your research findings.   

After columnizing the scripture references, theme, major thoughts, answer the questions 

which are relevant to your topic: 

- Who? 

- What? 

- Why? 

- When? 

-  Where? 

- How? 

 

IV.  Conclusion 

 

The table below hosts a few topics and Bible themes that can be studied throughout 

scripture.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Studying topics in their completeness, beginning in Genesis, proceeding through the books 

of the Bible to Revelation will most often yield a gold mine of truth, and a complete picture 

of the requisite topic. 

 

  

Fear of God 
Love of God 
Faith 
Grace 
Repentance 
Holiness 
Peace 
Gospel 
Mercy 
Tabernacle of Moses 
Tabernacle of David 
River of God 
The serpent 
Temple of Solomon 

The Blood 
Baptism 
Redemption 
Reconciliation 
Sanctification 
New birth 
The Name of God 
Salvation 
Holy Spirit 
Truth 
Sin 
Wisdom 
Worship 
Christ Jesus 
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V. Example 

 

Question: 

 

Complete this example for homework. 

Tools required:  Strong’s Concordance, New Thayer’s Lexicon, Vine’s dictionary, New 

Englishman’s Greek Concordance, King James Version of the Bible. 

 

- Do a topical study on “patience” and “patient” in Strong’s.  Record all of the different 

numbers for the Greek words translated “patience”. 

- Do a word study on the four main words for “patience”, combining their related 

forms with them (e.g. 5281 and 5287 belong together).   

 

Answer: 

 

Use the following layout for EACH of the four main words for “patience” from above. 

 

Strong’s 

A. Dictionary number –  

B. Transliteration –  

C. Etymology –  

D. Definitions –  

E. Ways translated –  

 

Thayer’s 

Primary definitions –  

 

Vine’s 

A. Transliterated (from Strong’s) –  

B. Definitions –  
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New Englishman’s Greek Concordance 

 

Scripture Usage in Passage:  Brief Verse Quote 
and Important Details 

Topical Significance/Insights 

   

 

On the basis of what you have learned about “patience” from your studies of these four 

words, answer the following questions.  This should give you a fairly accurate picture of 

what New Testament has to say about “patience”. 

 

1. What is patience? 

2. Who is to be patient? 

3. When are we to be patient? 

4. Under what circumstances are we to be patient? 

5. Why do we need patience? 

6. How do we get patience? 

 

What has struck you the most from doing this homework example? 

 

 

 

 


