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Telling a Bible Story 

How to pick a story or series of stories. 

 Obviously, we can tell people just one Bible story, but Biblical storytelling is most 

effective when the stories are connected around a topic. We have found that it is effective to 

combine several Old Testament stories with several New Testament stories in a series. This has 

helped our congregation to see the metanarrative of the Bible. Over time, as we “hopscotch” 

through the Bible repeatedly, each set has new stories that fill in the gaps from the previous set. 

It is also possible to alternate an Old Testament story series with a New Testament story series. 

 Stories should be chosen for a specific purpose for the audience, not because they are the 

favorite of the leader. To be effective, the leader must exegete, or interpret, his audience and pick 

Bible stories that address the audience’s worldview so that Bible truth can speak clearly to their 

group.1 Missionaries obviously need to learn how the local people view the world. Foreign 

worldviews are usually very different from those in the west. Even different parts of the United 

States have different worldviews. Rural people typically have a different view than suburbia than 

those in an urban area. A leader must be willing to develop relationships and listen to those she 

ministers to. With any group of people, there will be bridges in their worldview that will be 

beliefs that helps the people understand the Bible, and there will be barriers. Barriers are 

obstacles that keep someone from accepting a Biblical worldview. As you consider your 

audience’s bridges and barriers to the gospel, you can pick your stories accordingly.2 Select the 

stories based on the spiritual truth that the listeners need which use the bridges of their 

                                                 
1 J O. Terry, Basic Bible Storying: Preparing and Presenting Bible Stories for Evangelism, Discipleship, 

Training, and Ministry, rev. ed. (Fort Worth, Tex.: Church Starting Network, ©2008), Kindle 141,278. 
2 Avery T. Willis and Mark Snowden, Truth That Sticks: How to Communicate Velcro Truth in a Teflon 

World (Colorado Springs, CO: NavPress, 2010), Kindle 1334-1354. 
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worldview.3 Failure to pick appropriate stories may increase hostility and resistance of the 

listeners.4 

 To confront worldview with Bible stories you can challenge issue head on, by-pass the 

issue until some stories have been told, or displace the issues with a greater truth.5 Which method 

you choose will depend on you and your audience. Listen for guidance from the Holy Spirit as 

you choose stories for a set. Do not be afraid to adjust the story set as teaching proceeds and 

more of your audience’s worldview is revealed. It may take as many as five to seven stories to 

address a deep worldview issue.6  If you are new to Biblical storytelling, you may find it helpful 

to begin with prepared story sets. See additional resources for possibilities. 

How to prepare and tell a story. 

 Michael Novelli’s definition of a story is: a character wants something and overcomes 

conflict to get it.7 Story is not the content, which may contain truth or falsehoods, but it is the 

scaffolding on which the content is hung. In Biblical storytelling, God’s Word is shared as an 

intentional and uninterrupted story. This is usually followed by questions or learning exercises to 

help the listeners process the information in the story.8 It is most effective to tell the story 

continuously without interruption for comment. Comments should be saved for after the story.9 

 You may certainly tell a Bible text verbatim as a story. However, a Bible story must tell 

well and must be understandable to listeners. If text as is does not meet these criteria, it should be 

                                                 
3 J O. Terry, Basic Bible Storying: Preparing and Presenting Bible Stories for Evangelism, Discipleship, 

Training, and Ministry, rev. ed. (Fort Worth, Tex.: Church Starting Network, ©2008), Kindle 739-948. 
4 Ibid, 382. 
5 Ibid, 1060-1076 
6 Ibid, 1229. 
7 Michael Novelli, Shaped by the Story: Discover the Art of Bible Storying, 2nd ed. (Minneapolis, MN: 

Sparkhouse Press, 2013), Kindle 28. 
8 Terry, 255. 
9 Ibid, 262. 
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crafted.10 In crafting a Bible story, the teller is in a tension between preserving the most accurate 

account of the text and making the story understandable.11 You are not out to rewrite scripture 

but to make it accessible to an oral learner.12 Difficult Bible names can be distracting for the 

teller of the story and for the listeners, especially if they are not a key to the story line.  These 

may be simplified as a description. For example, the country north of Israel instead of Aram, or 

simply the Assyrian general instead of Rabshakeh. You may leave out socially unacceptable 

details so that the audience will not quit listening. When crafting a story, consider the age of the 

listeners. Young children will need a different vocabulary than adults. You may wish to 

harmonize different accounts of the same story, especially when telling a Gospel story. A long 

story may be shortened or a short story embedded in another story.13 

 As you begin to prepare a Bible text to tell as a story, read the text slowly multiple times, 

in several translations. I find that the NLT, CEV, and Amplified Bible can be very helpful to see 

the text in modern language. However, you may find the ESV and NIV translations may add 

nuances. I usually copy the text from the NLT into a document where I can simplify names and 

vocabulary.  If there is a verse you don’t understand, do some research on it, search for historical 

context, especially if the listeners are unfamiliar with it. Try not to introduce more than five 

names of people or places; more than five new names tend to be confusing for an oral learner. 

Try not to cut dialog because this develops the characters. If gaps develop in this process, the 

story must be reconnected. Smooth over the story so that it flows.14 

                                                 
10 Terry, 1428. 
11 Ibid, 1919. 
12 Novelli, 50. 
13 Terry, 1298-1377. 
14 Novelli, 51. 



Telling the Story Page 4 of 5 

 

 Even with all the above, respect the Bible and stay true to the story, do not embellish the 

text.15 Descriptions will slow a story down and verbs will speed it up and give it energy.16 Be 

consistent with the name used for God in the story to prevent confusion.17 Read your crafted 

story out loud; there is something about saying it out loud that is important.18 Does it flow well? 

If not, try to edit the story but still maintain integrity with the original text. Mentally break the 

story into scenes in your mind and enter into the story as you tell it. After reading the story out 

loud several times, attempt to tell the story without looking at the text. I find it helpful to read the 

story into my phone recorder. Then I listen to the story as I do tasks around the house and try to 

tell it without any prompts. Have another person listen to it and give you feed back. The more 

you memorize stories the easier it becomes. I found it difficult as I began to learn the stories, but 

it is much easier now. The benefit to telling stories is that you begin to memorize large chunks of 

the Bible. 

 I have found that I am most comfortable with ten to twenty verses of Bible text to story. 

If there are fewer than ten verses the story is too short, but if there are more than twenty verses, 

the story is harder to tell and harder for my audience to grasp the details. Some storytellers will 

simplify and combine chapters of the Bible. I find that this requires too many details to be 

dropped. I will, however, use a very simplified story of multiple chapters to provide context 

between stories. For example, we did a story series on the Divine Intruder, a series which 

focused on how God can break into our lives in different ways. We did various characters, both 

from the Old Testament and the New Testament. It is important to connect the stories in the 

                                                 
15 Terry, 1381. 
16 Ibid, 1392. 
17 Ibid, 1634. 
18 Ibid, 1776. 
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series19 and we did it by giving our audience the historical highlights between characters. For 

example, we moved from Jonah to the Prodigal to Paul and could provide connections as an 

extremely shortened, but relevant story for the context of the story before it was told. 

 In both our storytelling small group sessions and sermons, we begin with the context. To 

delineate our comments from the text, we begin the story with the phrase, “And now a story from 

the Word of God.” We then tell the story without comment and end the story by saying, “And 

that was a story from the Word of God.” This way our listeners know what is from the Bible and 

what is our comment on the text. Remember, oral learners only have the Bible as it is presented 

in the story and we want to give them a good Bible. 

 Bible stories should be structured so that they are useful for teaching and retention and 

are repeatable.20 As you begin, you may want to use stories prepared by others, but eventually to 

tell the story well and to meet the needs of your audience, it will be best to prepare your own. 

There will come a time when prepared stories become like hand-me-down clothes, some will fit 

but others will not. No two people will tell the story the same way. Some will use more dialog, 

some more descriptions, and others more verbs. It’s ok to tell the story with the personality that 

God has given you. We use one method of storytelling, Novelli and others use slightly different 

techniques. Use the storytelling technique that works in your setting. 

                                                 
19 Ibid, 1806. 
20 Ibid 1441 


