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Bible Like a 

Superhero: 
One simple technique to 

supercharge your study 

of God’s Word. 
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I have the best job in the world. There are many things 

about being a pastor that make the office a blessing to the 

man in it, but at the top of the list is this; reading the Bible 

is part of my job. Put another way, I get paid to read the 

Bible. Obviously there is more to my job than simply 

reading, but any pastor worth his stuff spends a lot of time 

reading the Bible. 

Recently, I have been introduced to a technique that has 

SUPERCHARGED my reading of Scripture. I am getting 

more out of my hours spent in God’s Word than ever 

before. In 30-60 minutes I am engaging with the writings 

of the prophets and apostles in a way that used to take 

hours. It is exciting. It is refreshing. I can’t help but share 

it. There is a whole book to be written on this technique 

and its’ application to the life of the Christian as he or she 

engages with God’s Word. I am not going to be writing it. 

Instead, in this short pamphlet, I will lay out my case, 

explain the technique, give you everything you need to get 

started, and point you to where you can go to learn more. 

This is not my system. It was developed by a man named 

Niklas Luhman, and made known to me by the book “How 

to Take Smart Notes: One Simple Technique to Boost 

Writing, Learning and Thinking – for Students, Academics 

and Nonfiction Book Writers” by Sönke Ahrens. It isn’t my 

system, but I believe its’ application to your reading of 

Scripture and engagement with the word of God can be 

powerful, and so I must share it with you. 

Let’s get going. 
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1. Why It Will Work 

We’re going to start on a very basic level. You are a 

human. A human is a special, unique, creature of God that 

is different than all of his other creatures. You were made 

in His image. 

As a human, you have a body and you have a soul. It is a 

fool’s errand to seek a clear line between the two. Your 

body and soul are so inextricably connected that we often 

can’t tell them apart. You’re going in for a job interview. 

You are nervous. Nerves, anxiety, and fear are obviously 

attributable to the soul or the mind, so why are your hands 

sweating? Similarly, surgeries and other medical 

procedures are obviously actions on the body. But why is it 

so hard to get a good night’s rest before a procedure if it 

doesn’t touch our soul? 

You are a human, and God is Spirit (John 4:24). How does 

spirit interact with a bodysoul human being? (yes that was 

supposed to be one word) God reaches out to us through 

our senses. In the Garden of Eden, when God came to find 

Adam and Eve, He spoke. The air quivered. Adam’s ear 

drum vibrated. His brain processed the information. God, 

who is Spirit, reaches out to the bodysoul human Adam 

through Adam’s senses. More specifically, He reaches out 

to us through words.  

Words are tied to senses of human beings. Our ears hear 

them. Our eyes read them. Our mouths speak them. So 

God, who is Spirit, makes Himself known to us through our 

senses,  through words. The first and chief example of this 

is that God the Son, the second person of the Trinity, took 
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on flesh. He did so that He might bear our sins in His flesh. 

But He also did so that He might be seen, heard, and 

touched. 

On occasion we fall for the lie that words aren’t real. We 

fall into the trap of believing that words are mental 

constructs without any anchor in the physical world. It 

couldn’t be farther from the truth. The words of Jesus are 

physical realities; formed in the brain of the incarnate Son 

of God; distributed by His lips and vocal cords to a small 

group of followers; bouncing around the brains, ears, 

mouths, and eyes of both believers and unbelievers until He 

comes again.1 Words are real. They are essential. They are 

how God, who is Spirit, reaches out to heal and to save His 

special bodysoul humans and His whole creation.  

If you made it this far I’m going to assume you are a fellow 

believer, and if you are a believer, then I know God has 

interacted with you through words. I don’t know your 

story. I don’t know your denominational affiliation. But I 

know God’s Word has come to you, because that is how He 

interacts with human beings.2 The life of the Christian is 

one where God, who is Spirit, interacts with bodysoul 

human beings through words. 2000 years ago He interacted 

with His creation through THE WORD, Jesus. THE 

WORD lived, died, rose, and ascended for humanity. But 

without words, His work would be meaningless to you. 

You wouldn’t know. What a dark world it would be if Jesus 

 
1 Fisk, Without Flesh, 37. 
2 Lutherans, get out your book of Concord and read Smalcald Articles 
III:8:3-6, 9-10. 
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had died and there were no words to tell about it! The real 

story is far better. Jesus died. Then He rose. And once He 

rose, a flurry of words went out from the empty tomb. Jesus 

spoke to Mary. Mary told the disciples. The disciples told 

the world. And somehow, someway, by God’s plan and 

design, those words made it to you. 

Yes, you! The same words Jesus spoke, the physical 

realities formed in His mind and distributed by His lips, 

have bounced around the ears and eyes and mouths of other 

human beings and found their way to you. In fact, God is 

still interacting with you through words today. God 

interacts with you through words spoken from the mouth of 

your pastor in the sermon. He interacts with you through 

words that your eyes see and your brain comprehends as 

you read the Scriptures. He interacts with you through the 

words spoken to Jesus and distributed to the church when 

your pastor speaks and says “I forgive you”. Sometimes 

God graciously engages more than 1 sense as we taste the 

body and blood of Jesus under the bread and the wine and 

as we are soaked by the water from the baptismal font. But 

His interaction with us is never without words.3  

One of the primary ways that Christians today engage with 

God is through His written Word, the Bible. In college I 

was teaching a Bible Study in my dorm on the topic of 

reading Scripture, so I set out to find verses about how 

important it is to read your Bible. Guess how many I found! 

0. There is not a single verse in Scripture telling an 

 
3 Lutherans, if you didn’t read it last time, read Lutherans, get out your 
book of Concord and read Smalcald Articles III:8:3-6, 9-10. 
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individual Christian to embark upon personal reading of the 

Bible. Part of this is cultural; most of them couldn’t read 

and even if they could, personal copies of the Bible were 

impossible to come by. However, the lack of a verse 

encouraging personal Bible reading is not fully explained 

by culture. God did want His people engaging in His Word, 

but there is another word He uses to describe what that 

engagement looks like, “Meditate”. Meditation is different 

than reading, and it is not mere regurgitation. Meditating on 

the Word of God means to take it to heart, to dwell on it, to 

chew on it. The Collect for the Word puts it a different 

ways as we ask God to “…grant that we may so hear [the 

Holy Scriptures], read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest 

them…”. Wisdom tells us that since God has seen fit to 

provide such ease of access to the Scriptures Christians 

ought to read their Bibles. But such reading must include 

true engagement with the text. 

Sadly, much of the world rejects the words of Jesus. The 

world has, however, made progress in how to fully engage 

with the written and spoken word. German sociologist and 

philosopher Niklas Luhmann is a remarkable figure in the 

enterprise of engaging with words. He developed a system 

for engaging with words from lectures he heard and books 

that he read that he captured them. He maximized their 

power through potent engagement and careful cataloguing. 

He used this superpower to rise to academic stardom in 

Germany. The output from his unique method of engaging 

with words is extraordinary- over 70 books and over 400 

academic articles, and the resulting notes from this method 

are still being compiled into new posthumous works.  
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Luhman’s technique was simple. He would take in 

information that he was interested about. Then he would 

put the most relevant and important pieces of information 

that took in into his own words. This seems simple, hardly 

the super juice that would form an academic titan. But 

Luhman’s simple technique did something extraordinary. It 

forced him to fully, truly, engage with words. By 

translating the words spoken by a lecturer or written by an 

author into his own words, Luhman took possession of 

them. He owned them. Transferring the words of others 

into his own words forced Luhmann to wrestle with what 

the words said rather than simply regurgitate them.  

We’ve talked about words and how God uses them to 

interact with human beings. We took a brief trip to 

Germany to find a man whose simple technique allowed 

him to unlock the power of words, supercharge his brain, 

and rise to academic glory. Now comes the fun part. We 

know about God’s word. We’ve been introduced to the 

technique. Now it is time to smash them together. The best 

God has to offer is His word. The best the world has to 

offer is Luhman’s technique. If we combine them, the 

possibilities are endless. 

2. Engaging with God’s Word using Smart Notes.  

You already have what you need. You have a Bible. You 

have a pen. You have some notecards (or a sheet of paper). 

The simplicity of this technique is that all you need to do is 

take those three items, clear your head of the buzzing that 

our world has become proficient at creating (write down 

everything that is on your mind, then pray!), clear the room 
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of any device that notifies you of anything, and start 

reading. When a verse of scripture raises a question, adds 

new information to your brain, speaks in a way that makes 

you think, or reveals something you want to remember, 

write it down. Sönke Ahrens, who wrote the book on 

Smart Notes, encourages you to “Keep it short, be 

extremely selective, and [above all] use your own words.”.4 

The purpose of this technique is not to develop a catalogue 

of Bible quotes, but to engage with the word of God. This 

is best done by interacting with the words on the page. In 

most circumstances, writing a quote allows you to avoid 

wrestling with the meaning of the words themselves.  

I don’t want you to simply read about this technique. I want 

you to do it, so let’s try it right now. We’ll pick a familiar 

verse;  

“The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge; 

    fools despise wisdom and instruction. -Proverbs 1:7 

 

Now, spend however long you need to think through the 

meaning of the verse, and rewrite it in your own words in 

the blank space below. 

 

 

It really is that simple. 

1. Grab your tools (Bible, pen, notecards). 

2. Clear your head 

 
4 Ahrens, 24. 
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3. Read the Bible 

4. Write selective notes in your own words 

5. Repeat regularly 

As you carry out these steps, you will be reading the same 

Bible you have read many times before, but you will be 

doing so deliberately. Tee ball players are known for 

looking up at the sky and playing with the dirt instead of 

keeping their eye on the ball. My favorite object of 

distraction while playing Tee Ball was airplanes. 4 year 

olds playing Tee Ball aren’t ready when the action on the 

field happens, because they aren’t paying attention. They 

don’t think the ball is coming to them. To be honest, I have 

spent far too much time reading the Bible this way. I’ve 

been lazy and distracted, and therefore I have failed to 

interact fully with the text on the page. When you are 

reading through a Biblical text with pen in hand, lazy Bible 

reading is impossible. You’re like a major leaguer; knees 

bent, glove ready, eye on the ball. You have likely read or 

heard Proverbs 1:7 before, but rewriting it in your own 

words forced you to stop, wrestle with what God was 

saying through Solomon, and be invested enough in that 

thought to put pen to paper. Because you were reading with 

the intent of writing, you were ready to engage with the 

meaning of the text.  

When the time you have set aside to read is over you will 

have the same Bible you started with, but your notecards 

will have a number of notes. These notes are evidence that 

you interacted with the text on the page, and when properly 

organized, these notes can build on each other in incredible 
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ways over time.5 But far more important than the changes 

made to your sheet of paper or stack of notecards is the 

change that has happened in you. My beloved college 

professor, the sainted Jakob Heckert often began class by 

saying “We are about to read the Word of God. You will 

never be the same person you were before you read what 

we are going to read today.” Doctor Heckert had read the 

passages before. He had read them in Greek, German, 

English, and probably Latin as well. But he recognized that 

God’s Word is His interaction with us bodysoul human 

beings, and the interaction of God through His Word 

changes us. Smart Notes is not an attempt to add to God’s 

Word or take a shortcut to knowledge. It is a technique that 

can be used to remove sinful roadblocks of laziness, 

distraction, and indifference, so that God can tell you the 

best news you’ve ever heard and conform you to the image 

of His Son. 

If you stopped here, I truly believe what you’ve read so far 

would transform your engagement with God’s Word as you 

read it (Remember, God interacts with us bodysoul humans 

through words, so closer engagement with the Word is 

closer engagement with Him), but I believe engaging with a 

few possible objections can help bring clarity and further 

usefulness to this technique. 

What if I get the meaning of the text wrong? 

 
5 The organization of your notes is not the main point of this 
pamphlet. A short summary of how to organize is given at the end of 
the pamphlet, but Sönke Ahrens’ book is essential if you want to fully 
implement the organization of your notes. 
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This is a valid question. While the message of the Gospel is 

simple enough for a child to understand, the Bible does 

have some difficult verses. We also see in the Scriptures 

that value of a faithful guide as we read (Acts 8:31). This is 

why I would like you to add to your tools A faithful study 

Bible or commentary on the book you are reading. The 

goal is not for you to read every word of the commentary, 

but to keep you in check as you translate into your own 

words. Read the commentary and take it to heart, and check 

your notes with the faithful interpretation laid down there. 

Your pastor can also be a valuable resource here. You will 

make his day by calling him to ask him about a passage of 

Scripture.  

Isn’t it dangerous to put Scripture into our own words? 

Ah, yes. Am I teaching you to write your own knockoff 

version of The Message? No. These notes are not intended 

to be a translation on par with Scripture or a Message-style 

paraphrase. To do that you would have to make a note on 

EVERY verse. Instead, you are selectively making notes on 

important passages of Scripture and engaging with the text. 

Unless you plan on publishing a book, these notes are 

primarily for your edification, and the most important 

factor is not the end product, but the engagement with the 

Word. 

Why do we need to add something else to how we read the 

Bible? 

We don’t. You may try this out, hate it, and curse the time 

wasted with this technique. It won’t make you any less of a 

Christian. You are right to use discernment when exploring 
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techniques regarding the reading of Scripture. The thing 

that sold me is that Smart Notes doesn’t take your nose out 

of Scripture but forces you to look deeper at what the text is 

saying. In order to form a Smart Note, you must reckon 

with God’s Word rather than ignoring it.  

3. Getting Started 

It takes 21 days to form a habit. Smart Notes is a habit 

worth forming. I would like to suggest the following 

reading plan to get you started on your Smart Note journey. 

Day 1: Proverbs 1 

Day 2: Proverbs 2 

Day 3: Proverbs 3 

Day 4: Proverbs 4 

Day 5: Proverbs 5 

Day 6: Proverbs 6 

Day 7: Proverbs 7 

Day 8: Psalm 1 

Day 9: Psalm 3 

Day 10: Psalm 10 

Day 11: Psalm 22 

Day 12: Psalm 23 

Day 13: Psalm 27 

Day 14: Psalm 51 

Day 15: Matthew 5:1-12 

Day 16: Matthew 5:13-20 

Day 17: Matthew 5:21-32 

Day 18: Matthew 5:33-48 

Day 19: Matthew 6:1-14 

Day 20: Matthew 6:16-24 

Day 21: Matthew 6:25-34 

Set aside a time each day (the same time is best),  set a 

timer outside the room for 30 minutes, and get to work. 

Some days you will have 1 note. Others you may have 5. 
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Some days you will finish early, others you will need more 

time. After 21 days of  engaging with God’s Word through 

Smart Notes, come back to this page and finish the 

pamphlet.

 

4. Going Further 

I wish I could hear from you how your 21 day experiment 

went! I suppose that the audience for this pamphlet will be 

small enough that I can include my email: 

pastorulmascension@gmail.com I’d love if you would 

email me and let me know. If it went poorly, please see 

Appendix A: Troubleshooting a Failure to Launch. 

At this point, you have a pile of notes that you don’t know 

what to do with. To be honest, we have just dipped our toe 

into Luhman’s Smart Note system. The taking of notes 

provides a powerful step for Christians in our engagement 

with the Scriptures, but Luhman’s brilliance may shine 

more brightly in his organization of the notes. The full 

implementation of Smart Notes includes the development 

of this organizational system, but in my opinion, the most 

powerful devotional impact comes through the writing 

of the notes themselves, so it is up to you how far you 

would like to explore Luhman’s system. I will provide a 

brief overview of how I organize my Smart Notes. If your 

purposes are devotional, this summary should suffice: Put 

the notes in order in a box. If you want to harness the 

system for academic writing or the building of a wider 

knowledge base, you need to pick up “How to Take Smart 

Notes: One Simple Technique to Boost Writing, Learning 

about:blank
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and Thinking – for Students, Academics and Nonfiction 

Book Writers” by Sönke Ahrens. 

When I take a Smart Note, I leave room at the top for a 

number. If the observation is on a specific passage of 

Scripture, I write the Book, Chapter, and Verse at the top 

and catalogue it in a note card box. If the insight has wider 

reaching implications, I place a numeral instead of the 

Book, Chapter, and Verse. The note card box fills up, and 

the thoughts build on each other. I use the back of the card 

to cite other cards in the box. Several digital systems are 

available to add notes on your computer and tie them 

together through digital tags.  

There is so much more to be said about Smart Notes. 

Someday a Christian will write a full length book on the 

use of Smart Notes for devotions, but it won’t be this 

particular Christian. I pray this was useful to you in stoking 

your curiosity, getting you started, and giving resources for 

further learning. If the system intrigues you, you will find a 

well-written and thorough explanation of how to fully 

implement Smart Notes in “How to Take Smart Notes: One 

Simple Technique to Boost Writing, Learning and Thinking 

– for Students, Academics and Nonfiction Book Writers” 

by Sönke Ahrens. You can find a man (and hopefully a 

community) using Smart Notes in a similar way by visiting 

the Revfiskj channel on YouTube. 

May God Be With You, and Remember… 

1. God, who is Spirit, interacts with bodysoul 

humans with words. 
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2. Niklas Luhmann developed an amazing system 

for interacting with words in general. 

3. When you apply this system to God’s Word, the 

possibilities are endless. 
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Appendix A: Troubleshooting a Failure to Launch. 

If your attempt at Smart Notes never got off the ground, ask 

yourself these questions: 

1. Have I been putting thoughts down in my own 

words, or am I merely writing quotes?- God’s 

Word is profound, and the temptation is strong to 

simply copy verses to notecards. This is not a 

wasted effort, but it is different than taking Smart 

Notes. 

2. How many Smart Notes am I getting from each 

passage?- There is no surefire formula for how 

many notes will come out of a 30 minute session 

reading Scripture this way. If you are frequently 

getting less than 2 or 3 notes in half an hour, try to 

read a little more slowly and wrestle with what is on 

the page. If you are frequently getting more than 10 

notes in half an hour it may be wise to be more 

selective with what you write down. 

3. Have I been setting aside time to try it out?- This 

level of engagement is difficult to do when rushed. 

4. Have I taken time to be free from distractions?- 

The White Noise is real. Research shows that is 

impossible to ignore your phone when it is in the 

room. Leave it outside and you will get better 

results. 
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If you don’t identify any problems using these questions, 

there is a chance that this system isn’t for you. You aren’t 

less of a Christian for it. Continue reading God’s Word and 

striving to engage with it! 

Appendix B: Using Smart Notes to Listen to Sermons 

This same principle applies to your pastor’s Sunday 

sermon. To be sure, your job on Sunday (if you are a 

layperson) is not to preach, but to hear; not to feed, but to 

be fed. But that doesn’t mean you aren’t working as you are 

listening to the sermon. The Tee-Ball metaphor applies to 

sermons as well. If you aren’t ready for the ball, it will 

shoot past you as you pick dandelions. If you aren’t 

actively listening to a pastor’s sermon, the focus and the 

impact of the sermon can be lost. Smart Notes can be 

immensely helpful for listening to sermons, adding a new 

level of engagement and excitement as you wait for an idea 

to be expressed, and write it down in your own words. 

Your pastor will not be disappointed if he sees you 

scramble to make a note during his sermon. 

 


