Author Biographies
In his book The Mirror and the Lamp, M. H. Abrams lists four components vital to good literary criticism. They are: 
1) the author, 
2) the intended reader, 
3) the world of the author and reader (culture, etc.), and 
4) the text itself. 
So far all of our lessons have focused on simply the text, and several of the lessons to come will still focus on the text. But in order to learn to better understand a passage we are studying, we will look at several lessons that go beyond the text.
I. Resources for biographical work

Books:

Douglas, J.D. Ed. New International Bible Dictionary. Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan, 1987.

Lockyer, Herbert. Ed. Illustrated Dictionary of the Bible. Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 1986.
Macarthur, John. Macarthur New Testament Commentary Series. Chicago, IL: Moody.
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Tenney, Merrill C. New Testament Survey (Rev.). Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1985.
Web:

http://biblestudytools.net/ - Commentaries, Bible Dictionaries, searchable Bibles
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and Fox’s Book of Martyrs
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http://www.theophilos.sk/ - Bible Study software
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II. A sample biography of John the Apostle
John was born in Bethsaida to a wealthy family of fishermen sometime between 5 B.C. and A.D. 4. He was the second recorded son of Zebedee. His mother may have been Salome, a sister of Mary the mother of Christ. If this is the case he was related not only to Mary, but also to Jesus, and John the Baptist.

Being Jewish, John’s greatest role model would likely have been his father. He could also look to his mother and brother for guidance. It is possible that he even had some contact with a young Jesus of Nazareth while growing to maturity. Though he received no formal training, John was taught the Old Testament by both his parents and the scribes in the synagogue. Though this teaching may have been lacking in authority and power (Jesus accused the scribes of teaching with no authority), it formed the basis for later spiritual investigation.
John grew up and joined the family business. Apparently Zebedee and his sons formed a partnership of sorts with the sons of another man named John—Simon and Andrew. During one of their ventures as partners Jesus called the two sets of brothers to become his disciples on a permanent basis. Before this call, John and Andrew, and perhaps to some degree James and Peter, had been disciples of John the Baptist. He first introduced them to the ideas of a “baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins,” and of the imminent arrival of the Messiah. It was the Baptist himself that pointed out Jesus as the Lamb of God to John and Andrew. At that point they began to follow Jesus on a somewhat limited basis. But on the day Jesus called them to be “fishers of men,” the sons of Zebedee and the sons of John forsook everything and followed Him.

Shortly after being called as disciples of Jesus, John and the others became a part of Jesus’ closest followers—the Twelve. John, Peter, and James became part of a still more exclusive group. They constituted Jesus’ inner circle of three. Perhaps this closeness along with a possible family relationship with Jesus that prompted John, his brother, and his mother to ask for a special place for James and John within Jesus’ kingdom. Jesus asked if they were able to drink of His cup be baptized with His baptism When they responded affirmatively Jesus told them that they would indeed drink of His cup, thus prophesying the suffering they would face for Him. But, as he pointed out, it was not His place to give them the place they asked for in the kingdom.
After Pentecost, John stayed in Jerusalem for a number of years, leading the early church. He made at least one recorded trip to Samaria where he and Peter helped the deacon Philip in his ministry. Within a few years, John lost his brother to Herod’s sword. 

Some time later John began many fruitful years of ministry in Ephesus. Little is recorded about his time, but it may be that he used this time to record the Gospel and three epistles that bear his name. Still later John was exiled by the Romans to the prison island of Patmos where he received and recorded the Revelation of Jesus Christ. After the death of Domitian the Roman emperor, John was allowed to return to Ephesus. It is in Ephesus that he died.
Fox’s Book of Martyrs gives the following record of John, the contents of which may or may not be true:

The "beloved disciple," was brother to James the Great. The churches of Smyrna, Pergamos, Sardis, Philadelphia, Laodicea, and Thyatira, were founded by him. From Ephesus he was ordered to be sent to Rome, where it is affirmed he was cast into a cauldron of boiling oil. He escaped by miracle, without injury. Domitian afterwards banished him to the Isle of Patmos, where he wrote the Book of Revelation. Nerva, the successor of Domitian, recalled him. He was the only apostle who escaped a violent death. (http://www.ccel.org/f/foxe_j/martyrs/fox101.htm)
III. CONDUCTING A PERSONALITY INTERVIEW

Note: In a personality interview NO detail is trivial. Answer each question with as much detail as you can discover. You will not be able to answer all questions for every character, but do the best you can.

1. What are the facts concerning the person’s birth? Where was he born? When? Anything unusual?
2. Who were his parents and relatives? Were they godly or ungodly? Consider their characteristics.
3. What material is furnished concerning his early training? Uncover the influences and environmental factors which shaped his life and thinking (e.g., home, school, religious disciplines, etc.)
4. What was his occupation and how did this equip him for later service?
5. Who were his contemporaries and associates? Examine both his friends and his enemies. What did they say about him? Were they contributory or detrimental?
6. Study the time in which the person lived. What contemporary conditions existed (e.g., social, religious, political, economic, etc.)
7. Determine what was the person’s crowning achievement and contribution. Analyze his influence upon his nation, the church, his family, others, etc. What were his writings? Why was he chosen to pen this material?
8. Chart the travels and journeys which the person made.
9. What traits of character are manifest? Mark assets as well as liabilities. Is there one sin or strength which characterized his life? Trace its causes and its results (upon himself and others). Is there any crisis which brought about a change in the person’s life?
10. Can you detect any growth or development in his life?
11. Who was his wife? His children? Were they a hindrance or a help?
12. Notice his attitude toward life. Ascertain his philosophy of life. What motives pervaded his actions?
13. Evaluate his spiritual status (before and after his conversion). What did he think about God? His Word? His work? Investigate his prayer life, the quality and quantity of his faith, the service he rendered, etc.
14. Is this person a type of Christ? If so, in what respects?
15. What phases or episodes of his life are given and why? Do these furnish any clues for an organizational core?
16. Compare all other Biblical references to this person. Do any of these constitute a divine commentary on his life/
17. Study the manner and cause of his death. Any extraordinary features?

18. What are the salient principles which emerge from a consideration of this person’s life? How would the application of these principles transform my experience?
CONDUCTING A PERSONALITY INTERVIEW is taken from BIBL 350 The Biographical Method by Dr. Paul Fink
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