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How to write a book review

Some modules ask you to write a
critical book review. This is your
opportunity to delve into one particular
book (or part of a book) and analyse its
content. Writing a book review is more
than setting out whether you like a book
or not, it is a discipline that encourages
you to think about what you are reading
and assess a book’s strengths and
weaknesses.

A book review can be approached in a
number of different ways but the following
structure is recommended by the Open
Bible Institute:

1. Read the book

This may sound like an obvious statement
but all too often book reviews are written
on the basis of a quick skim. The book or
chapters in question need to be read and
re-read if you are to analyse the content
adequately. If you can bring yourself to do
it, it is worth taking a pen and underlining
key passages as you read. Make notes in
the margin too. Highlight anything that
doesn’t make sense or that strikes you as
questionable. You can even colour code
your annotations! Write a rough, one-
paragraph summary at the end of each

chapter — this will help you remember the
content more easily. If writing in a book
makes you squirm, invest in some small
post-it notes!

2. Reflect

Take a few days to assimilate the
information you have read. Mull the book
in your mind as you cycle to work or
walk the dog. Ask questions of the text
—do you agree with the author at every
point? If not, where do you think he may
be in error, Think through things you
didn’t understand. Try to identify which
theological stance the author is coming
from —is it the same as yours? Tease out
any useful principles that you can put into
practice in your own life and ministry. Jot
down the conclusions you come to.

3. Write your introduction

At the start of your book review you should
cite the title of the book, the author, year
of publication and publisher. Then in one
sentence try to summarise the main aim of
the book e.g. A book which aims to equip
youth leaders to teach the Bible effectively
or to aid readers to reflect biblically on

the ethical dilemmas faced in 21st century
Britain.
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<« 4. Write a summary

The first main section of your book review
requires you to write a summary of the
book (or chapters) set. Tease out the main
themes of the book. Set out the author’s
main arguments. Clearly show what the
author’s conclusions are. This section is
not about critiquing the book but rather
faithfully representing its content. To that
end, it may be useful to include quotations
but do not quote too extensively and

do make sure you cite your references
appropriately. You will have to be selective
here —you cannot hope to cover all the
material the author includes! Use a flow
chart to plot the progress of arguments if
that is useful.

5. Analyse the book

Next you will need to set out your analysis
of the book. Areas that you might wish

to tackle include: What are the book’s
strengths and weaknesses? Are the
author’s arguments coherent, intelligent,
biblical and useful? Has the author
supported his arguments with suitable
evidence? Has the author considered
evidence that goes against his argument?
Does the thesis of the book fit with the
course material set and other contemporary
writing? If not, where does it differ? Is the
book in an accessible and useful format?
Is it practical in its application? Do you

agree with the conclusions? Could they
be improved upon? Remember to include
biblical reflection and quote appropriately
from the book to illustrate your point of
view.

Throughout your analysis the key word

to have in your mind is “why?”. Think
through why the author has come to the
conclusions he has. Think through why
you agree / disagree. To a certain extent,
it doesn’t matter if you love the book or
hate it, the examiners are looking for a
logical, rational, biblical assessment. Aim
to finish this section with a strong and clear
conclusion about your views of the book’s
content and form.

6. Personal reflection

The final part of the assignment is a section
of more personal reflection on how the
book has impacted you. Whether you agree
or disagree with the content, there will

be lessons to be learned. Share what has
impacted you most profoundly and outline
how you will incorporate what you have
learned into your daily life and ministry.

Once you have finished your review, it is
worth reading the book one more time ...
just to check you haven’t missed anything
vital!
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