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Believe it or not, writing research papers can be an enjoyable and rewarding part of the 

college experience. Some students will be quick to voice their objections to the idea that paper 

assignments are in any sense a positive opportunity. Some think papers are difficult 

and involve too much work. However, the process of writing a paper is not as 

arduous as often thought. This paper provides some strategies for writing successful research 

papers and this paper itself is intended to serve as a model. In part, this paper illustrates what a 

paper should look like when written according to the Horizon & MCS Format 

Guide.  

Pretend this is your assignment description: “Discuss the original, 

authorial intent of any New Testament document. Represent differing scholarly views, 

identifying strengths and weaknesses.” How would you go about writing a successful paper for 

this course (or any course for that matter)? I would suggest that there are five key steps that will 

help make the process a little smoother.  

1. Choosing a Topic  

 To begin, perhaps the most important step is choosing a topic. At the 

same time, sometimes your professor will choose a topic for you as some 

assignments are quite specific (e.g., a book response assignment). But 

students often have freedom to choose what they write about. James 

Lester observes that when this is the case, students are responsible “to 

find a workable topic that fulfills the requirements of the assignment and 

that adopts a serious, scholarly perspective.”1 This choice can make all 

the difference between viewing the assignment as a chore or as an 

 
1 Lester, Essential Guide, 1. 

These opening sentences (the first paragraph) represent an introduction. Notice that there is a thesis 
statement, the objectives of the paper are stated, and there is some indication of how this will be 
achieved. 

Here is the thesis statement. 
A thesis is not simply 
summary of what you will 
discuss in the paper. Rather, it 
is what your paper will 
demonstrate. 

Oops! I’m using the 
grammatical first person 
(“we” and “I”) which 
generally is not used in 
formal academic writing. You 
will find that your instructors 
have different expectations 
on this point so it is best to 
check with them ahead of 
time. 
 
Phrases like “I think” or “We 
can see” or “My conclusion” 
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example, I could say instead, 
“There are at least five key 
steps to writing a paper.”  
 
Regardless, I will use first 
person (I, we, my, our, etc.) to 
facilitate more direct 
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being marked on this!  
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adventure in learning. For this sample paper, I would like to have a look at one of the shortest 

writings in the New Testament, a letter titled 3 John. How should you proceed when it comes 

time to make a decision on your subject? Choose something that interests you and something you 

have an interest in learning more about. This is a good idea because usually many hours will be 

invested in any quality paper, meaning that you may grow a little weary of the subject over time. 

It helps to stay motivated, then, if you pick a topic that you are particularly interested in. 

2. Formulating a Research Question 

Okay, I’ve picked a subject area (3 John) but I’m not quite ready to sit down at the 

computer and begin typing just yet. Kathleen T. McWhorter observes, “Term papers provide the 

opportunity to look ahead in an academic discipline, to go beyond the basics and explore 

advanced study in the field.”2 Hence, in order to “go beyond the basics,” after picking a subject 

area, the second thing I need to do is formulate a research question. A research question helps 

you pick a specific topic within your overall subject area. I’ve decided to work with 3 John 

because it’s not very familiar to me and there is plenty of academic literature that treats it (cf. 

point 1 above ). But what specifically do I want to study? I need to formulate a question to 

address or an issue to summarize. How? Consider reading over introductory material on your 

subject area. Your textbook is a good place to start (you already spent money on it, so you may 

as well use it!), or you may want to look at dictionary or encyclopedia articles (see section 3 in 

this paper). Luke Timothy Johnson, reports that 3 John is a letter of recommendation.3 Hmmm, I 

am not entirely clear on what this means so I’m going to look into this. My research question 

will be “Is 3 John a letter of recommendation and if so, what does it tell us about factions in the 

 
2 McWhorter, Study and Critical Thinking, 387. 
3 Johnson, Writings of the New Testament, 563. 
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Johannine community?” The thesis statement for my paper will then answer my research 

question. Of course, I will find my answer (and figure out my thesis statement) as I do my 

research.  

Keep your topic as narrow as possible. Attempting to answer a question like “How is 3 

John significant for understanding the history of earliest Christianity?” would be far too broad in 

scope. What we have settled on for a research question is much more manageable given the 

limited space available in a research paper. 

3. Continue Research 

Once you have picked a specific topic, the third step to writing a paper is to continue the 

research. You have already done some research (in your textbook or elsewhere) to figure out 

your research question, but there is still more to do! I suggest the following process. First, go to 

the reference section of the library and look up encyclopedia and dictionary articles on your 

subject area (3 John). These provide “the big picture,” that is, an overview of the subject area. 

Second, head toward the book stacks. My dictionary article helped clarify the subject and topic 

(tensions among John’s readers; 3 John as a letter of recommendation).4 Having clarified the 

issue in my head, I can now go to the more detailed studies found in books with more 

confidence. You should also track down journal articles. By this point you have seen 

bibliographies in dictionary and encyclopedia entries. Those bibliographies might guide you to 

helpful books or journal articles. In addition, be sure to use the library’s databases (available 

from the Library website) to assist with your search. The databases on the DTL (Digital 

Theological Library) invaluable for finding journal articles.5 In addition to what I have already 

 
4 Burge, “John, Letters” 587-99.  
5 Specialized indices that represent other academic disciplines are also available in these databases.  

Note that the (shortened) title here is not in italics 
because this is the title of an essay (part of a book), not 
the title of the whole book. In the bibliography you will 
see that the title of the whole book is in italics. 

This is a content footnote. In addition to providing information about the sources you are 
using, as in footnote 4 above, footnotes can be used to supply additional information that is 
not directly related to the argument (though usually providing further support for it). 
Think of content notes as the second level of dialogue in your paper; the first level is the 
main body. 
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mentioned here, you may also want to look for helpful online sources but be careful when 

discerning which sources are worth using.  

As you are reading your sources, you should take notes. Be sure to keep track of where 

you are getting your information from. You might even want to start your bibliography as you 

are doing your research.  

By now my desk is covered with books and papers. I have a subject (3 John) with a 

specific question to address (why was a letter of recommendation needed? what was the problem 

in John’s churches?). There is also a deadline looming. 

4. Preparing to Write: Create an Outline 

Some people do some writing as they are doing their research. Others wait to write their 

paper until after they have completed all (or at least most) of their research. Regardless of which 

approach you find most helpful, before you do too much writing, I suggest you think about what 

your paper will look like in overview. The following elements should be included. (a) In your 

opening sentences provide a clear introductory statement/thesis question. What exactly do you 

hope to do and how will you go about doing it? (b) Your argument and the evidence used to 

answer the thesis question should be well organized. Group your main points together in the 

outline. (c) There should be a conclusion to your paper that explicitly refers back to your 

introductory/thesis statement.  

5. Formatting Your Paper 

At this point we need to discuss the most annoying part of the paper-writing process: 

formatting. It is one thing to have ideas, knowledge, and insight but it is also important to be able 

to communicate them appropriately. Specifically, you are asked to document your research 
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following the Horizon & MCS Format Guide.6 Here are some general reasons why following a 

standardized format is necessary for all responsible academic institutions, including at MCS or 

Horizon. First, formatting your papers appropriately relates to the core competency of being a 

skilled communicator because the guide assists you in learning to communicate effectively in the 

context of an educational institution. Second, including appropriately formatted citations (i.e., 

with all the necessary information it the footnotes and bibliography) reflects the core competency 

of being spiritually mature because following a standard formatting procedure allows everybody 

(students and faculty) to interact with scholarly work in a manner that preserves the integrity and 

transparency of the student, the professor, and the institution. That is, you make yourself 

accountable to others by clearly indicating where and when you are using ideas from others in 

your own research and writing.  

Conclusion 

I hope this overview is of some value to you. This paper aimed to provide some strategies 

for writing papers and to model some things your professors are looking for. Keep in mind that 

not all professors have the same expectations for every assignment so be sure to check with them 

about their requirements. It is not an oxymoron to speak of an enjoyable research paper 

assignment. Writing an excellent paper is never an easy thing but it can be a rewarding 

experience. I look forward to reading yours!  

 

 

 
6 Horizon & MCS, Horizon & MCS Format Guide. You can download a copy of the guide online. 
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