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Introduction

So you’ve decided to serve as a Bible study leader!  Or at least, someone has decided for you
:)   You’ve taken on a job that comes with much responsibility, but also much blessing.  I always tell
my fellow coworkers in our fellowship that one gets blessed just by attending and participating in
a Bible study, but doubly blessed by preparing and leading one.  You may feel unconfident about
your ability to lead a Bible study, and may even feel like you have no idea how to do it.  In this
introduction I’ll try to address your anxieties, while the rest of this book is devoted to all the how-
to’s of actually preparing and leading a study.  

When I first lead a Bible study, way back in college, it was completely horrible.  Partly
because I wasn’t really ready or qualified at that time — not due to a lack of Bible knowledge, but
for other reasons —  but mainly it failed because of my pride.  I was there to show off and pretend
to know all the answers and impress others, hoping to find approval and acceptance in their eyes. 
So I didn’t really have anything spiritual to share with them or to direct the study.  Probably an
inanimate object in the room such as a chair could have done a better job!  I learned much from that
miserable mistake, and years later I began to lead Bible studies at the fellowship on a regular basis.
Since that time, I’ve found that God has been able to use me, and not because I’m some kind of super
Christian or such — I’m not.  Rather, I’m amazed at how God has been able to use me, in spite of
all my spiritual failings, weaknesses, and ignorance.  I’ve found that it’s the Holy Spirit that leads
the study and uses God’s word to teach people, not me, and as long as I remember that, the studies
are blessed.  

Now I’ve compiled this guide to help other Bible study leaders to learn the basics of
preparing and leading Bible studies.  The first section deals with basic principles of biblical
interpretation, then a look at some of the more important literary types in the Bible, and finally
discussion of common errors and exercises.  I’ve also added a more in-depth discussion of practical
linguistic principles for biblical interpretation with some examples.  The next section addresses the
how-to’s of leading a small group and actually preparing and leading the Bible study.  

You may not think you’re worthy to do this job, but God has probably called you to serve in
this way.  So if you trust in Him to guide and use the Bible studies, God can use you as a Bible study
leader.  You may think you cannot do it well, but as you gain experience in doing Bible studies, God
will teach you how.  We read often in the Bible how God takes seemingly unqualified and weak
individuals and uses them in interesting ways.  The same is true today for the work of laypersons in
the church such as you and me.  God’s blessings to you in your work.

Kent Lee  
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1. What is the Bible?

We may be asked what the Bible is; often we haven’t thought about it in meaningful terms
that we could explain to others.  We usually answer correctly that it is the Word of God, and first
and foremost the Bible is God’s revealed word to humankind.  But what does that mean?  It means
that is how God communicates to us.  It is one primary means by which God tells us who He is and
what He has to say to us.  And that means that it communicates theological truth.  By means of the
Bible, God tells us truth about who He is, who we are, how we should relate to Him, and what we
should do.  The Bible reveals God’s truth to us in two forms: propositional truth and descriptive
truth.  Propositional truth is truth stated directly, so that the reader must respond to it.  For example,
Jesus claims that He is the only way to God, and that we must be born again.  These are truth claims
that the reader must respond to, by accepting the truth and acting accordingly, by rejecting it (either
rejecting it outright or by ignoring it), or by seeking further.  Descriptive truth is truth embodied in
a text, rather than explicitly stated.  Historical narratives in the Bible embody truth rather than telling
us what to do directly, so for example, when we read the story of King David’s sin with Bathsheba,
we learn much about sin, its consequences, God’s attitude toward sin, repentance, and forgiveness
— all without the writer telling us plainly; we figure it out from the story.  Likewise, the beautiful
poetry of the Psalms describe what God is like and how our relationship with Him should be.  

While the Bible is a divine book, it is also a human book.  God communicates to us through
human means: language, literature, text, and human writers, according to the ways in which these
media are normally used.  There is no magic involved in understanding the Bible, but rather God
speaking to us through human means of communication, which are actually media that God created
to begin with.  (See the appendix for further discussion.)  Thus the Bible is a great piece of literature,
but of course a uniquely different collection of sacred literature.  While it was given to, written
down, and transmitted by people in a literary format, it is not a book primarily concerned with
politics, science, or human history (though this things are of some importance, as a part of God’s
creation).  It is primarily about redemptive history.  Thus, it is not a comprehensive history of the
ancient world, but the story of how God has worked through real people to accomplish His
redemptive plan.  
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2. History of the Bible.

The Bible was written by about 40 people over a period of 1600
years, from about 1600 B.C. to about A.D. 100.  The Old Testament was
originally written in Hebrew, except for a few small sections in Daniel
(written by Nebuchadnezzar) and Nehemiah that were written in a related
language known as Aramaic.  The New Testament was written in Greek, in
the vernacular dialect known as Koiné.  St. Jerome translated the Bible into
Latin in the late fourth century a.d., which is known as the Vulgate.  

Modern versions of the Bible divide the Old Testament into the Pentateuch (the first five
books of the OT: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy); the historical books (Joshua
to Esther); the wisdom literature and/or poetic books (Job to Songs); the major prophets (Isaiah to
Daniel); and the 12 minor prophets (Hosea to Malachi) — minor because of the length of the books.
The original Jewish canon or collection of Scripture consisted of the Torah (meaning ‘Law’), that
is, the Pentateuch; the Prophets; and the Writings.  The Prophets included most of the major and
minor prophets.  The Prophets also included plus some historical books like Judges, Samuel, etc.,
which were about the prophets of that period of Jewish history, though not written by those prophets.
The Writings consisted of the poetic and wisdom literature, the other historical writings, and the
book of Daniel (due to its unusual apocalyptic nature).  The Jews often referred to the entire Old
Testament as the Law and the Prophets; hence, Jesus referred to the OT as the Law and the Prophets,
and some psalms refer to the scriptures as the law.

Genesis was compiled (possibly by Moses, as Jewish tradition states) from various sources
and edited together into one book; very possibly, they were oral sources, passed down the
generations.  Moses also wrote most of the content of other books of the Pentateuch.  The Pentateuch
is followed by a set of historical books which focus on the spiritual life of the Jewish people.  The
prophetic books were written by the prophets themselves or by their followers, for example,
Jeremiah probably had his secretary Baruch write the book that bears his name.  As the various OT
books were written, they were recognized as divinely inspired and thus useful for worship and
teaching, especially if they bore the names of prophets, David, Solomon, Moses, judges, etc.  In time
these books were compiled into the OT canon.  
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The New Testament is divided into the gospels and other historical narrative (Acts);
Matthew, Mark, and Luke are called the synoptic gospels because of their relative similarity to each
other, while John has more different content.  Then various epistles complete the NT, beginning with
Paul’s general epistles (to a church in general in one area, such as Romans), Paul’s pastoral epistles,
which were written specifically to pastors Timothy and Titus; they are arranged also according to
length.  Then follows Hebrews, whose author is unknown, but bears a distinct tone of authority and
spiritual inspiration.  Then the epistles of Peter, James, John, and Jude follow, followed by John’s
apocalypse, the Revelation, which was the last book of the Bible written.

Over time, these writings were recognized has having spiritual authority and inspiration, and
special value for teaching and worship in the church.  They were collected by the Christian Church
and officially canonized as the New Testament scriptures in the third century A.D.  The general
criteria for including a book was apostolic authority — it was written by an apostle or someone with
an apostolic mentor or source of information (Mark under Peter’s mentorship, Luke under Paul). 

The first translation of the English Bible was begun by John Wycliffe and completed by John
Purvey in 1388.  The books of the Bible were divided into chapters by Stephen Langton in about a.d.
1228; the Old Testament was divided into verses by R. Nathan in 1448, and the New Testament by
Robert Stephanus in 1551.  The first Bible to appear entirely with chapter and verse divisions was
the Geneva Bible in 1560 (sponsored by the Reformed Church), an English translation used by
Calvinistic churches.  The most famous and popular German translation is Martin Luther’s
translation, the so-called Luther-Bibel.  The King James Version (KJV) was translated in 1611 under
the sponsorship of King James of England, and has been one of the most popular English version
for centuries.  The Revised Standard Version (RSV) appeared in the 1940's, the New International
Version (NIV) in 1978, and the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) in the late 1980's.

Other old translations are important to Bible scholars.  Around 250 b.c., a group of seventy
Jewish scholars translated the Old Testament into Greek, a translation known as the Septuagint
(meaning ‘seventy’), and is often abbreviated as LXX.  Scholars also refer to other translations such
as the Syriac language translation known as the Peshitta, the Coptic Bible (of the medieval Coptic
Church of Egypt), and others, and biblical citations in the writings of the early church fathers.

Some Christians, especially in the Catholic and Eastern Orthodox churches, accept other
books beyond the 66 books of the Protestant Bible.  These books are referred to as the Apocrypha
(or Deuterocanonicals), and have been a matter of controversy throughout church history.  This set
of books include historical writings (additions to Daniel, additions to Esther, the books of the
Macabees, etc.), wisdom literature (Ecclesiasticus, Sirach...), prophetic writings (Baruch...), and
some rather fanciful allegorical books (Tobit, Judith).  Christians like St. Augustine have argued for
them as God’s word, while others like Luther and Calvin have argued against them.  While Luther
did not accept them as God’s word, he thought they were valuable for their historical information,
and should be included in the Bible as an historical appendix (e.g., the Maccabean books describe
the Jewish revolt against their pagan oppressors during the intertestamental period).  But the
Calvinistic branch of the Reformation, led by Jean (John) Calvin, and the Anabaptists branch of the
Reformation were so much against the Apocrypha that they refused to allow these books in their
Bibles.  Protestants have generally followed the latter tradition.  The arguments for and against the
Apocrypha consist of complex historical and textual issues, and are beyond our present scope or
concern.  Nonetheless, they are valuable for historical purposes.

Furthermore, a body of writings exists known as the Pseudepigrapha, which are not accepted
by any Christians or Jews.  These writings were mostly fictitious stories passed off as real, or
forgeries falsely attributed to Biblical writers.  Some contain stories and alleged predictions of



7

Moses, Enoch, Isaiah, etc.  Furthermore, the Gnostics (a heretical sect in the early centuries of the
Christian Church) created false gospel stories and other writings (e.g., Gnostic gospels depicting a
boy Jesus killing a teacher or creating birds).  A few such books may have been valid Christian
writings, but simply had no divine spiritual inspiration or apostolic authority.  

�������	�
�����

books of the Bible
entire Bible . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 66
Old Testament . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 39
New Testament . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 27
longest OT book . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Psalms
shortest OT book . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Obadiah
longest NT book . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Acts
shortest NT book . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2 John

chapters of the Bible
entire Bible . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1189
Old Testament . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 929
New Testament . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 260
shortest chapter of Bible . . . . . . Psalm 117
longest chapter of Bible . . . . . . . Psalm 119

verses of the Bible
Old Testament . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 23,214
New Testament . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7959
shortest verse of OT . . . . . . . . 1 Chron. 1:25
shortest verse of NT . . . . . . . . . . John 11:35
longest verse of Bible . . . . . . . . . . Esther 8:9

words of the Bible†

Old Testament . . . . . . . . . . . . . . c. 592,000
New Testament . . . . . . . . . . . . . . c. 181,000
longest word in Bible: Maher-shalal-hash-

baz (18 letters) . . . . . . . . . . . Isaiah 8:1
God occurs 4379 times
Lord occurs 7738 times

†based on KJV
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Hermeneutic (interpretive) principles 

How do Christians who believe in the Bible as God’s word interpret the Bible?  In other
words, what is our hermeneutic method?  How can we be sure that it is the correct one? Among the
different choices such as literal, allegorical, naturalistic, or literary-linguistic methods of
interpretation, which is the proper one, and why?

We begin by looking at how Scripture quotes and interprets itself, that is, how some in the
Bible cite and interpret earlier biblical passages.  We see this in how the Old Testament prophets and
wisdom writers understood the earlier revealed portions of scripture, such as the Pentateuch.  King
David writes in Psalm 119 how God’s law (scripture) is practical and useful for guiding one’s life
and for righteous, godly living.  The early judges and prophets like Samuel, the major prophets
(Isaiah to Daniel), and the minor prophets all understood and preached the same kind of messages,
which were based on the covenant of the Pentateuch.  They all took scripture seriously as God’s
actual authoritative word that was still as relevant and authoritative hundreds of years later.  They
took all its teachings seriously as they applied them to their contemporary situation, and served God
as “enforcers” of the covenant. When Jesus taught, he often taught from the (Old Testament)
scriptures, taking those scriptures as God’s authoritative and divine word that was just as relevant
in His time as in the time when they were first written.  Likewise the apostles in the New Testament
writings often cite Old Testament scripture in the same way.  

When we look at how biblical writers cited, used, and understood previously written
scripture, the same principles emerge in how they did so, whether it was King David, Daniel, Jesus,
or St. Paul.  First, they all regarded scripture as God’s revealed word, and not just as human
literature.  Thus, they held scripture in high regard as always authoritative, reliable,  relevant, useful,
and without error, for all ages; they regarded it as useful for personal instruction in godliness,
directing one’s life, teaching about God, understanding who we are, and understanding God’s plans
for the future (e.g, prophecy about the future).  They never tried to impose new, novel meanings into
the scriptural passages, they never read their own ideas or meanings into the scripture, and they
always tried to understand what God was saying in the scriptures.  They followed normal principles
of understanding the Bible as language in context, as literature written by people, but revealed by
God Himself.  Thus its content was understood as supernatural and spiritual, but written for us to
understand in a real way.

This prophetic and apostolic tradition of a theological-linguistic-literary understanding of
biblical interpretation was carried on in the early Christian church.  When we read the writings of
early Christians such as the Church Fathers (church leaders in the first four centuries A.D.), St.
Augustine, etc., we find that this basic understanding was followed in how Christians understood



1  Disourse means any use of language in context, that is, language consisting more than just an
isolated sentence or utterance.  It may refer to spoken discourse (a conversation, a formal lecture, etc.) or
written discourse (a letter, a book, an article, etc.).  Thus, any use of language to communicate, inform, or
express constitutes discourse.

It is true that some literary works may have meanings on multiple levels.   However, these other
levels of interpretation are secondary in relation to the main discourse, the man and whale story, and they
are allowable only when quite supported and warranted by the global context. 
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and used the Bible.  However, in medieval times, some Church teachers tended to stray from this
common-sense method, and even great theologians like St. Augustine were sometimes guilty of this.
Instead, an allegorical method of interpretation was followed.  The allegorical methods posits
multiple potential interpretations of a given passage.  So for example, Jesus’ parable of the Good
Samaritan (Luke 10) on one level was a moral teaching about godly kindness and compassion to
strangers and enemies.  On another level it supposedly had an allegorical, symbolic meaning about
the Church, Israel, or God, where, for example, the Samaritan represents Jesus, the Holy Spirit is
represented by the oil or even the coins, the inn is the Church, etc.  Several allegorical levels of
interpretation were possible besides the plain or literal interpretation.  

The allegorical method had obvious problems, namely, the allegorical interpretations were
purely arbitrary, and any theological could invent his own fanciful version without any constraints
on what was a possible reading.  This methods also took types of genres or discourse forms that are
not allegories and tried to interpret them as allegorical.  Even parables are not exactly allegories, as
some significance differences exist between parables and true allegories (see the chapter on literary
forms); these differences invalidate an allegorical reading for such passages.  This method also
violates an important linguist principle: All discourse has one primary meaning1 .  This holds true
for all normal discourse, all normal use of language.  When we listen to an academic lecture or have
a conversation with a friend, we understand the discourse to have one main meaning.  Secondary
meanings and subtopics may be present in the discourse, but it is because they serve some function
in relation to the main meaning, topic, or idea.  Likewise, when we read a whole written text such
as a novel or a scientific journal article, or one paragraph from a text, we understand whatever text
we read to have one primary meaning.  If we tried to understand a conversation, essay, or lecture as
if it had more than one primary meaning, we would be considered crazy.  Finally, these attempted
allegorical interpretations had nothing to do with the context, which violates another important
linguistic rule.   We must always interpret a passage by its context, and not introduce interpretations
that the context does not support or warrant.  This holds true for the Bible or any other type of
discourse.  If we tried to interpret conversations with our friends in such a way that ignores context
or introduces meanings irrelevant to the context, we would also be considered crazy.

Fortunately the Reformation addressed this interpretive abuse.  The Reformers like Martin
Luther and Jean Calvin rejected allegorical interpretations, and re-elevated the common-sense
method.  This common-sense theological-literary-linguistic method was articulated and developed
more explicitly and clearly, and taught to the laypeople of the church, so that all could readily
understand the Bible.  Several principles of this method were articulated and expounded very well,
such as: (1) we always interpret a passage according to its context, (2) we rely on scripture alone,
without introducing our own ideas or human ideas into the text, (3) we follow natural rules of
literature and grammar in understanding a passage, (4) we interpret a text literally or figuratively,
as the context warrants (we don’t interpret as literal something that is clearly figurative, or something
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in plain language as allegorical), and (5) since the Bible is one literary and theological unit, it
interprets itself, so to speak, and never contradicts itself.  

This method has been the main means of interpretation among orthodox/evangelical
Christians for many centuries.  It is linguistically the most sound, because it obeys several important
linguistic principles that govern how all people use language.  First, it considers the writer(s) or
speaker(s) and their intentions.  To understand any discourse, we must consider who the writer or
speaker is, and what they intend to communicate.  When we read the Bible, we recognize both a
human author, and ultimately behind the human writer is the Holy Spirit who somehow inspired the
writer to write what God intended to communicate to people.  Just as Jesus was both God and man
at the same time without conflict between His perfect humanity and divinity, so likewise the Bible
is a human book and a divine book, written by the Holy Spirit through human writers.  Second, we
consider the original audience (listeners or readers), those to whom the writer is writing.  When we
read Isaiah, for example, we first consider to whom he preached, for whom his words were written
down, and how they would have understood what Isaiah said and wrote.  Third, we consider the
historical and cultural context, and do not impose our own cultural values or ideas upon the text.
Fourth, a passage has one primary meaning.  

This classical method is time-proven and sound in the light of modern discourse linguistics.
However, in recent history it has come under attack from liberal or modernist theology.  In 19th

century Germany, an approach to theology and biblical interpretation arose known as the school of
higher criticism.  Higher criticism has its roots in enlightenment philosophy and 19th century
naturalism.  Practitioners of this method started from a purely human and naturalistic point of view,
assuming that miracles and supernatural revelation from God were impossible.  Thus, they
interpreted the Bible as a purely human book rather than as God’s word, and imposed a human bias
into how they understood the Bible.  This naturalistic approach to interpretation, and the liberal
theology that came with it, overtook most of Western religious thinking in Europe and North
America in the 19th and early 20th century.  It is flawed because it flagrantly violates the linguistic
principles of discourse and interpretation described above.  For example, biblical Christians
understand that one prophet named Isaiah wrote the book of Isaiah.  Because of the shift in theme
from judgment in chapters 1-39 to comfort, hope, and prophecies beginning in chapter 40, liberal
scholars assume that a second and a third “Isaiah”, different people who came much later, wrote the
rest of the book.  Or because books like Micah contain similar changes in theme and prophecies
(some of which were fulfilled a generation after he wrote them), they also try to divide the book up
into several parts by several authors.  They do so because they believe it is impossible for one person
to have written one book with such a shift in theme, and because they have a naturalistic bias against
the idea of prophecy, so the prophetic parts that were later fulfilled were supposedly written by
another person who came later after the events described in the prophecies actually happened.  This
approach not only leads to an unnatural and illogical dissection of a single, unified literary piece, but
ignores what the literary text as a whole is saying.  From a linguistic standpoint, this is unsound, and
from a theological standpoint, introduces human bias into the reading.

In the United States, a very strong reaction arose to this liberal method and liberal theology,
typically known as fundamentalism.  As a result, some American Christians claim to follow a literal
method of interpretation.  But of course, the Bible contains much figurative language that cannot be
interpreted literally.  So literalists will qualify this claim with the qualification that we interpret
literally when the context requires it, and figuratively when the context requires it.  While this is true,
it is too simplistic, and ignores contextual linguistic principles.  Oftentimes figurative language is
mixed in with literal language within the same passage.  Even “literal” prose texts in the Bible may
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contain idioms or other occasional figurative language.  Also, the meaning of words and phrases is
not only understood by their literal meaning, but by what information the context contributes to their
interpretation (see the chapter on linguistics and interpretation).  Context and discourse information
plus the literal or basic meaning of words, phrases, and sentences are necessary to understand most
texts.  Also, commitment to a literal method may lead to overliteral interpretations of some texts that
contain much language that is clearly symbolic and figurative, such as in the book of Revelation. 

Literalists and other evangelical Christians may also qualify their claims by referring to their
method as the grammatical-historical or grammatico-historical method.  This suffers from the same
weaknesses as the qualified literal method.  Grammatical and historical information are necessary
for understanding a biblical text, but (linguistic and situational) contextual and discourse information
are crucial as well for a sound interpretation.  So it is not necessary to overreact to liberal theology
by staking a claim on a “literal” or grammatical-historical method.  Usually such evangelicals are
really just trying to defend the classical interpretive method of the Christian church, but are doing
so by describing this method in a way that is unfortunately misnamed or based on an incomplete
understanding of this method.

Our traditional, common-sense method of biblical interpretation, which Christians have
practiced for many centuries, takes God’s word seriously, not only theologically but also literarily
and linguistically.  We might describe this method as the classical method, or as orthodox, common-
sense, theological, literary, linguistic, evangelical, apostolic, or whatever.  Nonetheless, we can be
confident that our classical method is sound and valid.  And we can know that there is nothing
arbitrary, man-made, or magical about properly understanding the Bible.



12

When we go about studying the Bible, especially for purposes of planning a Bible study, we
want to make a distinction between interpretation and application.  Interpretation is the meaning
of the text, what the author intends to communicate to the audience that s/he was writing to.
Application is your response to the meaning of the text — “What does this mean for me?”  In other
words, it is how the objective meaning of the biblical text applies to you personally and specifically,
in your time and situation.  We can summarize this  understanding of this distinction and the
hermeneutic principles outlined above in the principles below:

Rule #1:  All Scripture has one primary interpretation.
Rule #2:  All Scripture has several potential practical applications.
Rule #3:  The Bible is a human book.  

Corollary:  The Bible should be read and understood as literature.
Rule #4:  The Bible is a divine book.

Corollary:  The Bible is inerrant and authoritative. 
Corollary:  The Bible has theological coherence and unity.

Corollary of 3 & 4:  The Bible conveys divine truth by human cultural and literary means.
Corollary of 2 & 4:  Interpretation and application are best known by the Spirit’s guidance. 

Studying a passage.
The following are the basic steps to studying a passage for yourself, and for preparing a Bible

study.  Basically these are the questions that you would ask the text and yourself, under the Holy
Spirit’s guidance, in order to discover the interpretation and potential applications.

1. observation
Read and study passage carefully.  Ask observation questions — who, what, when, where, why,
how?  Ask questions of the text: what is it the main idea?  what issues does it raise?

2. context: 
Consider the different contexts:

• immediate context — how the passage relates to the adjacent passages, i.e., what comes before
and after it; how it relates to the whole book 

• literary context — how the passage fits into the whole book
• global context — how the passage relates to other passages in the Bible on the same topic, and

to the entire Bible and its teachings
• situational context — what is happening in the story or background, in the passage and in
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adjacent passages
• cultural context — the culture in which the book was written, and customs that are reflected

in the passage
• historical context — the history of the times, and the history behind the passage

3. writer, audience, purpose
Who wrote it?  How does that affect the writing and expression of ideas?
Who was the writer originally writing to?  How does that affect the writing?
What is the writer’s objective and purpose — why was s/he writing this, and what point is s/he trying
to make?  (And thusly, what point is God making?)

4. theme and content 
What is the central theme that ties the whole passage together, the main point?  What are the
subthemes or subpoints, if any, and how to they relate to the main idea?
Where is the main theme — is it stated somewhere? How does it control the whole passage?  
How does the content relate to the main idea?

5. genre and form
What kind of literary form is the writer using — poetry or prose?  Narrative, prophecy, gospel,
proverb, etc.?  Besides genre, what kind of discourse form, if any, can be identified?  What style is
used in a particular phrase or passage — literal or figurative?  How do the genre, form, and style
convey the meaning?

6. structure

a. development
How does the writer develop the main idea(s)? 
How do ideas flow together and relate logically to each other?   
How does the passage flow?  Can you identify transitions and their logical connections?
How does the writer arrange ideas and words? 
How does the writer develop and relate ideas?
Why does the writer develop and express ideas in such a way?  
For narrative genres, consider: 
Is there a plot?  Examine plot, character development, conflict, contrasts. 

b. arrangement
Why does s/he arrange things in this particular way?  
Consider the arrangement of the passage, preceding and following passages, and the whole book,
and the writer’s purpose in arranging passages in such a way.

c. outline
Make an outline of the passage.  Determine the major division and subdivisions.  Note transitions

(conjunctions, connecting adverbs, etc.) that the writer uses to move from idea to another, or from
one passage to another.

The outline will help you see the development, flow, and arrangement of ideas.  Use the outline
to help form questions for the Bible study, and for you to follow during the study
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“Does the passage speak of sins to forsake, promises to claim, encouragements
from God for us, examples to follow or avoid, warnings to heed, commands to
obey, or prayers to pray?”

7. interpretation
How would the original audience have understood the passage?  How would they have responded
to it?  Based on all the above criteria, describe and explain to yourself the interpretation that you
have discovered.  

8. application
How should I respond to what the passage is communicating?
What is God trying to tell me here?

• What principles does the passage teach me, and how do I apply them today?
• What does the passage teach me about God?  
• What does it teach me about myself / ourselves? 

What does it teach me about my relationship with God — how it is now or how it should be?

other considerations:
How do the passage and its interpretation compare to our experience?
How can you apply the passage to yourself and your relationship with God?
What does the passage say about you, about God, what He is like, and how you relate to Him?  
What issues does the passage raise for your daily spiritual and practical life?
How would God want you to respond to the passage?

• Application may be less literal or less direct than interpretation.
• Consider the spiritual needs of your group, as well as issues raised by the text

On cultural norms.
One thing we must pay attention to is following cultural norms.  For example, in Genesis we

note the hospitality given to strangers when they come to a city.  In the culture then, it was
considered obligatory behavior to offer visitors such hospitality as food and lodging for the night.
Such behaviors then shouldn’t surprise us when we read them.  

On the other hand, we must beware of culturally specific behaviors and not try to transplant
them directly into our own lives without considering the meaning.  For example, we see Jesus
washing the disciples’ feet.  In the culture it was common hospitality to wash the feet of one’s guests,
because people’s feet would get dirty walking on the dirty roads.  This is an expression of hospitality
and consideration, not a prescribed ritual.  However, a few small religious groups today practice
foot-washing as a religious ritual.  We are not commanded to do so literally.  Rather, we find the
principle that this culturally specific behavior represents, and we apply that.  In other words, we look
for the meaning behind the cultural expression and apply the meaning in a way appropriate to our
own culture.  Another example is St. Paul’s command to “greet one another with a holy kiss”
(Romans 16:16).  This does not mean that we should not greet each other by kissing!  In Greco-
Roman culture, a brief kiss was a common form of friendly greeting, just as a brief kiss on the cheek
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serves as such a greeting in Latin American and southern European culture today, even between men
and women.  For us, the principle is greeting each other with a friendly spiritual greeting, in whatever
way is culturally appropriate.  A greeting with a kiss would be appropriate in French or Spanish
culture, but not in North American culture, and certainly not in East Asian culture!
 Occasionally we see cultural norms deliberately violated, especially in the ministry and
teaching of Jesus.  He had women followers and helpers in his ministry, and ministered to prostitutes
— behavior that was absolutely unthinkable for a religious teacher in that culture and time.  His
parable of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15) invokes violations of cultural norms.  First, the elder son in
the story asks for the inheritance and leaves.  The inheritance was always received only after the
father’s death, so asking for the inheritance at such a time was a gross insult to the father.  Running
away and spending the money on immoral living would also sound offensive to the Jewish listeners
of this tale.  And working with pigs and wanting to eat their food would also sound appalling to
Jesus’ Jewish audience.  By the time Jesus tells of the boy coming home and the father seeing him,
the typical listener response might be, “Kill the worthless boy!”  But the father runs to the boy (for
an elder person to run in such a situation was considered undignified in that culture), embraces the
wretched son who probably was dirty and rank-smelling, and welcomes him back.  This kind of story
would no doubt stun and shock those listening, because it contradicts so many of their cultural
values.  These deliberate violations of cultural norms in the story give it far greater vividness and
impact.



1Note: some technical literary terms in this chapter may not be found in your ESL dictionaries.
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I. Genre 
Literature consists of many different styles of writing, or genres, such as the fiction novel,

poetry, history, and many others.  Each genre has its own principles of interpretation, which are
usually self-evident after you recognize which genre (and subgenres) a given passage belongs to.
In fact, we unconsciously do genre analysis every day.  We know that we are to understand a political
essay differently from an academic lecture, or a scientific journal article, the main section of the
newspaper, or the comics in a humor book.  When interpreting the Bible, it can be helpful to identify
the genre to guide our interpretation, especially since the Bible contains some genre and subgenre
types that are not common in our cultures today.  We can divide the various genre types roughly into
prose and non-prose genres, though some texts may occasionally fall in between these two
categories1.

A. prose genres 

1. narrative
The historical books of the Bible are not just history, but salvational history, so we could more

specifically call them theological narratives.  They focus on God’s work in the lives of people, and
theological commentary on events.  Thus, these are not strictly historical books, but history with a
theological purpose.  E.g., Genesis and other O.T. historical books, Acts.  They are called narrative,
because they are generally told in story form, rather than as dry historical texts.  Since their focus,
objectives, and arrangement are determined by what spiritual points the author is making, Biblical
narratives are considered to be theological narratives.

subgenres:
• heroic narrative [David, in Chronicles; Jesus, in the gospels]
• epic narrative [Genesis: the patriarchs; Exodus]
• tragic narrative [David, in Samuel; Sampson; King Saul]
• literary narrative [Genesis: creation account]
• comic narrative (comic = happy ending)[Ruth; Job]
• historical narrative [Genesis, Acts]

The heroic narrative focuses on the life of a major character in a long story, who is a protagonist.
Epic narrative is similar, but there is more of a focus on the protagonist as a national hero, or
someone important in the history of a people or culture.  Tragedy presents a heroic character who
suffers failure or misfortune, usually as a result of his own moral failures or mistakes, such as the
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accounts of the moral failures of King David and the tragic consequences of this hero.  Comedy, in
the classical literary sense, has nothing to with humor, but simply refers to a story that has a happy
ending (e.g., Ruth).  Literary narrative gives an historical account in semi-prose form, that is, by
using literary devices for structuring the narrative such as repetition and a few figurative or poetic
elements.  For example, Genesis 1 uses repetition of “day”, “night”, and other key phrases for
structuring the account into an easily remembered format.  

2. law
The law in Leviticus and Deuteronomy were covenant law, that is, the laws governing how

people relate to God and each other under the covenant that God has imposed upon them.

subgenres: 
• apodictic law: absolute, general commands  [Ex. 20]
• case law: application of apodictic law to specific cases  [Ex 21-23]

form subtypes:
• moral law:  applies directly to all generations
• civil and ceremonial law:  

laws of civil government and administration, and laws governing religious worship, the
priests, the temple, etc.; these don’t apply directly to us today, since Christ has fulfilled them
and removed them; however, they do teach us principles about God’s character and will.

3. gospel
This is a special type of historical genre that could best be defined as literary, theological, heroic,

biographical narrative.  They focus on the life of Jesus with a particular theological purpose in mind.
They differ from typical biography in that they give details about people’s thoughts, emotions, and
attitudes.  They differ from typical historical writings in that they are heavy in the theology that they
contain, and the theology that determines the details and structure of the books.

4. epistle
An epistle is simply a formal letter, but New Testament epistles were written by church

authorities and contain theological exposition.  The epistles of Paul (Pauline epistles) may divided
into the general (or catholic) epistles, because they are written to general groups (e.g., to the
Romans), and the pastoral epistles which were written to particular people (e.g., 1 Timothy).  The
writer of Hebrews is anonymous, but scholars believe it may have been written by Apollos, Luke,
Paul, or one of other possible writers.  Next are the epistles of James (half-brother of Jesus), Peter,
John, and Jude (half-brother of Jesus).   Some like Romans read like full epistles, while others like
3 John and Philemon are more informal letters.

5. genealogy
This prose form actually carries theological significance.  The arrangement, people listed, and

space devoted to particular persons or groups can imply something about the whole book.  Jesus’
genealogy in Matthew 1 establishes Jesus’ royal and messianic line thru Joseph.  Luke 3 establishes
his tribal line thru Mary.  And 1 Chronicles 1-9 in its arrangement and material devoted to different
groups mirrors the rest of the book.  
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B. mixed and non-prose or poetic genres 

1. poetry
Old Testament Hebrew poetry was not based on rhyme, meter, or alliteration, as in Western

poetry.  Rather, it was often based on parallelism, that is, rephrasing the same idea in different words
for emphasis, or juxtaposing differing ideas for contrast.  See the section below on parallelism.
Rhyme and sound devices were used in Hebrew poetry, which get lost in translation; consult
technical commentaries for such information.  But parallelism is the most important aspect, and is
preserved in translation.

Whenever you see indented text in English Bibles, this indicates that the original language was
in poetic form.  While the Psalms in particular make use of parallelism, other passages in Scripture
that make little or no use of parallelism are put in poetic form.  Many prophetic writings and wisdom
literature were written in poetic style.

2. wisdom
Often in poetic form, this is the genre of Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Songs.  These  are

didactic and moral, discussing issues of life and morality, and often giving godly advice to the
listener.  Job discusses the problem of suffering, Ecclesiastes discusses the meaning of life, Songs
addresses wisdom about love and marital relationships, and Proverbs provides general advice about
all aspects of life.

3. proverb
This is a general moral truth, given for the purpose of godly wisdom.  While exceptions may be

found, the general moral principle still holds.  

4. psalm
These were originally written as worship songs.  The book of Psalms consists of songs originally

written for worship in the Jewish temple worship services.  The Psalms were written over a period
of hundreds of years by various people, such as David, Solomon (Ps. 72), Asaph (Ps. 50, 73-83), the
sons of Korah (Ps. 42, 44-49, 84, 85, 87...) Moses (Ps. 90), Heman the Ezrahite (Ps. 88), Ethan the
Ezrahite (Ps. 89), and many anonymous writers.  Other Biblical characters such as Moses, Habakkuk,
Mary, and Zechariah (father of John the Baptist) also sang songs that are recorded elsewhere in
Scripture (in Exodus, Habakkuk, and Luke, respectively).  The New Testament also alludes to early
Christian psalm usage.

5. prophecy
This is the most misunderstood part of Scripture.  Prophecy literally means “speaking forth”,

that is, declaring God’s word.  It is not necessarily predicting the future.  Consider the Old Testament
prophets and their writings, the prophetic books (Isaiah, Daniel, Micah...).  Predicting the future
constitutes only a small part of what they preached and wrote.  Much of their prophetic declaration
consists of proclaiming God’s judgment, encouragement, love, call to repentance, etc., whatever the
listeners needed to hear from God.  And when they did prophesy about the future, it was not to
arouse or satisfy people’s curiosity, but was given with the purpose of calling them to repentance or
giving encouragement.
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6. apocalypse
This is a special type of prophecy in semi-prose or poetic form full of symbolism and figurative

language.  It depicts the struggle between God and evil, and also gives long-ranging future
predictions.  Revelation and parts of Daniel are apocalyptic; they teach about God’s ultimate victory,
teach about spiritual warfare, and provide hope to Christians.  

C. literary forms (discourse forms) 

A discourse or literary form describes a particular type of discourse or interchange among
characters in a story, rather than a whole book or complete text.  For example, the gospel genre of
the New Testament can contain many different discourse forms.  From chapter to chapter in a book,
Jesus may be telling a parable, having a conversation, praying, or giving a sermon.  Or likewise in
the spoken discourse that we hear every day, we can distinguish between different forms like an
academic lecture, a lecture-discussion class session, an informal conversation, or a political speech.

1. analogy 
An extended comparison, in which one item or concept is used to illustrate another; i.e., X serves
as an example or illustration of Y.
 James 3.3-5:  “When we put bits into the mouths of horses to make them obey us, we can turn the whole

animal.  Or take ships as an example.  Although they are so large and are driven by strong winds, they
are steered by a very small rudder wherever the pilot wants to go.  Likewise, the tongue is a small part
of the body, but it makes great boasts.”

2. parable
A type of analogy or extended simile in the form of a fictional story.  Usually the story is drawn from
a real-life everyday situation, and serves to illustrate a truth.  A parable usually has one main point,
and the image  should not be pushed too far.  Not every element of a parable symbolizes something,
whereas an allegory has more symbolic meaning in its elements.

  Parable of the Sower, Mt. 13.1-23, Mk 4.1-20, Lk 8.4-15
  Parable of the Sheep and the Goats, Mt 25.31-46
  Parable of the Lost Sheep, Mt 18.12-14, Lk 15.3-7

3. allegory
An extended analogy in the form of a very figurative story.  The allegory generally has two
meanings, a literal surface meaning, and a figurative, spiritual meaning, where the latter is obviously
the actual intended meaning.  Each element of an allegory symbolizes something else.  

  Psalm 70.8-15:  Israel is depicted allegorically as a vine taken from Egypt, replanted, flourishing, and
then torn down in judgment.

4. oracle
Prophetic utterances were delivered in semi-poetic, poetic, or sermon (homiletic) style, as God
inspired them to speak.  Then their sermons or pronouncements were summarized and written down
by the prophets or their followers, and collected into a book. 
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5. dialog
A conversation between two or more people, like Job and his “friends”.  Prayer could be considered
a special type of dialog.  

6. soliloquy (monolog)
A person speaks to him/herself or a non-existent audience.  
 
7. object lesson
An object is used as a lesson to symbolically demonstrate a divine truth; e.g., when God instructed
Jeremiah to buy a field although Judah was about to be conquered, to teach that God would bring
His people back to Judah after a time of judgment.

8. sermon (homily)
The Pentateuch (esp. Deuteronomy) contains sermons of Moses, the gospels contain sermons of
Jesus, Acts quotes sermons of Paul and Peter, and some of the prophetic books contain sermons.
Micah, for example, seems to consist of several sermon texts strung together.  Sermon could also
be a genre, if an entire text were in this form.  

D. literary devices and figurative language.

Why does the Bible so often use literary devices and figurative language, instead of stating
things directly in straight prose?  Such language presents descriptive truth, rather than propositional
truth, and gives real-life examples of the truth taught explicitly elsewhere in the Bible.  For example,
narratives describe by example spiritual truths about godly and ungodly living; poetry describes what
God is like and how we relate to Him.  Such language is also more concrete, not just abstract ant
theoretical as in a propositional statement.  For example, when Psalm 91:4 refers to God hiding us
under His wings, the use of this pictures metaphor to convey ideas seems more concrete and real;
it may be hard to visualize God doing this, but it is easier to think of a bird hiding and protecting its
young under its wings, and apply the concept to God protecting us.  It is provides also a more
efficient and compact presentation of ideas.  Stating that God hides us under His wings is more terse
than saying “God provides us the comfort, security, love, and protection that we need”.  Saying it
descriptively and metaphorically is also more emotional and more engaging for us than a plain prose
statement, and it is much easier to remember.  The wings metaphor is much easier to remember and
internalize than “God provides us comfort...”  These qualities of figurative language make God’s
word more engaging and memorable for us.  

Below are various types of figurative language and literary devices found in the Bible.

1. simile
A comparison of two items using a connective such as like, as, etc.; i.e., X is like Y.

James. 1.23-24:  “Anyone who listens to the words but does not do what it says is like a man who looks
at his face in a mirror, and after looking at himself, goes away and immediately forgets what he looks
like.”  

Prov. 10.26:  “Like vinegar to the teeth, and smoke to the eyes, so are the lazy to their employers.”
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2. metaphor 
A direct comparison of two items, or X=Y.

James 3.6:  “The tongue also is a fire, a world of evil among the parts of the body.”
Mt. 7.7-8:  “...knock and the door will be opened to you...and to the one who knocks, the door will be

opened.”
Ps. 17.8:  “Keep me as the apple of your eye; hide me in the shadow of your wings...”
Prov. 15.19:  “The way of the lazy is overgrown with thorns, but the path of the upright is a level highway.”

3. metonomy 
In this type of  metaphor, one item or concept is used to signify another that is closely related or
associated with it; a, metaphorical or spiritual association between two items, such that one is used
interchangeably to mean the other.  For example, in communion, wine and blood are used
interchangeably for one another.  Hence, sometimes a literal item serves as a metaphor for an abstract
item.

Jn 6.53-54:  “...I tell you the truth, unless you eat the flesh of the Son of Man and drink his blood, you have
no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood has eternal life...”

Hosea 1.2:  “...the land commits great whoredom by forsaking the Lord.”  (land = people in the land)
Rev. 1.18:  “...I have the keys of death and Hell.”  (keys symbolize authority)

4. synecdoche 
Similar to metonomy; a part is used to symbolize the whole to which it belongs; e.g., in English:
“three heads of cattle” means three whole cattle.  

  Acts 27.37:  The original Greek uses “276 souls” for 276 men.

5. merism
A listing of opposite parts stand for a whole.  E.g., “day...night” in the Psalms mean ‘all the time’.

Psalm 91.5:  You will not fear the terror of night,  nor the arrow that flies by day.

6.  symbolism 
Rev. 8.1-5:  Incense is used as a symbol of prayer.
Rev. 13:  The Beast symbolizes  a pagan world system or Roman government.

7. idiom 
Mt 23.24:  “You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel.”
Rev. 7.1:  “After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth...”  

(Rev. 7.1 = an idiom based on language of appearance)

8. personification 
Something inanimate (or divine) is given human form.

Prov. 9.1-6:  Wisdom is personified as a woman calling out to those in need.

9. anthropomorphism
This type of personification involves ascribing human characteristics (physical form, human-like
emotion, etc.) to God, in order to make Him more understandable to us.

Gen. 6.6:  “The Lord was grieved that he had made man on the earth, and his heart was filled with pain.”

10. apostrophe
In this indirect type of personification, the speaker addresses an inanimate object, him/herself, or
others who cannot respond to the statement or question. Sometimes a psalmist addresses his soul
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(“Don’t be downcast, O my soul!”) or commands mountains and rivers to praise God.

11. allusion 
An indirect reference to something else.  The referent and meaning are understood from the cultural
or personal context or knowledge.

Rev.12.1:  “A great and wondrous sign appeared in heaven: a woman clothed with the sun, with the moon
under her feet and a crown of twelve starts on her head.”  (This refers back to Joseph’s dreams of
the sun, moon, and stars in Genesis 37.

12. type 
A literary prefiguring:  one person or item serves as a metaphorical prefigure or type of another that
is to come later.  That is, the first is a theological precursor and symbol for the latter in some
particular respect.  For example, Isaac in almost being sacrificed serves as a prefiguring and
foreshadowing of Christ, Elijah prefigures John the Baptist, and the golden snake of Numbers 21
serves as a type of the cross of Christ (Jn 3.14).

13. word play 
Biblical writers and speakers, especially prophetic and poetic writers, make plays on word meanings
in the original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek languages.

Mt 16.18:  “And I tell you that you are Peter [Greek: Petros], and upon this rock [Greek: petra] I will build
my church...”  (‘Peter’ means a small rock, stone, or pebble; petra means a large, unmoveable,
impenetrable rock.)

Micah 1.11:  “Those who live in Zaanan will not come out...”  (The town name Zaanan in Hebrew means
‘come out’; this is pronounced as a judgment against the town.)

14. hyperbole  
Literary exaggeration for emphasis or rhetorical effect.

  Lk 14.26:  “If anyone comes to me and does not hate his father and mother, his wife and children, his
brothers and sisters — yes, even his own life —  he cannot be my disciple.” (Our love for God must
be so strong, that our love to others would seem like hate in comparison.)

Mk 9.43:  “If your hand causes you to stumble, cut it off; it is better for you to enter life maimed than to
have two hands and go to hell...”

15. paradox
A statement that seems illogical or contradictory on the surface, but actually conveys truth.

  John 3.3:  “...no one can see the kingdom of God unless he is born again.”
  Mt. 16.25:  “For whoever wants to save is life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will find it.”

16. alliteration
Prophetic and poetic writers, such as Micah, Psalms, etc., use alliteration for narrative effect – use
of the same initial consonants in a line.  This is a technical device found in the original languages,
which technical commentaries will point out.

17. assonance
Poetic writers sometimes repeat word-internal sounds; this occurs in the original language, and is
pointed out in technical commentaries.
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18. numerology
Occasionally numbers are used in symbolic ways in Scripture, especially in prophesy and apocalypse.
These are particular symbols, not magical keys to interpreting everything, so be careful.  Numerology
is limited to a few common theologically significant numerals, like 3 (=trinity), 7 (=divine
perfection), 12 (=God’s people), and 40 (=divine testing).  Attempting to go beyond these few
common symbols will get you into trouble, for example, when some people try to read symbolic
meaning into the fact that the disciples caught 153 fish (John 21:11)!

19. onomastics
Occasionally names have meanings in the original language which relate to their actual character
(sometimes called charactonyms); for example, Isaac (“Chuckles”), Ichabod ( = “the glory has
departed”).

20. inclusion  (inclusio) 
A psalm or passage begins and ends with the same or similar line.  This sets the theme and structure
for the passage.

21. parallelism
A poetic device in Hebrew poetry in which adjacent or structurally related lines repeat the same idea
in different words, or juxtapose contrasting ideas, for emphasis and thematic reasons.

22. running metaphor (or extended, or submerged metaphor)
A passage implies a metaphor, but doesn’t state it directly, especially by using descriptive words and
phrases in a consistent way to suggest an image throughout a longer passage.  
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The Old TestamentThe Old TestamentThe Old TestamentThe Old Testament

The Old Testament tends to present special difficulties because of the gaps involved:
familiarity gap, time gap, culture gap, application gap.  It takes place in very ancient times, and is
very unfamiliar to us.  The history and culture are so different, and so the OT books are  sometimes
hard to understand or relate to.  And because we have difficulty relating to the OT writings, we don’t
know what to do with them — how to apply them today.  Thus we tend to have some misconceptions
about the OT, such as:

• irrelevant and inapplicable to us and our spiritual lives today
• presents a different God from the New Testament — unapproachable and vengeful
• nothing about grace or Christ — just works 
• disconnected from New Testament 

However, it is necessary for us to study the Old Testament, because...
• it’s God’s word
• it still has relevance for today 
• it is the basis for the New Testament
• the OT looks forward to the NT, the NT looks back to the OT
• it is necessary for understanding the New Testament

And contrary to popular misconception, the Old Testament theology is not radically different
from New Testament theology.  The Old Testament God is not different from the New Testament
God; both testaments present the same God of love and justice.  In fact, the Old and New Testaments
comprise a literary and theological unity:

• same God
same primary character and protagonist
OT and NT both reveal God’s character, deeds, values, relationships with people, His
requirements; and in contrast, human nature and spiritual needs 

• same salvation and faith 
• same covenant theology, in ever expanding scope 

(redemptive history in OT and NT)
• Old Testament testifies to coming Messiah
• complimentary nature of law and gospel 
• the church = Abraham’s children, a continuation and expansion of Israel

Covenant
‘Testament’ is another word for covenant, which is a foundational idea to biblical theology,

especially to the teachings of the Old Testament.  Some of the cultural and historical gaps in our



25

understanding of the OT come from a lack of understanding of this key concept.  The covenant
concept starts in Genesis and finds its ultimate fulfillment in Revelation.  And the terms ‘Old’ and
‘New’ Testament do not mean two different covenants, but differing administrations, so to speak,
of the same covenant given by God.  

God revealed Himself to people in the Bible in ways that they could understand, and one
means that He used for this was the concept of covenant.  This was a common part of Ancient Near
Eastern culture, something that everyone back then would have understood.  A covenant is a formal
agreement (treaty) between two parties that establishes the terms of the relationship. It could be a
treaty between two nations, especially between a stronger and a weaker nation; it could be a contract
between two individuals, like for business purposes or defining their relationship.  The concept of
covenant underlies much of the Old Testament, especially the Pentateuch.  Understanding this
concept is crucial to understanding the OT, and its relation to the OT.  God adapted this concept as
a means of communicating to ancient people who He is and His requirements.  ANE covenants had
the following characteristics:

• definition of parties and relationship between parties
• terms, conditions, and norms of agreement
• ritual acts essential to ratification
• often unilaterally imposed by a superior party upon an inferior party
• sometimes an alliance of equal powers (parity treaty) 

The covenant form was used in ANE treaties, constitutions, marriage contracts, and business
or trade agreements.  Often the king of a dominant country (the overlord or suzerain) imposed a
treaty upon a weaker state (vassal).  ANE covenants typically had the following components and
structure:

1. identification of covenant giver
The party imposing or giving the covenant is identified, and their relationship to the vassal or second
party is defined.  

2. historical prologue 
The history of the covenant giver and the relationship is described, including the suzerain’s goodness
and benefits bestowed upon the vassal, so the vassal is induced to gratitude and obedience to the
suzerain.

3. stipulations
Terms of the treaty are stated in if...then statements, according to case law format.  Some common
stipulations included: the vassal could not make covenants with other countries; the vassal had to
pay taxes or tribute to the suzerain. 

4. provision for deposit and public reading
The written treaty was to be deposited in the temple of the vassal state, so it would be regarded as
sacred, and would be incorporated into the laws of the vassal state.  The treaty was to be read aloud
on regular occasion to inform and remind people of the vassal state about their obligations (as the
king, nation, and people were under the covenant).

5. list of witnesses to the treaty
ANE treaties invoked all deities of both countries as witnesses, as well as deified elements of the
natural world — heaven, earth, mountains, etc .

6. blessings and curses
Results of obedience and disobedience are spelled out for the vassal.  

7. ratification 
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Rituals, ceremonies, or oaths were specified to formally ratify the treaty.  Rituals were signs or
symbols of the covenant.  Often animal sacrifice served as a ritual symbol.  In sacrificing an animal,
the vassal identified himself with the animal — so shall he be if he violates the covenant.  Sometimes
a meal was eaten together, often consisting of the sacrifice animal.  Sometimes sons and daughters
were given in marriage.

8. imposition of curses
Punishment for disobedience was to be imposed by force upon the vassal.

unfolding of the OT covenant:  Various aspects of covent theology are revealed to Adam & Eve
(Gen 3), Noah (Gen 6f), Abraham (Gen 12, 15, 17), Moses (Sinai), and David; renewals of the
covenant also occur with Josiah (2 Kings 22-23) and Nehemiah (Neh. 9).  The New Testament tells
of the “new covenant”, or the new form or administration of the covenant.  God provides the ultimate
sacrifice to fulfill the covenant; the OT covenant signs are replaced by baptism and communion.  

covenant element OT analog
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The canon. 
The term canon refers to the collection of books that make up our bible.  We can divide the

canons of the OT and NT as follows:

Christian canon:
1. Pentateuch [Genesis — Deuteronomy]
2. historical books [Joshua — Esther]
3. wisdom [Job — Songs]
4. prophets: 

major prophets [Isaiah — Daniel]
minor prophets [Hosea — Malachi]



27

5. New Testament  (gospels/historical, epistles, apocalypse)

Jewish canon: 
Law [Genesis — Deuteronomy]
Prophets 

former prophets (history of prophets, books about the prophets)  [Joshua — Kings]
latter prophets (words of prophets, books by the prophets)  [Isaiah — Malachi]

Writings (wisdom, poetry, and historical writings)

Canon and covenant.
The different books of the Bible and the different parts of the biblical canon correspond to

the covenant theology in some way, as each part of the canon plays some function in the divine
covenant.

Law
Genesis, Exodus, Numbers
Leviticus
Deuteronomy

covenant history
establishment and expansion of  the covenant
covenant regulations and symbols
repetition of covenant

Former Prophets
Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Chronicles

enforcement and contemporary application of the
covenant

Latter Prophets
Isaiah, Jeremiah, Hosea—Malachi

enforcement and contemporary application of the
covenant

Writings
some historical books (Ezra, Nehemiah,
Esther), wisdom literature (Job, Psalms,
Proverbs...), Daniel

implications of covenant
historical outworking of covenant

New Testament
gospels 
Acts
epistles
Revelation

the covenant’s fulfillment in Jesus Christ
expansion to whole world 
practical implications
full future realization
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5.

Narrative 

definition:
Stories in prose form that convey a message.  They don’t assert or directly state the point

or truth, but embody them and describe them.
 
occurrence:

40% of the Old Testament is composed of narrative
Pentateuch, historical books, parts of prophets, parts of wisdom literature, gospel, Acts

elements:
plot  (story development, conflict, climax, resolution or conclusion)
characters  (character development, contrasts, and conflicts; protagonist and antagonist)
setting  (physical / background, cultural, temporal)

difficulties:
The narrator rarely comments or gives interpretation.  The reader must infer the point of

the story.  Usually we can interpret the narrative based on the rest of biblical teaching on the
topic; by the outcome of the story; or by what comments the writer occasionally might make
about the narrative.  Some stories illustrate spiritual truth by positive examples of how to live,
and sometimes by negative examples of what not to do.  Occasionally there may be no such
indication, in which case we must be careful.  For example, in Ruth 3, the would-be bride Ruth
comes to Boaz’ place at night and takes the initiative in the relationship.  In that culture it would
be highly unusual for a woman to do such things.  While her overall quest for a godly man is
answered  and manifests God’s blessing, we can’t be sure about the scene in chapter 3.  Is this
supposed to be a model for dating relationships and female roles?  We must be careful here.  The
text makes no comment, positive or negative, about this scene, so at best we could say that what
she did wasn’t at all disapproved of.  Maybe it could mean that it’s okay for women to take
initiative in relationships.  But this is not meant to encourage nighttime romantic rendezvous
between Christian singles!

Subtypes of narrative: 
Biblical narratives may contain one or more of the following elements.

1. heroic narrative
Centers on the life of a central character or protagonist, with whom the reader identifies; the
character models a life to emulate or avoid.  
E.g., Chronicles presents David as a spiritual and national hero.

2. epic narrative
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A long hero story, often tied with supernatural events, or the history of a people or nation.
E.g., Kings presents David as an epic hero; Genesis and Exodus recount the story of the national
patriarchs — Abraham, Isaac, Joseph, and Moses.

3. comedy
Not a humorous story, but one with a happy ending (not a drama, hence the name).  The
character encounters unforeseen difficulties, which are resolved.
E.g., Job’s story initially has a tragic plot, but has a happy ending; also, Ruth and Esther.

4. tragedy
The protagonist is brought down by suffering caused by his/her pride or wrong choices (or
perhaps due to others’); the story ends in greater wisdom, redemption, and moral change, or in
total tragedy.  
E.g., the story of King Saul moves from Saul as a protagonist at first, to his sins and pride, to
Saul as an antagonist of David; his story ends in total tragedy — failure to repent, and death.

5. literary narrative
A story is told in a very structured literary format, with more use of figurative language,
structural devices, transitions, and some poetic or semi-poetic language;  e.g., Genesis 1-3.

6. historic narrative
Stories are recounted simply as history, as in some historical OT writings (Kings, Chronicles).

7. gospel
This special subcategory combines aspects of heroic narrative (Jesus is the hero!) with
biography, discourse, theological commentary, sermons, parables, etc.; the whole genre focuses
on the life of Christ. 

Literary techniques, figurative language and forms

1. repetition
e.g., recurrent mention in Judges 6 of Gideon’s “mightiness”

2. highlighting
The amount of material devoted to a topic or event, or its central importance to the rest of the
narrative, give indication of its relative importance.

3. alternation
E.g., Jesus’ trial shifts back and forth between Jesus and Pilate

4. pun (word play)
e.g., the naming of Isaac (“Chuckles”), Ichabod, etc.

5. humor & irony
e.g., addressing wimpy Gideon as “mighty warrior”;  the threshing floor scene in Ruth 3

6. sarcasm
E.g., Elijah taunted the Baal prophets  (“Maybe Baal is just on the toilet!”)

7. allusion
an indirect reference; e.g., Jesus’ words “I am” to the Pharisees are an allusion to God’s
revelation as “I am” to Moses.
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Interpreting narrative

1. Think imaginatively; put yourself into the scene.

2. Carefully observe all that is happening.

3. Consider the outline, flow, development of ideas, and use of transitions and their meaning.

4. Infer what the author’s one main point is, based on plot, outcome, characterization, etc. 

5. Note the times when the writer includes personal or divine commentary as interpretive keys.

6. Otherwise, look for implied meanings, values, or judgments.  Usually, each significant event

has a moral or supernatural meaning.

7. Discover the author’s intent — what the author is telling us about God, people, and life.  

8. Don’t over-interpret by reading your own ideas into the story, or by assigning meaning to

every minor component of the story.  Look for the big picture.

9. Note cultural norms and customs being followed or not followed.

10. Infer the spiritual principles being taught, and how to apply them to today.
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Gospel

Note: the following notes are based mainly of a study series from Mark.

1. definition. 
The word gospel comes from the Old English g  spel (good-spell; spell was Old English for

‘news’) meaning ‘good news’, a translation of the original Greek euangelium ‘good news’.  Gospel
is a special type of theological narrative that combines elements of autobiography, epic, sermons,
history, didactic elements, and others; thus, it is a unique subgenre of narrative.  

2. date.
This was probably the first of the four Gospels to be written, between AD 64 and 70 (after the

death of Peter and before the destruction of Jerusalem).  Portions of Matthew and Luke may have
drawn on Mark’s gospel for details, and/or Matthew and Luke may have been based on Mark.  Some
date it as early as AD 45, but generally scholars date it in the mid-60's, during the time of Nero’s
persecution.  

3. why four gospels?
Matthew, Mark, and Luke share much content, while John differs considerably in material from

the three.  Thus, the first three are referred to as the synoptic gospels (syn- “together, with”,  + -optic
“see”).  Matthew is written mainly to Jewish people to prove that Jesus was the promised Messiah.
Mark was written to Gentiles to show that Jesus was the Son of God, and why He was rejected.
Luke focuses on Jesus as Savior and on His humanity.  John emphasizes Christ’s deity.

4. overview of Mark.
theme:  Jesus = God’s Son, Holy One, & servant, and why he was misunderstood and rejected
subthemes: the kingdom, discipleship, suffering for the kingdom; teaching and miracles validating

Christ as the Messiah; focus on action — activity of Jesus (as opposed to content of teachings,
etc.); evangelistic; what the Messiah and kingdom really were to be, in contrast with people’s
false expectations & conceptions; outreach to Gentiles

5. terms
Christ: From Greek Christos, “the annointed one”, i.e., God’s annointed one, the promised holy one

foretold in the Old Testament.  Christ is a direct translation of the Hebrew term mashiach
‘Messiah’. By custom, Israel’s kings of the OT were annointed with oil, indicating God’s calling
and approval of the king, and as a sign of spiritual authority [e.g., 1 Sam. 16:13].

Son of God:  Calling himself the Son of God was an obvious claim to deity.   [Mk. 1.1, 3.11, 15.39]
Son of Man:  This title is different from “son of man” (i.e., mortal human) in Ezekiel and most uses

of the term in other Old Testament books.  This is a specific allusion to a messianic prophecy in
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Daniel 7:13.  Calling himself ‘the Son of Man’ was a messianic reference that Jesus’ audience
understood.  Thus, he was claiming to be God and Messiah.
[Mk. 2.10, 2.28, 8.31, 8.38, 9.9, 9.12, 9.31, 10.33, 10.45, 13.26, 14.21, 14.41, 14.62]

passion:  
Not a term from the Bible, but from Christian tradition.  This term refers to the suffering and
death of Christ. It’s a convenient way of referring to his arrest, trial, suffering, and crucifixion,
with emphasis on his spiritual and emotional suffering during the ordeal.  

sign:
A miracle performed to indicate or prove some ultimate point, not just for the sake of doing a
miracle.  The miraculous healings and other miracles were meant as signs to show that Jesus was
God’s holy one.  The Pharisees asked for a more dramatic and convincing sign [Mk 8:11-13], but
he refused, because of (a) their stubborn, unbelieving hearts, and (b) his healings and other
miracles were already sufficient signs.  

6. the miracles of Jesus in Mark.

1.  healing demon-possessed man . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.23-28 
2.  healing Peter’s mother-in-law . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.29-31
3.  healing a leper . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1.40-45
4.  healing a paralytic . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2.3-15
5.  healing man with withered hand . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3.1-5
6.  healing a centurion’s servant . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . *7.1-10
7.  calming a storm . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 4.35-41
8.  delivering the Geneserene demoniac . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5.1-20
9.  healing woman with bleeding disorder . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5.25-34
10. raising Jairus’ daughter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5.22-24, 35-43
11. feeding the 5000 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6.35-44
12. walking on water . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 6.45-52
13. healing Syrophoenician’s daughter . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . *7.24-30
14. healing deaf-mute in Decapolis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7.31-37
15. feeding the 4000 . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8.1-9
16. healing blind man at Bethsaida (Bethesda) . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8.22-26
17. delivering demon possessed boy . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9.14-29
18. healing blind Bartimaeus . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 10.46-52
19. cursing the fig tree . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 11.12-14

* Denotes what
appears to be a break
in the  chronological
order, based on
comparison with the
other gospel
accounts.

7. theological considerations:  incarnation and imitation

incarnation and interpretation 
Ever wonder why Jesus was baptized?  Why he seemed to operate under limitations, even

though he was still God?  Why he had to pray to the Father?  For example, Mark 6:1-6 records that
Jesus could perform few miracles in his hometown because of their lack of faith.  

The key to this mystery comes from PHILIPPIANS 2:6-11, which teaches that Jesus laid down
his divine powers and prerogatives to become one of us.  He of course kept his divine essence and
nature, but not his divine power.  So in terms of power, he was quite human-like.  Then how did he
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obtain spiritual power?  He was filled with the power of the Holy Spirit (which explains his baptism
— this empowered him to begin ministering), and did everything in the Spirit’s strength and
authority.  This explains many things, like why he was tempted by Satan in the desert.  Being still
divine in nature, he couldn’t have sinned.  But he still had to depend on the Spirit’s power to survive
and be strong.  

Now another mystery becomes apparent in the gospels:  It’s strange enough that people
rejected him.  But he often hid the fact that he was God and Messiah.  He didn’t perform signs and
wonders in the heavens, and he even shushed the demons who shouted his divine name.  And why
did he only appear to 500 people after the resurrection?  One reason is that he came to suffer death
on the cross, and being too open about his identity would have interfered with and compromised that
mission.  

Another reason has to do with popular misconceptions of the Messiah and the kingdom of
God.  The Jewish people were expecting a Messiah to come liberate them from their Roman
oppressors, judge the pagan empire, and to establish a physical, political kingdom on earth.  Instead
he came to judge the house of Israel, and to die.  The kingdom he preached was a spiritual kingdom,
not a political one.  Thus, people’s false hopes and expectations were disappointed, and they rejected
him because they couldn’t understand and accept God’s plan.

imitation and application
Philippians 2:6, Ephesians 5:1, and the rest of Scripture teach us that Jesus is our model and

example, and that we should imitate him.  Thus, there are many practical examples in the gospels
of how we are to live as citizens of God’s kingdom.  We also learn that Jesus suffered and was
tempted in every way, and identifies with us in our weaknesses.  From the people’s rejection of
Christ in Mark, we also learn that we should follow God’s plan and God’s ways, not our ideas of
what God’s plans and ways should be like.  Also, the gospel narratives raise many spiritual issues
of theological and practical relevance.  Thus, each passage of Mark is rich in models, instruction,
and lessons for application to our spiritual lives.
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The Life of JesusThe Life of JesusThe Life of JesusThe Life of Jesus

1. birth, infancy, childhood
Matthew 1-2, Luke 1-3
announcement and preparation; birth; wise men; flight to Egypt; childhood; at 12 at the temple
the long hiatus...

2. preparation for ministry:  
Matthew 3-4, Luke 3-4, Mark 1
John the Baptist, Jesus’ baptism, temptation

3. early ministry:  Judea & Samaria
John 1, 2-4
first disciples; Cana; cleanses temple; Nicodemus; Samaritan woman

4. Galileean ministry
Matthew 4-16, Mark 1-8, Luke 4-9, John 5-6

 Nazareth; Capernaum; disciples called; typical ministry; controversies; Sermon on the Mount;
interweaving ministry (healing, miracles as signs, preaching & teaching); period of response; 
sending out the 12; feeds 5000; walks on water; Capernaum: bread of life; to Tyre & Sidon area;
feeds 4000; signs

5. retreat to north
Matthew 16-18, Mark 8-9, Luke 9
Caesarea Philippi: Peter’s confession, passion prediction, conditions of discipleship;
transfiguration; Capernaum; true greatness

6. Judean ministry
John 7-10
teaching at Feast of Tabernacles; woman taken in adultery; light of the world; I AM; heals man
born blind; feast of dedication

7. trip to Jerusalem
Luke 9-18
cost of discipleship; missions trip for 72; teaching —  good Samaritan, lost lamb, lost coin, lost
son, pharisee & tax collector; healing; relationships
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8. Judean ministry
Matthew 19-20, Mark 10, Luke 18-19
divorce; children; travelling to Jerusalem; true greatness; Jericho

9. ministry in Jerusalem: Passion week
Matthew 21-25, Mark 11-13, Luke 19-21, John 12
Bethany; triumphal entry; cleansing the temple; teaching: confrontation, leaders questioning,
apart with disciples; Olivet discourse

10. the Passion
Matthew 26-27, Mark 14-15, Luke 22-23, John 13-19

anointing at Bethany; passover — foot washing, communion; greatness; discourse — comfort, Spirit,
vine; prayer — for disciples, Gethsemane; trial: Sanhedrin, Peter’s denials, Pilate, Herod, back to
Pilate; crucifixion; burial

11. resurrection and beyond
Matthew 28, Mark 16, Luke 24, John 20-21
angel; empty tomb; women; appearances: Mary Madgalene, Mary & Salome, Emmaus Road,
Upper Room; next Sunday: Thomas; mountain in Galilee; by Sea of Galilee; ascends from Mt.
of Olives
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6.

Introduction to Biblical Poetry

I. Characteristics
Biblical poetry is often indicated by textual indentation in many Bible translations and

versions.  Biblical poetry bears the following features:

1. meter 
Poetry has a meter and rhythm that are more controlled and constrained than prose or
speech.  Meter often depends on sound devices, but rhyming was not commonly used in
Biblical poetry. Often, regular and controlled phrase length and patterns set the meter.  

2. sound devices  
While rhyming is rare in the Bible, assonance, alliteration, and word plays were fairly
common.  However, these generally get lost in translation, but technical commentaries
will point these out. 

3. parallelism  
This is the main characteristic of biblical poetry.  Since it depends on development of
ideas, it is well preserved in translation.

4. literary devices  
Devices like simile, metaphor, personification, merism, and many others are very
commonly used in poetic language.

5. literary forms  
Discourse forms like allegory, parable, object lessons, and analogy often occur in biblical
poetry; occasionally, inclusion is used in the Psalms.  Also, repetition may be used
besides parallelism.

II. Occurrence 
The Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Songs (Canticles, or Song of Solomon) are

entirely in poetic form; most of Job and much of the Old Testament prophetic writings are in
poetic form; other books of the Old and New Testament include shorter poetic passages.  Jesus’
teachings sometimes were cast in poetic form, as in the Beatitudes.  Even Paul’s epistles cite
poetic passages like early church hymns (Phil. 3).

III. Parallelism 
Parallelism repeats, develops, emphasizes, and contrasts ideas to convey meaning.  The

following types of parallelism are common in biblical poetry:

[a] synonymous parallelism: repetition of same or similar idea with different but equivalent
words.
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He who sits in the heavens will laugh;
The Lord will hold them in derision. Psalm 2.4

The chords of Sheol were round about me
The snares of death came upon me. Psalm 18.5

[b] antithetic or contrastive parallelism:  juxtaposition of contrasting ideas for emphasis.

The young lions lack and suffer hunger;
But those who seek Jehovah will not lack any good thing. Psalm 34.10

A wise son makes a glad father; 
But a foolish son is the heaviness of his mother. Prov. 10.1

[c] synthetic parallelism:  An idea is built up, with each line adding successively to the
development of the idea.

And he will be like a tree planted by the rivers of water, A
That brings forth fruit in its season, B
Whose leaf will not wither, C
And whatever he does will prosper.” D Psalm 1.3

[d] internal (chiasmic) parallelism:  The flow of ideas in the lines in a stanza or quatrain follow
a mirror-image pattern, something like A B B A.

If I forget you, O Jerusalem, A
  let my right hand wither! B
Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth, B 
  if I do not remember you, A 
  if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy. A  Psalm 137.5-6

[e] emblematic (symbolic) parallelism:  A metaphor or simile is stated in one line, followed by
an explanation in the next line.  

As a deer longs for flowing streams, metaphor (emblem)
So my soul longs for you, O God. explanation Psalm 42.1

For as the heavens are high above the earth, metaphor (emblem)
So great is his loving kindness toward those who fear Him explanation
As far as the east is from the west, metaphor (emblem)
So far has he removed our transgressions from us. explanation

Psalm 103.11-12
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misconception: 
The greatest misconception about prophecy is that it basically means foretelling or future

predictions.

definition:  
In actuality, prophecy really means ‘forth-telling’, that is, proclaiming and declaring God’s

word and God’s will; it includes proclaiming judgment, call to repentance, hope, encouragement,
etc., as well as sometimes making predictions.  We can see this when we look at the Old Testament
prophets, their lives, and their prophetic utterances.  Only a fraction of their prophecies were
predictive.  Most of them were messages from the Lord about repentance, rebuke, comfort, and
encouragement to those who heard the messages.

purpose:  
Prophecy applies covenant conditions from the biblical law to contemporary times and

conditions; basically, it enforces God’s covenant and applies it to the contemporary situation.  For
example, many of the OT prophets spent much of their time confronting and rebuking people for
their idolatry, faithlessness, and immorality, which were violations of the covenant that God
established with people. 

scope:  
It is the most common OT genre, written primarily in the 8th - 5th century B.C. 

prophetic ministry: 
The prophet is called (sometimes unwilling) to proclaim God’s message, which was revealed

to the prophet by the Holy Spirit; he served as a “covenant enforcers”; he spoke God’s messages, not
his own.

means of revelation:
Prophecy occurred under direct supervision of God, at God’s command; given by means of

dreams, visions, words, signs, object lessons, inspired sanctified insight, and miracles.

means of communication:
The prophet preached in sermons as oracles to the people; the prophet or his followers

collected, wrote down, and arranged the prophetic sayings into books.
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genre and form:
The prophetic oracles are often in poetic or semi-poetic style, sometimes in narrative; the

oracles contain rich use of literary devices and forms.

difficulties:
It is an unfamiliar genre to us, with few textual junctures or transitions and few explanations

of the passages.  We must often do some digging, thinking, or research to understand the oracles. 

Covenant relationship between prophecy and Scripture:

The Promise   

[Abraham]
(Gen 12)

covenant made
with Abraham, thru
which all nations
are to be blessed

The Law     
[Moses, 13th cent. B.C.]
(Exodus, Deut., etc.)
curses       

blessings       

covenant expanded
to whole nation of
Israel

The Prophets    
[8th –5th cent. B.C.]

judgment, doom
promise, hope
  
points to future
expansion of covenant
to Gentiles; enforce
covenant and point out
people’s failure to
keep the covenant

New Testament
[Jesus]

Jesus fulfills the
covenant, including
curses and blessings 

gospel to be carried
to whole world;
provision made for
the  covenant’s    
requirements

fulfillment:
The great majority of OT prophecy was non-predictive.  And only 8% of OT prophecy

contained long-term predictions, as follows:
2% messianic  (predictions of Christ)
5% church  (referred to the coming church age)
1% end times predictions

Fulfillment of prophecy may be short term (a few years or decades), or spanning centuries,
or long term (end times).  Fulfillment may sometimes be complicated, as with the messianic
prophecies of the suffering Messiah and the triumphant Messiah (to be fulfilled in two comings).
Some prophecies may not be fulfilled by a one-time event, but may take years or even many
centuries for their full fulfillment to occur.  For example, Peter in Acts 2 quotes a prophecy from Joel
2:28-32; its fulfillment began that day, but its fulfillment still continues and won’t be finished until
Jesus’ second coming (the end of the age).  Daniel’s vision of the world’s kingdoms and God’s
kingdom (Dan. 2) began its fulfillment in Daniel’s lifetime, which continues today until Jesus
returns.  

Fulfillment of messianic prophecy is not always direct (“literal”) fulfillment.  The apostolic
writers often took messianic prophecy in figurative ways as well.  For example, Matthew quotes
many OT passages that Jesus fulfilled.  Many aspects of Jesus’ birth, life, death, and resurrection



40

were direct fulfillments of OT prophecies that directly predicted those events.  But Matthew 4:15
cites Jesus’ return from Egypt as fulfillment of Hosea 11:1.  But Hosea 11 is about Israel coming out
of Egypt during the Exodus, and says nothing about the Messiah.  And Matthew 4:17-18 takes
Herod’s slaughter of the infants as a “fulfillment” of the passage from Jeremiah 31:15 about Rachel
weeping, though the Jeremiah passage is not messianic.  

Thus, these prophecies are not fulfilled in any direct manner, but in analogical or allegorical
ways.  The apostles took these OT events or passages as types, which Jesus fulfilled figuratively.
They served as analogies or allegories that prefigured the events of Jesus’ life.  In fact, only 1/3 of
New Testament references to Jesus and prophecy are fulfilled directly.  The rest are indirect
fulfillments. 

Understanding prophecy:
1. Understand the proper function of prophecy.
2. Understand the prophet’s goal — the particular message he is trying to communicate.
3. Understand the historical background in which the prophet is speaking or writing.
4. Understand the limits of their prophesying.  The prophet speaks only what God has revealed to

him.  Thus, he may foresee future events, but not their time sequence or relationships.  
(Hence, confusion existed over the two prophesied aspects of the Messiah, and the prophets
didn’t know about two messianic comings; cf. 1 Peter 1:10-12.)

5. Pay attention to the order and arrangement of passages and oracles in a prophetic book.  These
indicate something about the prophet’s goals and message.  E.g., Isaiah 1-39 presents oracles of
judgment, followed by oracles of hope and promise in 40-66.

6. What does the prophecy say about God?  Remember, prophecy is focused primarily on God and
His doings, rather than on just the events.  

7. How is the prophecy fulfilled?  Fulfillment may be short or long term, and may be simple or
complicated.

8. If necessary, refer to outside help (commentaries, study Bibles, scholars, etc.) for information
these various points.

9. Apply the prophet’s message to your own life.  Find what principles the prophet teaches, and how
to apply them today.

Chronology of OT prophets 

1. Prophets of the Neo-Assyrian period
Jonah
Amos
Hosea
Micah
Isaiah

2. Prophets of the Neo-Babylonian period
Zephaniah
Habakkuk
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Jeremiah  (includes Lamentations)
Nahum
Ezekiel
Obadiah

3. Prophets of the Persian period
Daniel  (exilic  and Persian) 
Haggai
Zechariah
Joel
Malachi

Relative chronology

Dates are in B.C. and are approximate.

Israel united kingdom / Judah

kingdom divided          930
Elijah  875-848
Elisha  848-797

Jonah  785-775

Amos  760-750
Hosea  750-715

fall of northern kingdom to Assyria         722

1105 Samuel born 

 740-761 Isaiah
c. 750-686 Micah
640-609  Zephaniah
626-585  Jeremiah 
c. 600-610 Habakkuk, Nahum, 
605-585?  Obadiah
586  fall of Jerusalem to Babylon
593-571  Ezekiel 
605-530  Daniel 
538  first group returns to Jerusalem
520  Haggai
520-480  Zechariah 
458  second group returns to Jerusalem
5th century? Joel (?)
440-430  Malachi 
432  third group returns to Jerusalem
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Apocalypse

Apocalypse is a special form of prophecy.  Again, like prophecy, it is not necessarily
predictive, though sometimes it is.  This section will focus especially on Revelation, though parts
of Daniel and a few minor prophets are also apocalyptic.  Apocalypse tends to present dramatic,
highly symbolic scenes which are difficult to understand, and the meaning maybe intentionally
disguised so that only true believers will understand the meaning.  

With Revelation, we must take special care to consider the context.  It was written at a time
(c. 90-100 A.D.) when the church was under strong persecution from non-Christian Jews and pagan
Romans.  The book was written specifically to seven churches in Asia Minor (modern-day Turkey)
to provide Christians hope and encouragement, and teaching about spiritual warfare and Christ’s
sovereignty and ultimate victory.  Thus the visions in the book are very symbolic, with many
allusions to the Old Testament, and much figurative language that also requires an understanding
of the history and culture.  

Throughout church history, several basic hermeneutic methods have been applied to
Revelation: the preterist, historicist, futurist, and idealist/symbolist view.  The preterist view claims
that the book has little predictive content, but rather describes in symbolic form the church in its
struggle against its persecutors, and any predictive content that it had has already been fulfilled in
early church history, or not long after the book was written.  A strict preterist view ignores the fact
that some parts of the book at least are futuristic and predictive in nature, and makes the book less
relevant and practical for today.  However, there is some truth to the fact that the book in part did
depict the struggles of the church at that time.

The historicist view claims that the book predicts the future course of the church and related
events from that time until the second coming of Christ.  Thus, supposedly much of it has already
been fulfilled in history.  However, attempts to identify parts of the book with events in church
history have been arbitrary and weak, and no consensus exists as to what vision corresponds to what
historical event.  This view also makes much of the book incomprehensible and impractical to the
first-century audience to which it is written.  However, a few passages might have been predictive
in that sense.  Rev. 18 seems to predict the collapse of the Roman empire, an even which did happen
several hundred years later, and this would be clear and meaningful to Christians back then as well
as now.  

The futurist view claims that all the visions from chapter 4 to the end are predictions of the
future which have not yet been fulfilled.  A few futurists also interpret chapters 2-3 as futuristic, but
this clearly violates the intended purpose and message of these two chapters.  The futurist view takes
the long-range nature of the book seriously, and some parts are clearly futuristic.  However, a strict
futuristic view leads to attempts to symbolic visions interpret the book very literally, sometimes by
arbitrarily comparing them to modern technology and concepts of warfare (especially the more
popular forms of literal futurism in the U.S.).  A strict futurist view also ignores the instructive
purpose of the book and the lessons of some of the visions concerning spiritual warfare and Christ’s
sovereignty, and makes the book meaningless to its original audience who would not have
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understood it or benefitted from it if it were only long-range predictions of the end times.
Finally, the symbolist or idealist view tries to interpret the visions as practical lessons about

spiritual living, spiritual warfare, the conflict of good and evil, divine sovereignty, and God’s
ultimate victory over evil.  This agrees well with the original purpose of the book, the historical
context, and how its original readers would have understood it.  It makes the book practical and
relevant for Christians then and today.  However, a strict idealist view ignores the fact that some
parts are futuristic and predictive, such as chapters 19 onward.  And a strict idealist view without
any balance could be distorted into a human-centered, theologically liberal interpretation.  

The best conclusion that I can offer is that a combination of these different methods is
necessary, depending on the context.  I believe that many passages contain instruction about spiritual
warfare, divine sovereignty, etc. that are real and practical for our Christian lives.  Some of these
visions depict the church in its struggles at that time, but have broader meaning because of what they
also teach about spiritual warfare and Christ’s lordship.  At least chapter 18, in my opinion, seems
to be a historical prophecy about the fall of Rome.  And some parts are clearly futuristic, and these
futuristic visions are not for us to speculate wildly about the end times, but to give us hope and
encouragement in the midst of the church’s struggles.  



44

8.

Common Errors

1. allegorize
Don’t allegorize away the meaning.  Don’t assign spiritual significance to each

component unless the context indicates otherwise.  Don’t take every component of a parable and
find a meaning for it.  The main parts and characters of a parable have some meaning, but not
every minor detail.  Assigning meaning to minor details ignore the flow of the teller’s meaning,
and stretch the parable too far.  Don’t allegorize prophecies and parables to take on meanings
that weren’t intended.  

Don’t use typology (literary types; see the section on literary devices) or allegory as a
basis for interpreting OT passages.  Literary types are formed in hindsight, after the story has
become literary history that could be viewed later as a type.

In medieval times, it was common to interpret Scripture on four levels: literal, moral,
allegorical, and mystical, leading to arbitrary and fanciful interpretations.  But we are to interpret
on the level that the context allows.  

2. literalize
Don’t literalize away the meaning.  Don’t take literary devices and forms literally, and

thereby rob the text of its intended meaning. This is a mistake commonly made with literary or
semi-poetic narratives, prophecy, and apocalypse.
 
3. decontextualize

Don’t lift items out of their context (Biblical, literary, cultural, or historical context). 
This takes away the contextual meaning that the author intended, and makes it possible to
arbitrarily assign a totally different meaning to the text.  

4. selectivity
Don’t just focus on selected words or phrases, ignoring the whole passage and its

meaning.  

5. false combination
Don’t juxtapose elements from different passages to derive unintended meanings.  A

classic humorous example comes from juxtaposing Jesus’ sayings from separate contexts: “Judas
went out and hanged himself”,  “Go and do likewise”, and “Whatever you must do, do so
quickly”.

Don’t falsely juxtapose elements of different images.  E.g., in Psalm 23, the shepherd
image moves into the enemies image, and into the table/house image;  we can’t combine them to
infer that sheep are in God’s house and enemies are outside the house. 
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6. redefinition
Don’t redefine terms or teachings to tone down or change what the passage is saying. 

E.g., some sanitize Jesus’ teaching in Luke 6:24 about the rich, and say that it only applies to
those who love money so much that it hinders them from faith in God.

7. extracanonical authority
Don’t appeal to extrabiblical books, sources, or authorities as a key to interpretation.  If

valid, they may provide insights, but not magical keys.  The worst examples of this are found
with cults, heresies, and strange teachings (Book of Mormon, Bible Code).  

It is of course fine to appeal to authorities for insight and support.  We can  appeal to
Martin Luther, C.S. Lewis, Billy Graham, St. Augustine, the Church Fathers, the Church
Councils, and many others, as long as we don’t favor the interpretation of a person over what the
Bible teaches.

8. moralizing
Don’t try to derive moral principles from all passages.  Some passages present negative

examples [Lot in Genesis] or ambiguous cases [Ruth 3].  

9. cultural mistranslation
Don’t misinterpret cultural norms and customs as commands for today.  Find the

principle and apply it to derive its modern-day application.  For example, we read in the Bible
about foot-washing, which in ancient Jewish culture was a normal practice of hospitality, or holy
kisses, which was a form of personal greeting in Greco-Roman culture.  However, don’t have to
do foot washing or holy kisses, but find the principles behind them and apply these.

10. subjectivizing (overly personalizing & individualizing)
Don’t subjectively interpret passages according to your own viewpoints and feelings.  

Don’t misapply prophetic passages to current events or modern history.  Remember: the author
had an intended primary meaning for the original audience.  Don’t read in your own meanings
into the text; this is eisegesis, not exegesis.

11. dogmatism
Don’t be overly dogmatic about:  
• issues that are not so important
• issues where the Bible is not explicit
• issues where believers have freedom to chose according to their own conscious 
• verses or phrases whose meanings are not explicitly clear, or ambiguous



1  Examples from Dr. Kenneth Cuffey, Discovering a Treasure.
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Exercises

Rightly Dividing the Word 1. 
What is wrong with these interpretations?1 

1. Matthew 2:1-2. The star which the Wise Men followed represents God’s will.  They
followed it to Christ.

2. Matthew 17:1-13. Verse 8 means that after the Transfiguration, the three disciples were so in
love with Jesus that all they could think about was Him.

3. Luke 10:25-37. The parable of the Good Samaritan is about how Jesus saves us. Jesus is the
Good Samaritan, we are the man in need, and the oil is the Holy Spirit.

4. John 2:1-11. The water jars being filled with water remind us to be filled up with the word of
God.

5. 2 Kings 5. Naaman’s washing in the river teaches us about how we must be honest in
seeking forgiveness, because he had to strip down and could not hide anything.

6. The passage means this because that’s what I was taught in Sunday school.

7. But my translation says it so beautifully.

8. It’s wonderful how you can derive so manny different messages from this one paragraph.

9. I think that Paul changed his mind on the issue of when Christ will return between the time
he wrote 1 Thessalonians and 1 Corinthians.

10. Though the book of Romans as a whole deals with our salvation, I believe that chapters 9-11
are a digression which do not directly relate to what chapters 1-8 are saying.   



2  Most of these examples are taken from: The Subtle Power of Spiritual Abuse.
David Johnson & Jeff VanVonderen. 1991: Bethany House Pub..
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Rightly Dividing the Word 2.  

Consider the following passages and how some people have interpreted or applied them2

1. Never resist?

Matthew 5:39 — “But I say to you, do not resist him who is evil; but whoever slaps you on
your right cheek, turn to him the other also.”

Is Jesus teaching us never to fight evil?  Didn’t Jesus violently throw the merchants out of
the temple?  Didn’t his Father command the Israelites to obliterate the pagans of Canaan?  Some
appeal to this verse to say we should never fight back, even if in danger.  Some use this to argue
that we should never fight in a war.  And some religious counselors use this verse to claim that
people in abusive relationships should not fight back, but should just endure the suffering as a
meek, righteous person.  Are these interpretations right?  What is Jesus really teaching here?

[hint: When we consider the culture then and the wording of the original Greek text, we learn
that such a slap was not a violent hitting, but a mere slap intended for humiliating a person.] 

2. Never appeal to secular authorities?

I Corinthians 6:1-2 — “Does any one of you, when he has a case against his neighbor, dare
to go to law before the unrighteous, and not before the saints?  Or do you not know that the
saints will judge the world?  And if the world is judged by you, are you not competent to
constitute the smallest law courts?”

Does this passage mean, as some claim, that Christians should never sue or file criminal
charges against a fellow church member or fellow believer, even if the other person has actually
done harm to or committed a crime against another person?  What is right, and what is wrong?

3. Oh, just forget it!  Never deal with the past?

Philippians 3:13-14 — “...forgetting what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies
ahead, I press on toward the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus.”

a)  Two Christians (we’ll call them “A” and “B”) were good friends, until they had some big
arguments,  misunderstandings, and a major falling out with each other.   B wrote to A to say
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that he felt wronged by B and didn’t want to have anything to do with A until A was willing to
talk and reconcile.  A wrote back and cited this verse to tell B to just forget it — nothing really
happened — get over it and go on.  

b)  A man began to open up to fellow church members and talk about abuse in his family that
he had suffered from and was still struggling with.  He began receiving cards from church
members with this and other verses, again with the theme of “just get over it and go on”.

Are these examples proper uses of these verses?

[hint: Look at what the verse really means in its context.]

4. Unity at any price?

Philippians 2:2 — “Make my joy complete by being of the same mind, maintaining the same
love, united in spirit, intent on one purpose.”

Ephesians 4:3 — “...being diligent to preserve the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace.”

Some have used these verses to get Christians to act unified, and to simply sweep problems
under the rug — not deal with them or resolve them.  Do these verses mean that we pretend to
get along with each other or act like we agree, when we don’t?  Does this apply when an
agreement is caused by one person who behaves improperly, or believes in or teaches incorrect
teachings?  Why so?

5. Money!

Malachi 3:8 — “Will a man rob God? Yet you are robbing Me! But you say, ‘How have we
robbed You?’ In titehs and offerings.”

2 Corinthians 9:6 — “Now this I say, he who sows sparingly shall also reap sparingly; and
he who sows bountifully shall also reap bountifully.”

Some churches used pressure tactics like pledge cards, or letters mailed out to members who
fail to give regularly, often referring to such verses.  Can this be justified?  Explain.
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9.

Appendix A. 

History of interpretation 

1. The prophetic-apostolic or classical method
We often say that the Bible interprets itself. That's true, not just in the simple way that the

context of the whole Bible illuminates the meaning of its parts, but in the history of sound biblical
interpretation, going back to the early Biblical writers themelves. 

How do Christians who believe in the Bible as God’s word interpret the Bible? In other
words, what is our hermeneutic method? How can we be sure that it is the correct one? Among the
different choices such as literal, allegorical, naturalistic, or literary-linguistic methods of
interpretation, which is the proper one, and why? 

We begin by looking at how Scripture quotes and interprets itself, that is, how some in the
Bible cite and interpret earlier biblical passages. We see this in how the Old Testament prophets and
wisdom writers understood the earlier revealed portions of scripture, such as the Pentateuch. King
David writes in Psalm 119 how God’s law (scripture) is practical and useful for guiding one’s life
and for righteous, godly living. The early judges and prophets like Samuel, the major prophets
(Isaiah to Daniel), and the minor prophets all understood and preached the same kind of messages,
which were based on the covenant of the Pentateuch. They all took scripture seriously as God’s
actual authoritative word that was still as relevant and authoritative hundreds of years later. They
took all its teachings seriously as they applied them to their contemporary situation, and served God
as “enforcers” of the covenant. When Jesus taught, he often taught from the (Old Testament)
scriptures, taking those scriptures as God’s authoritative and divine word that was just as relevant
in His time as in the time when they were first written. Likewise the apostles in the New Testament
writings often cite Old Testament scripture in the same way. 

When we look at how biblical writers cited, used, and understood previously written
scripture, the same principles emerge in how they did so, whether it was King David, Daniel, Jesus,
or St. Paul. First, they all regarded scripture as God’s revealed word, and not just as human
literature. Thus, they held scripture in high regard as always authoritative, reliable, relevant, useful,
and without error, for all ages; they regarded it as useful for personal instruction in godliness,
directing one’s life, teaching about God, understanding who we are, and understanding God’s plans
for the future (e.g, prophecy about the future). They never tried to impose new, novel meanings into
the scriptural passages, they never read their own ideas or meanings into the scripture, and they
always tried to understand what God was saying in the scriptures. They followed normal principles
of understanding the Bible as language in context, as literature written by people, but revealed by
God Himself. Thus its content was understood as supernatural and spiritual, but written for us to
understand in a real way. 

When the writers of biblical books penned their own books, and when they referred to,
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quoted, interpreted, or applied other biblical writings, they always treated it as God's word. They
always took it seriously, never allegorized it unduely, never interpreted passages without regard to
context, never literalized or mysticized it, or treated it as less than sacred Scripture. For lack of a
better term, I'll call this the prophetic-apostolic interpretation, because the Bible was written and
interpreted in this way by prophets and apostles who gave us the Scriptures. 

This prophetic and apostolic tradition of a theological-linguistic-literary understanding of
biblical interpretation was carried on in the early Christian church. Early Christians continued this
tradition of interpretation, which is reflected in the writings of various church theologicans such as
the Church Fathers (St. Augustine, Eusebius, St. Cyril, St. Athanasius, and many other important
bishops and theologians of the first few centuries of the Church). This same tradition has continued
among serious Christians throughout history to today among those of us who call ourselves
evangelical, orthodox, or biblical Christians. We can call it the prophetic and apostolic method,
because it comes from how the biblical writers themselves handled the Bible. We can call it the
classical method, for lack of a better official term, since it has been used by Christians thru all of
church history to today. We could call it the "natural" method, because it's the manner of
interpretation that follows naturally when we read it and understand it as God's authoritative and
reliable word. 

2. Medieval times: allegorism 
In medieval times, however, some Church theologians tended to stray from this

common-sense method, and even great theologians like St. Augustine were sometimes guilty of this.
Instead, an allegorical method of interpretation was followed, which posits multiple potential
interpretations of a given passage. Biblical narratives became interpreted on multiple levels of
interpretation (moral, spiritual, symbolic, etc.) in ways that were not warranted from the context. So
for example, Jesus’ parable of the Good Samaritan (Luke 10) on one level was a moral teaching
about godly kindness and compassion to strangers and enemies. On another level it supposedly had
an allegorical, symbolic meaning about the Church, Israel, or God, where, for example, the
Samaritan represents Jesus, the Holy Spirit is represented by the oil or even the coins, the inn is the
Church, etc. Several allegorical levels of interpretation were possible besides the plain or literal
interpretation. Clearly, such readings violate the context and purpose for which Jesus told the story.
In the context, someone asked Jesus, 'Who is my neighbor?' and Jesus responded with the story to
make a point about people's moral responsibilities to all others. These and other interpretive abuses
(especially by a religious institution that had become corrupted by the 14th century) sparked a
backlash in the Reformation. 

The allegorical method had obvious problems, namely, the allegorical interpretations were
purely arbitrary, and any theological could invent his own fanciful version without any constraints
on what was a possible reading. This methods also took types of genres or discourse forms that are
not allegories and tried to interpret them as allegorical. Even parables are not exactly allegories, as
some significance differences exist between parables and true allegories (see the chapter on literary
forms); these differences invalidate an allegorical reading for such passages. This method also
violates an important linguist principle: All discourse has one primary meaning . This holds true for
all normal discourse, all normal use of language. When we listen to an academic lecture or have a
conversation with a friend, we understand the discourse to have one main meaning. Secondary
meanings and subtopics may be present in the discourse, but it is because they serve some function
in relation to the main meaning, topic, or idea. Likewise, when we read a whole written text such



0Disourse means any use of language in context, that is, language consisting more than just an
isolated sentence or utterance. It may refer to spoken discourse (a conversation, a formal lecture, etc.) or
written discourse (a letter, a book, an article, etc.). Thus, any use of language to communicate, inform, or
express constitutes discourse. It is true that some literary works may have meanings on multiple levels.
For example, Herman Melville’s novel Moby Dick on the basic level is the story of a man and a whale,
while on another level is a portrayal of a worldview of fatalistic naturalism and even some gnosticism.
However, these other levels of interpretation are secondary in relation to the main discourse, the man and
whale story, and they are quite supported and warranted by the context of the whole novel. 

51

as a novel or a scientific journal article, or one paragraph from a text, we understand whatever text
we read to have one primary meaning. If we tried to understand a conversation, essay, or lecture as
if it had more than one primary meaning, we would be considered crazy. Finally, these attempted
allegorical interpretations had nothing to do with the context, which violates another important
linguistic rule. We must always interpret a passage by its context, and not introduce interpretations
that the context does not support or warrant. This holds true for the Bible or any other type of
discourse. If we tried to interpret conversations with our friends in such a way that ignores context
or introduces meanings irrelevant to the context, we would also be considered crazy3. 

3. Reformation
Fortunately the Reformation addressed this interpretive abuse. The Reformers like Martin

Luther and Jean Calvin rejected allegorical interpretations, and re-elevated the common-sense
method. This common-sense theological-literary-linguistic method was articulated and developed
more explicitly and clearly, and taught to the laypeople of the church, so that all could readily
understand the Bible. Several principles of this method were articulated and expounded very well,
such as: 

(1) we always interpret a passage according to its context, 
(2) we rely on scripture alone, without introducing our own ideas or human ideas into the text,
(3) we follow natural rules of literature and grammar in understanding a passage, 
(4) we interpret a text literally or figuratively, as the context warrants (we don’t interpret as

literal something that is clearly figurative, or something in plain language as allegorical), and
(5) since the Bible is one literary and theological unit, it interprets itself, so to speak, and never

contradicts itself. 

This method has been the main means of interpretation among orthodox/evangelical
Christians for many centuries. It is linguistically the most sound, because it obeys several important
linguistic principles that govern how all people use language. First, it considers the writer(s) or
speaker(s) and their intentions. To understand any discourse, we must consider who the writer or
speaker is, and what they intend to communicate. When we read the Bible, we recognize both a
human author, and ultimately behind the human writer is the Holy Spirit who somehow inspired the
writer to write what God intended to communicate to people. Just as Jesus was both God and man
at the same time without conflict between His perfect humanity and divinity, so likewise the Bible
is a human book and a divine book, written by the Holy Spirit through human writers. Second, we
consider the original audience (listeners or readers), those to whom the writer is writing. When we
read Isaiah, for example, we first consider to whom he preached, for whom his words were written
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down, and how they would have understood what Isaiah said and wrote. Third, we consider the
historical and cultural context, and do not impose our own cultural values or ideas upon the text.
Fourth, a passage has one primary meaning.  In some ways the Reformation reacted too strongly to
the established Church. But the Reformers did a fine job of clarifying and explaining the right way
of interpreting the Bible. Thanks to the Reformers (like Luther and Calvin), the so-called classical
method was not altered, but brought back to primacy as the only legitimate way to handle the Bible.
And they laid out and communicated the principles of the method in a very clear and explicit way
that hadn't been done before. 

These principles as enunciated by the Reformers are still with us today, and you may have
heard them in some form or another: 

     The Bible interprets itself. 
     Sola scriptora – Scripture alone 
     follow the natural interpretation 
     infallibility – the total reliability, accuracy, and authority of Scripture 

iterary intperpretation – follow normal literary and linguistic principles of interpretation (the
Reformers sometimes called this interpretation literalis (literary interpretation) in Latin, which
some have misunderstood to mean 'literal' interpretation) 

4. Liberal theology & higher criticism method
This classical method is time-proven and sound in the light of modern discourse linguistics.

However, in recent history it has come under attack from liberal or modernist theology. In 19th
century Germany, an approach to theology and biblical interpretation arose known as the school of
higher criticism. Higher criticism has its roots in enlightenment philosophy and 19th century
naturalism. Practitioners of this method started from a purely human and naturalistic point of view,
assuming that miracles and supernatural revelation from God were impossible. Thus, they
interpreted the Bible as a purely human book rather than as God’s word, and imposed a human bias
into how they understood the Bible. This naturalistic approach to interpretation, and the liberal
theology that came with it, overtook most of Western religious thinking in Europe and North
America in the 19th and early 20th century. It is flawed because it flagrantly violates the linguistic
principles of discourse and interpretation described above. For example, biblical Christians
understand that one prophet named Isaiah wrote the book of Isaiah. Because of the shift in theme
from judgment in chapters 1-39 to comfort, hope, and prophecies beginning in chapter 40, liberal
scholars assume that a second and a third “Isaiah”, different people who came much later, wrote the
rest of the book. Or because books like Micah contain similar changes in theme and prophecies
(some of which were fulfilled a generation after he wrote them), they also try to divide the book up
into several parts by several authors. They do so because they believe it is impossible for one person
to have written one book with such a shift in theme, and because they have a naturalistic bias against
the idea of prophecy, so the prophetic parts that were later fulfilled were supposedly written by
another person who came later after the events described in the prophecies actually happened. They
approached the Bible with these philosophical biases, yielding a totally different method of
interpretation known as the historical-critical or critical method, or the school of higher criticism,
or more generally when referring to the type of theology associated with this method, liberal or
"modern" theology. This approach not only leads to an unnatural and illogical dissection of a single,
unified literary piece, but ignores what the literary text as a whole is saying. From a linguistic
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standpoint, this is unsound, and from a theological standpoint, introduces human bias into the
reading. 

5. The fundamentalist backlash: literalism 
In the United States, a very strong reaction arose to this liberal method and liberal theology,

typically known as fundamentalism. As a result, some American Christians claim to follow a literal
method of interpretation. But of course, the Bible contains much figurative language that cannot be
interpreted literally. So literalists will qualify this claim with the qualification that we interpret
literally when the context requires it, and figuratively when the context requires it. While this is true,
it is too simplistic, and ignores contextual linguistic principles. Oftentimes figurative language is
mixed in with literal language within the same passage. Even “literal” prose texts in the Bible may
contain idioms or other occasional figurative language. Also, the meaning of words and phrases is
not only understood by their literal meaning, but by what information the context contributes to their
interpretation (see the chapter on linguistics and interpretation). Context and discourse information
plus the literal or basic meaning of words, phrases, and sentences are necessary to understand most
texts. Also, commitment to a literal method may lead to overliteral interpretations of some texts that
contain much language that is clearly symbolic and figurative, such as in the book of Revelation.
Literalists and other evangelical Christians may also qualify their claims by referring to their method
as the grammatical-historical or grammatico-historical method. This suffers from the same
weaknesses as the qualified literal method. Grammatical and historical information are necessary
for understanding a biblical text, but (linguistic and situational) contextual and discourse information
are crucial as well for a sound interpretation. Also, terms like grammatical-historical are vague,
confusing, and opaque to most people. So it is not necessary to overreact to liberal theology by
staking a claim on a “literal” or grammatical-historical method. Usually such evangelicals are really
just trying to defend the classical interpretive method of the Christian church, but are doing so by
describing this method in a way that is unfortunately misnamed or based on an incomplete
understanding of this method. 

4. Soundness of the classical method
Our traditional, common-sense method of biblical interpretation, which Christians have

practiced for many centuries, takes God’s word seriously, not only theologically but also literarily
and linguistically. It is sound from the standpoint of linguistics and literary interpretation. It agrees
with how people actually use language in spoken and written discourse, as we understand from
modern discourse and text linguistics. We might describe this method as the classical method, or as
orthodox, common-sense, theological, literary, linguistic, evangelical, apostolic, or whatever.
Nonetheless, we can be confident that our classical method is sound and valid. And we can know
that there is nothing arbitrary, man-made, or magical about properly understanding the Bible. 
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Appendix B.

Biblical Linguistics:

Linguistics and Interpretation

Language
We say in general that we interpret the Bible as literature.  But why would we interpret the Bible just

like any other piece of fine literature?  How do we interpret literature?  Are there any differences in how we
interpret the Bible compared to secular literature?  And why does God chose to reveal Himself thru a written
book, by means of literature?  And why is truth in the Bible not always explicitly stated, so that we have to
search thru various passages, read, interpret, and think in order to find out what the Bible says about a
particular issue, instead of finding everything laid out explicitly and systematically?  To begin to address
these questions, we must first consider from a Christian perspective about what the nature of language and
literature. 

Some animals communicate by touching mouth parts and exchanging chemical messengers.  Bees
communicate by dancing around to indicate where food is.  Higher animals communicate by gestures, grunts,
facial expressions, birdsongs, cries, smells, and other means.  But the messages that they can convey are only
simple ones.  On the other hand, we have built computers that can communicate in very sophisticated ways.
But computers themselves cannot understand what they are doing or communicating; they do so mindlessly
without emotion, consciousness, or self-awareness that humans possess.  And the structure of computer
languages and scripts  (C, C++, Java, HTML...) are still very simple compared to the structure of human
languages.  Even a three-year-old child has language skills far more complex than the world’s most powerful
supercomputer with the most advanced artificial intelligence program!  Computers lack the semantic,
syntactic, phonetic/ phonological, and discourse-pragmatic faculties of even a human child.  

God speaks to us thru written discourse, that is, thru language.  A skeptic might object that this is not
valid, because language is something human; how can we trust a divine transcendent God to speak to us thru
human means?  While language is something distinctively and uniquely human, we humans did not invent
it ourselves.  Like everything else in the universe, God created language for us to use.  And like everything
else that God created, God declares it good (Gen. 1), and so language is inherently good.  We can use
language to communicate what we want to express to others.  And God uses this wondrous tool to speak to
us in our terms, using a human means which He himself created to reveal Himself to us.  

Literature is a specialized application of language, which allows writers to express themselves in more
formal and sophisticated ways, and to communicate their ideas to a larger audience.  Literature does so by
exploiting the various kinds of structure that exist within language  — sound structures, grammatical
structures, meaning structures, discourse structures, etc.  These are the kinds of structures with which God
designed language.  The same God who created language to work in this way for creating literature — this
God himself takes advantage of language to speak to us in discourse-based and literary means.  So again, a
skeptic who might object to the possibility of God speaking to people verbally has no strong argument.
Language and literature are God’s creations and God’s tool, which He has given to us.

Context
One often hears that we must interpret biblical passages according to their context.  Of course this means

that the interpretation of a passage depends on the surrounding passages, the whole Bible, and the historical
context.  But what does this mean exactly, and how does it compare to a proper linguistic understanding of
context?  
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Linguists understand that any sentence or utterance depends on the context of the discourse in which
it is uttered or written.  And linguists understand that context consists of several types: the immediate
linguistic context — what is said before and afterwards, the situational context, and the context of the
speaker’s and listener’s own personal knowledge and experiences, their knowledge of how things are in the
world, and what their cultural knowledge and beliefs that they may or may not share.  All these we refer to
as linguistic context, situational context, and real-world knowledge, respectively.  At least one or more of
these context types allows us to interpret statements that we hear.  For example, the meaning of the following
passage (1a) would be clear to anyone with a basic knowledge of soccer or football (real-world knowledge);
(1b) would be fairly but not entirely clear to a fluent English speaker unless s/he had grown up in Texas; and
(1c) is understood by specific knowledge or good guessing.  

(1a) “The ball rolled slowly across the line, as the goalkeeper writhed in agony.  The fans shouted, but
their reverie was interrupted by the blow of a whistle.  The short, fat man in the striped suit ruled
the kick offsides.”

(1b) “The sun shined fiercely on the plains, and as usual tumbleweeds clogged the river.  The dog had
gotten into the loco weed patch again. And once again Bubba landed himself in the hoosegow for
hitting the sauce too hard, leaving Thelma to take care of  the kids by herself.  When her husband
was released the next day, she got even by serving him possum.”

(1c) “Do you know where Phil is?”
“Well, there’s a yellow Honda in front of Susan’s house.”

(1a) is clear to anyone who knows at least a little bit about such sports and referees.  (1b) would be clear to
most readers, but people not familiar with Texas would miss some things; to fully appreciate the meaning,
one would have to know what tumbleweeds and loco weed are; that Texas rivers really don’t have much
water; that ‘hoosegow’ and ‘hit the sauce’ are local slang terms for ‘jail’ and ‘drink a lot of alcohol’; that
possum (opossum) is a small animal that is sometimes eaten by poor people in the old South, but whose meat
tastes bitter when cooked.  Understanding this passage well depends on having cultural knowledge about
Texas — a specific kind of knowledge of the world.  (1c) can be understood if you know that Phil owns a
yellow Honda and is a good friend of Susan, or if you can at least infer something to that effect; that is,
understanding the passage depends on knowing or being able to infer specific knowledge of the situation.
Thus, our ability to understand these passages depends on our knowledge of general and specific aspects of
the world, and of specific situations.

When we read the Bible, we are reading literature written 2000+ years ago — literature that was
written to preserve spoken or written discourse at that time.  To understand this biblical discourse, we need
to have at least enough of a basic knowledge of what those people back then knew.  We have to understand
some of their knowledge of the world, the way things were in which they spoke and wrote, their cultural
knowledge, and knowledge of the situations in which these biblical passages occur.  For us to get into their
shoes, so to speak, requires that we have some historical and cultural knowledge of their times, and of the
specific situation behind a passage, in order to properly understand what they are telling us about God.  For
this reason, reference sources such as commentaries, Bible atlases, Bible handbooks on customs and history,
Internet resources, and teaching from those with such knowledge are important for properly handling God’s
word.    

For example, let’s take a difficult and seemingly strange passage from Genesis 15.  In this passage,
Abraham comes to believe in the Lord and is saved.  God promises Abraham that He will give the land of
Canaan to him and his descendants.  Abraham asks God, “...how can I know that I will gain possession of
it?”  God then commands him to bring a cow, a goat, a ram, a dove, and a pigeon, and Abraham cuts the
larger animals in half.  After sunset, a smoking firepot and a blazing torch appears and passes between the
pieces (15:17).  The passage concludes by saying that the Lord made a covenant with him that day to give
him the land.  

This passage hinges on the concept of the covenant, which was an important cultural concept in
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the Ancient Near East (ANE).  This common discourse form in the ANE was basically a formal agreement
between two parties — whether between individual persons, between nations (a treaty), or a business
agreement.  A covenant could involve two equal parties, or a superior party imposing a covenant upon an
inferior entity, such as a king of a strong nation imposing a covenant upon a smaller nation to make the
smaller nation into his vassal state.  Since the covenant concept was common in the ANE, God makes use
of covenant concepts to reveal Himself to His people in the Old Testament and for people to enter into a
formal relationship with Him.  In fact, the entire Old Testament makes use of covenant terms and concepts.
God uses a commonly understood concept that people could easily understand in order to reveal Himself.

Covenants were typically confirmed or “ratified” by some symbolic means, such as an animal
sacrifice or a feast together.  Sacrificing an animal carries a symbolic meaning for the person performing the
sacrifice.  It says, “If I violate the terms of this covenant, may I suffer the same fate as this animal”.  This
is a significant implied meaning behind Old Testament sacrifices, especially the kinds prescribed in
Leviticus.  However, the case of Genesis 15 is unusual.  Not only does Abraham offer a sacrifice to make
a covenant promise, but God, represented by the form of a firepot and torch, also passes between the
sacrifice.  In this way God also takes an oath to keep the covenant.  This important aspect of ANE culture,
the covenant relationship, is vital to understanding many parts of the Old Testament. 

The immediate linguistic and situational context of a passage is also important for understanding
certain words and phrases that otherwise seem unclear (i.e., lexical interpretation).  Some of these potential
ambiguities may be with metaphors, anaphora (pronoun reference), and special versus ordinary meanings
of words.  

Anaphora is the linguistic term for pronoun reference, but includes other function words besides
pronouns.  It also includes the use of adjectives alone without nouns to stand in place of nouns, as in English
when we say “the poor” meaning ‘poor people’ or “the good, the bad, and the ugly” meaning ‘good, bad, and
ugly things / words / situations / events etc.; whatever is good, bad, or ugly’.  In Greek, the original language
of the New Testament, this is a very common grammatical device, and our translations usually supply the
appropriate noun as necessary.  But occasionally the original Greek text is ambiguous, making whatever
translation we read ambiguous.  A good example comes from 1 Corinthians 13.  Paul has been talking about
the miraculous or charismatic spiritual gifts, such as speaking in tongues, prophecy, and words of knowledge,
as he goes into the famous love passage.  13:8 then says, 

(2) “Love never fails. But where there are prophecies, they will cease; where there are tongues, they
will be stilled; where there is knowledge, it will pass away. For we know in part and we prophesy
in part, but when perfection comes, the imperfect disappears.” (13:8-10, NIV)

The interpretation of perfection or that which is perfect in other translations of 13:10 is as controversial as
the charismatic gifts are in the modern church.  In the Greek the word is telion, a singular neuter adjective
being used alone as a noun phrase meaning ‘that which is perfect or completed’; hence, what exactly it refers
to is ambiguous.  Some understand this to refer to Jesus’ second coming, or the kingdom of God in its
fullness when He returns.  However, those who oppose the practice of charismatic gifts cite this verse as
proof for their position.  They claim that Paul never used neuter adjectives and pronouns to refer to Jesus
anywhere else in his writings.  They also claim that it couldn’t refer to the second coming or anything of the
sort because no such thing has been specifically mentioned in the preceding context that could be considered
‘perfect’.  The only thing that could be considered ‘a perfect thing’ that existed, they claim, would be the
Bible itself.  Supposedly, this passage refers to the completion of the Scriptures at the end of the first century
A.D. when John penned the book of Revelation, the last book of Scripture to be written.  At this time the
charismatic gifts disappeared, as they were no longer needed if a complete Bible was available for spiritual
instruction.  Opponents of these gifts vociferously make such claims, in spite of the many flaws in their
argument.  

First, the argument depends on the claim that a pronoun (or pronominal adjective here in the Greek)
can only be properly used after the noun to which it refers; a pronoun or pronominal can only refer to a
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previously mentioned noun.  This is a linguistic myth, often propagated by traditional English teachers and
grammarians with no knowledge of linguistics.  Consider the following examples:

3a. It was a dark and stormy night.  Before she could answer the phone, Betsy heard something hideous
outside. It sounded out there somewhere, louder and louder, until it now shook the windows.

3b. [a delivery man carrying a heavy box]  Where do you want it?
[a secretary, motioning to a empty spot on the floor] Right there.

3c. [a German, looking at dirty silverware in the sink]
Ich sehe die, und das, und den...
= I see her, and it, and him...
= I see the fork, the knife, and the spoon...

In 3a, the it at the beginning of the first sentence is a pronoun which refers to nothing at all; it is just a
grammatical filler.  In the second sentence, she precedes Betsy, and this is perfectly fine literary English; a
personal pronoun can precede the noun it refers to if the pronoun is in a subordinate clause before the main
clause with the noun.  What the indefinite pronouns something and somewhere refer to is never specified,
as is the it of the last sentence; what time now refers to is never specified.  In 3b, what it refers to — a box
— is understood from the situational context, and what the referring word there (which functions like a
location pronoun) is indicated by the context and/or gestures.  3c is an example that I heard while I lived in
Germany, and it is useful because the grammatical gender system of German is similar to that of Greek.  In
German, ‘fork’ is a feminine noun, ‘knife’ is neuter, and ‘spoon’ is masculine, and the definite articles der,
den, die, das, etc. (‘the’) can also be used as pronouns (‘this, that, he...’).  In this case, anyone would easily
infer and understand what he was talking about, because of the noun genders, the situational context, and
the linguistic context.  The above examples of anaphora hold for any human language to some degree or
another, since all languages use anaphora in more or less similar ways.  Anaphora is basically a linguistic
function of short-term memory for referring to things, persons, and concepts in discourse.  Thus, the
interpretation of ‘the perfect thing’ in 1 Cor. 13:10 does not have to be restricted to anything explicitly
mentioned in the epistle before the verse, but could be anything that the readers could reasonable infer.  

Some claim that Paul never referred to Jesus or His coming anywhere else in his writings in the
neuter gender, so this passage couldn’t possibly be referring to these.  This is a circular argument.  What if
this is such a reference, and happens to be the only one?  And if St. Paul specifically intended to refer to the
Bible, he probably would have used a different form of the adjective, such as a masculine form telios,
corresponding to logos ‘word’.  The neuter without any explicit indication from the linguistic context
concerning its identity points to something that the readers — those to whom Paul wrote the letter then —
would have assumed or understood, though it is intentionally vague.  So what could be perfect, complete,
grammatically neuter, and make sense here?  We know that only God (including Jesus) is perfect and
complete in the biblical sense of this concept of telion.  We also know that the Bible teaches us that Jesus
is coming again, and the apostles expected the Lord to return as promised in Acts 1.  We know that at that
time the Lord will establish His perfect order for all eternity, the full manifestation of His holy kingdom.
This is what the reader can readily infer to be the meaning of this verse.  Thus, telion can refer to the fact,
state, condition, concept, etc. of the Lord’s coming and what will happen as a result.  This can be understood
from the global context of the Bible, and from the apostle’s teaching at that time.

Finally, the claim that telion must refer to the completion of the canon of Scriptures does not
correspond to the historical context.  Believers in the first century were not aware that a new set of Scriptures
was being written at that time.  The church was brand new, and believers relied on the Old Testament
scriptures, which was all they knew as scriptures, and they relied on the apostles’ teachings.  At that time
there was no awareness that the Holy Spirit was inspiring a new canon of biblical writings on par with the
Old Testament.  But certain epistles were being circulated among the churches, and over time certain epistles
came to be used and viewed as trustworthy and authoritative writings.  They came to be regarded as such
because they were divinely inspired and  were thus useful for teaching; also, these epistles bore apostolic
authority, either because they were written by apostles (Paul, Peter, John, Matthew), by those who worked
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under an apostle and received their information from their apostolic mentors (Mark, Luke), or by those who
were firsthand witnesses of Jesus and important church leaders (James and Jude, half-brothers of Jesus).
After the first century, these writings that were recognized as spiritually inspired by God became even more
of a permanent fixture for worship and teaching, and later were collected by the church into a canon of
scripture.  Thus, to claim that 1 Cor. 13:10 refers to the canon of scripture is not supported by the historical
context.

Words in the whole context.
This touches on a type of error that some make in biblical interpretation: slavery to word studies

without regard to context.  Some scholars focus on analysis of certain words of a passage, especially the
original Hebrew or Greek words, in order to discover a proper interpretation.  They do so by comparing a
word in the passage under study to other passages with the same word, to discover what the word means and
what kind of meanings it has.  To some degree this is very helpful.  For example, studying the Greek words
for ‘love’ can teach us much about the biblical view of love.  On the one hand, we see the Greek word philos
used for human love — between friends, lovers, relatives, etc.  On the other hand, we read that we are
commanded to have spiritual love as God does — the Greek word agape.  Thus, we learn that spiritual love
is a different kind of love, and since we are commanded to love in that way, it is not just a warm,
emotionalistic, fleeting kind of love like human love can be.  It is enduring, rational, emotional, and
volitional (by our will), and something that we choose and commit to do.  Or we study the Greek word for
‘fellowship’, which is koinonia.  When we study how secular Greek culture used it, it referred to a close,
even intimate, association, and in the Greek world it was used for business associations, marriage
relationships, and other close bonds.  So we learn that Christian fellowship is supposed to be a close bond
with God and with each other, spiritually.  

Word studies can be misused, especially when one ignores context.  The basic meaning of a word
can be gleaned from word studies, but that is only part of the whole meaning.  The rest of the meaning is
filled in, so to speak, by the context.  The basic meaning, what we might call the denotational meaning or
“dictionary definition”, interacts with the context to yield a more complete meaning, and each context or
situation can fill in different elements.  So the exact meaning can vary from context to context.  For example,
if I say “Light?” meaning ‘illumination’, depending on the context it could mean (1) could you turn on a light
for me?, (2) would you like me to turn on a light for you?, (3) do you have a light source?, (4) is it light
outside or dark?, (5) is the room light or dark?; at the refrigerator or vending machine, it could mean (6)
light/diet soda, or regular?; and many more meanings you could dream up.  In 1 John, we read repeatedly
that God is light.  We naturally understand what physical light is, and we can think how light could describe
God — the properties of light that could apply figuratively to God.  So from the literal meaning of the word,
and from the context, we make an inference, that is, we fill in what is necessary to understand the meaning
of the word in this context.  (And basically, inference means filling in from one’s knowledge of the world
and the context what is necessary for a statement to be fully meaningful.)  So we understand that 1 John
describes God as pure, truth, holy, good, opposed to all evil (darkness), and God as the source of purity and
goodness.  The gospel of John describes Jesus’ coming to earth as light, in a related but slightly different
sense.  Here light describes Jesus as the source of spiritual revelation, goodness, and truth to the people of
earth, as the one who reveals God and drives out darkness.  The essential meaning of light is the same, as
both evoke similar characteristics of God, but with a slightly different relevance to each context.  The basic
meaning is the same, but by inference we understand the nuance of the word in each context.  

Failure to consider context leads to problems.  For example, in Romans Paul teaches very clearly
that we are saved and justified before God by faith alone, not by works (Rom. 3.24, 3.28, 4.2, 5.1, 5.9, 8.30,
10.10); however, James 2.24 says that a person is justified by what s/he does — good deeds or works.  Many
throughout history have misunderstood these verses.  But James is not contradicting Paul, nor is he claiming
that we are to be saved by good works.  To the contrary, James is using the word justified in two different
ways.  James is using the word in a normal, non-technical sense of ‘vindicate, prove, evidence’.  Romans
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uses much legal terminology and metaphor, and from the context it is clear that Paul is using the word in the
special legal sense  of ‘to declare someone innocent or righteous before the law’.  Romans teaches how we
are saved, and James teaches us how we prove we are really saved.  We are saved by faith and God’s grace
alone without works, and works cannot save us.  But if we are really saved, our life will produce good works
that demonstrate that we are saved, that glorify God, and that vindicate us before the world.  

Of course, to be saved we must believe in God — we must put our faith in Jesus Christ.  But what
does it mean to believe?  Is it the same as believing the moon circles the sun, or believing in gravity?  Well,
somewhat, but not exactly.  ‘Believe’ or ‘faith’ are basically the same word in Greek [‘believe’ = pisteuo,
‘faith’ = pistis], and in the Bible they are used to indicate something that is very serious and life-changing.
To believe, for example, that the moon orbits the sun is to merely to believe a fact, only intellectual belief.
The Bible nowhere claims that this kind of belief is of any use, nor advocates such belief as the basis of a
relationship with God.  In fact, James 2:19 tells us that the demons have such a belief in God, which benefits
them or helps them in no way —  it is mere knowledge, and that cannot save us, either.  To believe in gravity
is a stronger belief.  I believe in it, which means that I don’t worry about falling up off the ground.  But it’s
not something that really impacts my daily life or thinking, and it has no personal significance, as it is an
impersonal force.  A better analog is trusting and loving someone enough to marry her/him.  That involves
making a deep personal commitment to a person and a relationship, and ordering one’s life around that
person.  It is a life-changing decision, a personal relationship, and something that affects every aspect of your
daily, personal life.  Belief in God as taught in the Bible is like this, only more so.  It involves an absolute
commitment to Christ, an absolute trust in God, making God the one and only object of your life and
worship, becoming a follower of Jesus, and all the life change that that  entails by ordering your life around
a personal relationship with God.   

Another example from Romans is the controversial word predestine in Romans 8.  First, looking
at the original Greek does not really help us, because the English word predestine is directly from Latin, and
the Latin word is a direct morphemic (word roots) translation of the Greek, so the English word directly
translates the Greek.  Many focus on the local context and try to argue for Calvinism — the belief that all
people are incapable of choosing to put faith in God, so God must decide who will be saved, so He
predestines some to be saved.  Arguments ensue as opposing sides argue from this passage and from the rest
of scripture for and against the calvinistic view of predestination, for and against the idea that people have
free will to choose.  However, the arguments, and especially the arguments of Calvinists, often ignore the
broader context.  Instead of focusing on the context of Romans 8-10 as many do, we should look at the
context of the whole book.  First, Paul uses the term predestination without really explaining what it means,
and we cannot depend on a word study to find the real meaning.  It is a theological mystery that he leaves
unexplained.  Why?  Because apparently the exact meaning and teaching of this term are not really important
here.  Paul is trying to make a more important point, which most arguments on the matter miss.  Paul is
making the point that our salvation is not by our doing, but it all depends on God and what He has done.  The
purpose of the brief discussion of predestination is not to teach us the deep mysteries of how God’s
sovereignty interacts with our free will (and the Bible clearly teaches both divine sovereignty and human
free will, without explaining how they interact; it’s not for us to lose sleep over).  The purpose is to show
that salvation is God’s doing, not our own — not by our own works or goodness, but according to God’s
plan.  If we don’t see this when we read this passage, then we’ve missed the point that Paul is trying to make.

We can go back to the example of 1 Cor. 13, the famous love chapter.  Many read the beautiful
description (not definition, but description) of love, and easily romanticize it into something unrealistic or
fantasy-like.  To do so ignores the whole context of the book.  The chapter mentions the charismatic spiritual
gifts as discussed above, and for a good reason.  The whole love  chapter is set within a context of a
discussion in the preceding and following chapters of spiritual gifts and their proper use in the church.
Paul’s point in talking about love in chapter 13 has to do with his broader discussion of spiritual gifts in the
larger context.  Of course the chapter teaches us much about Christian love itself, and the chapter is
profoundly useful for teaching just on this topic.  But it is also meant to apply to the topic of spiritual gifts.
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Paul was writing here to rebuke the Corinthian church’s abuse of spiritual gifts for selfish reasons, rather
than using them to benefit the whole church.  While the gifts were manifestations of the Spirit’s power, they
were being used selfishly and improperly.  So Paul is making the point that spiritual gifts are supposed to
be used properly, and out of love for fellow Christians and for the body of Christ, so as to benefit others, and
not to primarily benefit oneself.  

Finally, let’s take the word world.  John 3:16 says “For God so loved the world that he gave his one
and only Son, that whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life.”  From the context it is
obvious that world here [the Greek word kosmos] means all of humanity, the people of the world.  1 John
2:15 says “Do not love the world or anything in the world” [kosmos].  Does this mean that Christians should
not listen to secular music, or not participate in the society and culture?  Certainly not.  The rest of the Bible
commands believers to be involved, and positively describes  believers doing so.  For example, Jesus
commands us to be salt and light to the world, which requires us to be involved.  The Bible does not
command us to separate ourselves socially or culturally from the world, but morally and spiritually, so that
we can be salt and light.  When we look at the passage in 1 John in the proper context, the term world here
refers not to culture, society, or just secular things (like music, art, literature, academia...), but rather to a
world system —  the system of ideas, beliefs, allegiances, pleasures, attitudes, and such that are opposed to
God, that would pull us away from God.  So, for example, studying philosophy would not be worldly, and
in fact it would be a great area where Christians could glorify God; but adopting philosophical ideas into
one’s thinking that are clearly opposed to biblical teaching would be worldly.  

In Colossians 1:6 we see a different use of world [kosmos]: “All over the world tis gospel is bearing
fruit and growing...”  Here, Paul is obviously not referring to the whole world as we know it today, which
people then did not know about.  Within the historical context of the passage,  including Paul’s knowledge
of things, he meant ‘world’ in the sense of the known world at that time.  The same caution applies to other
passages where ‘world’ does not have to mean our whole world as we know it today, but probably means
the known world of the time.  Genesis 11:1 says “Now the whole world had one common language and a
common speech”.  Whenever we interpret a passage, we must keep in mind the historical context, and here
language history can shed some light on this passage.  We know that most European and west-central Asian
languages belong one family called Indo-European (IE), such as English, German, Latin, Russian, Hittite,
Sanskrit, Lithuanian, Danish, Greek, French, Armenian, etc.  These languages are related because they came
from an ancient ancestor language (protolanguage) called Proto-European (PIE).  We don’t know where the
PIE speakers originally lived, but we can reconstruct some of the proto-language and date it back to
3000~4000 B.C.  Likewise, many Near Eastern languages like Hebrew, Berber, ancient Egyptian, and Arabic
belong to one family (Afro-Asiatic) because they came from an even older protolanguage.  Languages like
Hungarian, Finnish, Estonian, and Samoyed belong to the Uralic family and came from one protolanguage,
while languages like Turkish, Azeri, Mongolian, Manchu, Kazakh, and Uzbeki belong to the Altaic family
and descended from another protolanguage.  We also know that languages were spoken in the Americas by
tribes that came there from Siberia or Northeast Asia over 10,000 years ago, possibly tens of thousands of
years ago.  

Now linguists like to believe that all human languages had a single common origin.  This is because
all human languages contain the same set of abstract properties and principles that make our languages
possible.  No languages deviate radically from this set of universal properties; otherwise, it would be
impossible for some people to learn some other languages.  However, linguists cannot prove this by
appealing to linguistic history.  We can trace back language history and do language reconstruction only so
far, especially with the lack of written records of languages before 2500 B.C.  (it’s hard to trace too far back
without languages preserved in written form).  At best, we can only go back a few thousand years B.C. to
reconstructed family ancestors like the protolanguages that gave birth to Indo-European, Altaic, Uralic, and
Afro-Asiatic.  A few linguists have claimed that these four groups are related and traceable to a very ancient
proto-protolanguage called Nostratic, which would push the language history as far back as possibly 10,000
B.C.  While this theory sounds plausible, it really cannot be proven.  Not much evidence exists to support
it, and it impossible to trace language history that far back in order to prove or disprove it.  
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Now if we want to make the language of the Tower of Babel the ancestor of all the world’s
languages, we would have to put it tens of thousands of years back in human history.  But we can’t place it
too far back, because it has to be a time when there was a civilization with some building technology to build
such a structure.  But if we understand the term world in Gen. 11:1 to mean the known world of that time,
we do not have to commit ourselves to the position that the Babel language was the mother tongue of all
languages of earth.  We could try to put it into the time of known Ancient Near Eastern civilization, albeit
early civilization, which seems more plausible.  We could then speculate that the confusion of languages led
to the split of Nostratic into Indo-European, Uralic, Altaic, and Afro-Asiatic — but only if you accept the
somewhat controversial and unproven Nostratic theory.  We could also speculate that the narrative describes
the split of a known protolanguage into its early family members, like Indo-European or Afro-Asiatic.  This
seems more plausible, but unproven, due to the lack of solid historical evidence.  So what can we conclude
about the Babel language?  We can’t say for sure what historical event it corresponds to in language history,
though there are several plausible candidates, in the light of what historical linguistics tell us.  We can point
to these as credible possibilities, but they are still speculative, and we can’t commit ourselves to any one of
them.  Nonetheless, the Babel account is historically credible, given the fact that languages change and split
up.  But we must not lose ourselves in speculation.  Rather, we must focus on the lesson of the story.  After
all, it is an historical narrative that makes some very real points about human pride and God’s judgment.
We must focus on the spiritual lessons that the author intends to teach us, not on historical speculation.  

Interpreting metaphor.
A discussion of linguistic interpretation would not be complete without at least a brief discussion

of how to interpret metaphor or any kind of figurative language.  How do we understand metaphor?
Actually, we rely on similar linguistic tools as for interpreting words in their context with their nuance, as
discussed above: we make inferences.  But how do these inferences follow, and how do we know we are
making the correct inferences with metaphor?  Two linguistic factors constrain any such interpretation:
relevance and coherence.  We understand words and statements by how they relate to each other (relevance),
and how one logically follows from the preceding one (coherence).  When words or statements don’t seem
to be relevant or coherent with one another in discourse, we make the necessary inferences to make them
relevant and coherent.  First, let’s see how these constraints work in normal conversation.  

4. Does Harry have a girlfriend?
Well, he goes to Chicago every weekend.

5. Do you know where Fritz is?
Well, there’s a yellow Honda in front of Susan’s house.

6. Are you going to Florida for vacation?
Is the pope Catholic?

7. Do you like American food?
Does the sun rise in the west?

In #4, the answer does not seem directly relevant to the question at face value.  But we make the
inference that is relevant and coherent, and make the appropriate assumptions to allow a relevant and
coherent interpretation, such as (a) he has a girlfriend in Chicago whom he goes to visit every weekend, or
perhaps (b) he’s too busy going to Chicago (for whatever reason) that he doesn’t have time for a girlfriend.
In #5 we either have to know that Fritz’ car is a yellow Honda and that he is a good friend of Susan, or we
have to some extra mental work to infer those assumptions in order to come up with an interpretation of the
answer.  The answer in #6 is itself a different and seemingly unrelated question, and this particular question
is an English idiom.  The obvious answer is “yes, definitely”.  We understand this implied answer is the same
as the answer to the first question: “Yes, I’m definitely going to Florida!”  The relevance and coherence
constraints make this possible, just as for the response in #7, which is a Chinese idiom.  The implied answer
is “obviously not”, which by implication is the answer to the first question about American food.  In
linguistics, this kind of indirect relationship between two words or statements, where the meaning
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relationship is understood by constraints like relevance and coherence, is called implicature.  
In the above examples of indirect responses, implicature plays a heavy role in how we understand

meaning of sentences in discourse.  Linguistics also understand that implicature also plays a role in how we
understand individual words in their contexts.  For example, we can understand the nuances of light in its
various occurrences in the Bible, or just as we understand that justification in Romans is being used in a
special technical sense different from James’ use of the word.  Sometimes understanding the full meaning
is obvious as with light, but sometimes it requires more work, as with justification.  Often metaphors require
more work to arrive at the proper interpretation.  

For example, in Psalm 17:8 the writer appeals to God to “hide me in the shadow of your wings.”
First, what kind of wings?  Obviously not airplane wings, since this was written in ancient Israel.  So what
kind of wings would ancient Jews typically know?  In that agricultural culture and time, people would
immediately assume chicken wings, namely, a mother hen hiding her chicks under her wings.  Now
obviously the writer is not claiming that God is a giant chicken.  We understand it because the constraints
of relevance and coherence allow us to understand what is implied.  The context of the psalm deals with an
appeal for protection from God.  So now we ask ourselves what aspects of a hen hiding her chicks are
relevant to the context?  We select those aspects that are relevant, that make 17:8 relevant and coherent with
the whole psalm.  We don’t care here about what these birds eat, how they bathe, or how well they will taste
when cooked.  We focus on the fact that in this manner, hens provide protection, security, and comfort to
their chicks, and understand that these aspects are attributed to God.  So the basic principle for metaphor is,
“What aspects of the item make the word or phrase relevant and coherent to the whole context?”  Usually
we can do this inferencing work without having to think about it.  But some biblical metaphors require more
work for us.  For example, God’s people are often compared to sheep, and Jesus as the shepherd.  For many
people like me who are not from a rural background or a culture where sheep are common, we must first find
out some things about sheep in order to understand the metaphors.  When we find out some basic facts about
sheep behavior, then the metaphor makes perfect sense. 

Final thoughts.
We’ve seen that we can interpret the Bible just as literature, in fact, just like we interpret discourse

in general.  Because the Bible is written by people using literature and normal literary and linguistic methods
of communicating, we can interpret the Bible as literature.  There is nothing magical or mystical about
understanding this book.  However, because God is the ultimate author behind all the Bible and its human
authors, the Bible has far more importance that just a Shakespeare play or a conversation with a teacher.
It is God’s word, and because it is from God himself, it is absolutely true, authoritative, and reliable, and its
message of utmost importance to us.  And the Holy Spirit shows us specific application of its teaching to our
lives, in a way that transcends our understanding of just words on a page.  To think that its words are only
literature and nothing more is to ignore the most truthful and important message from our Creator.  
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I. Small Groups 
What is a small group?  Why do we rely on small groups for Bible studies?  The concept

goes back at least to Jesus’ ministry, when he chose a small group of 12 untrained disciples with no
background or experience in religious service, and gave them in-depth, intensive, personal, one-on-
one training in order to prepare them for ministry.  Probably the early church also met often in small
groups for worship.  In modern times, the concept has been revived and updated.  A major impetus
was the Christian student movement that began in England and spread to the U.S.  This parachurch
movement (so called because it consists of student groups that meet independently of organized
churches during the week) gave rise to organizations like InterVaristy Christian Fellowship (IVCF)
and its parent organization, the International Fellowship of Evangelical Students (IFES), as well as
other groups like Campus Crusade for Christ and the Navigators.  Such student fellowships have
been successful in part because of their small group structure.  Students can meet in a small group
to study the Bible and discover the meaning of God’s word for themselves.  While deductive
instruction from sermons and Sunday school is necessary for spiritual growth, inductive small group
Bible studies can be a boon to spiritual growth as participants learn how to study the Bible for
themselves.  The small group atmosphere also provides a place for believers to fellowship with each
other on a personal level.  Also, it allows students to be trained in lay ministry, and even prepare
them for church ministry later.  Another impetus for modern small group ministry has come from
churches in Korea (e.g., Youido Full Gospel Church) and America (e.g., the Vineyard churches),
which rely on small groups for more intimate Bible study, worship, prayer, and training of future
leaders. 

So now you may ask, what are my responsibilities as a small group leader?  The next section
will explain these duties and how to successfully carry them out.

II. Small Group Leaders Job Description 

This is your job description, according to the ICCF constitution.

Commitments
1. At least one leader from each small group must be present at all the coworkers meetings.
2. Attend at least one ICCF prayer meeting a week.
3. At least one leader must prepare before and attend each prestudy.
4. Must attend SGL training.
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Purposes of the ministry
1. To provide leadership and direction in the small group.
2. To support small group members and to meet their personal needs.
3. To encourage spiritual growth and fellowship.

Service descriptions
1. Lead Bible studies.
2. Organize small group activities to help small group members know each other.  (can be
delegated)
3. Set small group goals; encourage outreach.  (EBS is not the only group to reach out to non-
believers.)
4. Watch over small group members’ spiritual growth.
5. Encourage discipleship training, prayer partners, and cell groups.  
6. Prepare and cultivate potential leaders.
7. Keep in close contact with VP’s and other SGL’s.  Inform the VP of the activities, progress, and

needs in the small group.

Evangelistic Bible study
Small group leaders in the evangelistic Bible studies: 
Cowork with other coworkers for outreach, e.g., discipleship group leaders and your VP.

III. How do I care for and minister to my group? 

1. Be prepared.  2 Tim. 2:15, 3:16
Preparation is a lifelong process; spend time and effort studying God’s word.  God blesses us as we
read and study His word.

2. As you pray, ask for wisdom.  Prov. 3:13-20, 4:7ff.
You need wisdom to understand God’s word, to understand others, how to live your life in a godly
manner, and to discern what your small group members’ needs are.

3. Have right attitudes.  Eph. 4, Rom. 12:3, Gal. 5
All Christians need right attitudes, but especially leaders.

• humility — be humble before your group; let God check your heart
• gentleness
• patience — e.g., not getting frustrated by members’ problems and questions
• forbearance — giving others the benefit of the doubt; if there’s someone or something that

you don’t like or get along with, learn to accept and forbear. 
• We often begin serving with a willing and sincere heart before God, but after a while it

becomes a routine and we serve just because we have to.  Or we begin to like the approval
we receive from others, so we begin to serve so we can gain approval or favors from others,
or so we can impress others with our spirituality.  These are dangers that tempt anyone
serving in any kind of ministry.  
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4. Responsibility and accountability.  James 3:1-3
How we live our lives outside of church and fellowship is as important as what we do on Friday
night.  We’ll be judged more strictly, so ask for and practice wisdom.

5. Actual dynamics
• Don’t be afraid to lead.  Rom. 12:8
• Lead the study as a leader, do so diligently, take the job seriously; you are the leader.
• Encourage discussion.  Acts 15:7
• Listen with wisdom, attentiveness, and discernment.
• Don’t be surprised by disagreement.  But handle it properly.

E.g., Acts 15: cf. the Jerusalem Council (successfully dealt with the rift between Jewish and
Gentile believers), Paul & Barnabas (separated because of disagreement about Mark).
Don’t feel insulted by disagreement, and don’t take it personally.

• Encourage others to come back.  Heb. 10:23-25
• Answer questions with questions.  When group members ask questions, you can refer the

question to the whole group for discussion, rather than answering it yourself.  This will
promote thinking and discussion.

• Don’t be afraid of silence.  Don’t answer your own questions (except rarely).  Sometimes
when you pose a question, people do not answer.  Often the silence will seem longer than
it really is.  Be willing to wait for answers.  You may try asking the question again,
rephrasing the question, or calling on people. 
Avoid the temptation to answer your own questions.  It is better to have others share first
before you make your contribution.  Do not jump hastily from question to question, but
allow enough time for each question before moving smoothly to the next question in a
logical fashion.  Make sure your questions are not too vague or simplistic, which will
encourage silence.  

• Pray for people in your group.  Eph. 3:14-21
Take an active interest in the spiritual and personal well-being of your group members.
Keep up with their prayer requests, and pray for them often.

6. Maintain your spiritual life.  Rom. 12:11
• Keep your spiritual and devotional life strong:  church, prayer, quiet times, meditation,

regular Bible reading, etc.  Attend prayer meetings.
• Be on guard against spiritual attack.  If you are growing and serving God, Satan will notice

and he won’t like it.  Pray against attack; always depend on God and pray for spiritual
strength, wisdom, and guidance. 

• Take every thought captive  (2 Cor. 10:5).  
E.g.,  in your studies, think like:  “I study the  aspect of God’s creation.  

             (engineering, physics, linguistics, economics...)
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IV. Trouble shooting 

a. difficult persons

problem person possible strategies

overly academic
overly personal or subjective

Politely acknowledge  their comments/questions
and go on ;  mention that such things are beyond
the scope of the study; talk to person privately.

silent person 
unwilling participant
disinterested member
sleeper 
tuned-out person

Call on them, ask them questions, ask them to
share; talk privately with them later to find out
and resolve  the problem

holier-than-thou, self-righteous
joker
loudmouth or dominating person
belittler — belittles questions or answers 
one who projects personal opinion onto the

whole group — wants to claim to represent 
others  (“I’m sure we all agree that...”) 

Politely skip or ignore their “contributions”; 
politely let them know their behavior isn’t
proper;
talk privately to admonish her/him

person who asks difficult questions
person who brings up controversial issues
person who bring up irrelevant issues

Tell the person that this is off the subject, beyond
the scope of the study, or not relevant; offer to
talk about it after the study, or refer them to
another coworker or pastor who can help them

new Christian Refer her/him to a follow-up, discipleship, or
new believers group

counsellee — having personal problems Talk to them outside of the study, or refer them
to a more mature brother/sister, or refer them to a
pastor, for help

If your own efforts don’t work well, let your VP, another coworker, or pastor know about it, and get
help from him/her.  The same applies to the following section.
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b. difficult situations

situation possible strategies

poor or irregular attendance by a member Make sure s/he feels welcome and appreciated in
the small group; encourage her/him to come
regularly; talk with the person to find out if s/he
has any problems.

controversial issues 
debate or argument

Certain things are beyond the scope of the study,
and should be handled outside the study and/or
with a coworker or pastor; remind members to
respect each other’s opinions; move the study
along.

personal attack
inappropriate humor
disrespectful comment
argument

Get the discussion back on course; politely let the
offender know his/her behavior is inappropriate;
positively affirm the person offended; talk with
the offender later.

unbalanced participation
silence;  dull or silent group or people 
private chatting

Call on people; ask them to share.  Try
rephrasing and re-asking your questions to make
them clearer.  Allow people time to think about
questions.

inappropriate sharing
digression, tangents, rabbit trails, garden paths

Get the discussion back on course.  Politely
interrupt, if necessary.

person or contributions ignored by others
interruption 

Return to what the interrupted/ignored person
said; comment or allow him/her to continue.  If
serious, encourage and affirm him/her.

“dumb” questions from members
unusual or wrong answer

Rephrase your comments/questions for clarity.
Refer the statement to the group: “What do you
think about what X has said?”
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c. other dynamics  

difficult dynamic possible strategies

too many people show up Divide into two groups; you take one and your
co-leader takes the other.  
Or divide the group into subgroups, and give
each subgroup a task, question, or set of
questions to discuss and report on to the whole
group.

slow response time — people take a long time to
answer questions

Allow up to 20-30 seconds for a response; the
wait seems longer than the actual time elapsed.  
Also, try repeating and rephrasing your
questions.  You can even call on people.

You feel like your study was a failure —
especially at first.

Don’t worry — it’s just God teaching you
humility.  Learn from it, trust the Holy Spirit to
guide you, and go on!

a) You’re not fully prepared
b) Slow response times
c) Group members need more challenge 

Divide into several groups and assign each group
a passage; ask each group to come up with their
own questions (and even applications); then have
each group report, and discuss their questions
and findings.

Note the above techniques of splitting into smaller groups, and giving each group a question
or set of questions to answer, or asking each group to come up with questions and discussing them
for part of a passage.  These techniques also work well for good Bible studies without any size
problems.  It also works if you have a large passage to cover; one portion can be given to a few
people, who later report on it.  If you have enough people, you can simply challenge them to dig
deeper with these groups.

d. healthy and unhealthy group dynamics
A Bible study should involve equal and worthwhile participation from all members.  No one

group member should dominate the discussion, nor should the leader, and the discussion should
focus on the topic at hand.  It should not be a chit-chat between a few people, a relay between the
same few participants, a lecture by the leader or by a member, a counselling session in which
everyone tries to dump advice on a person having difficulties, a meandering conversation among
friends.  

The Bible study leader is not a lecturer or a person who has all the answers to dispense to an
audience.  The leader is there to guide and facilitate discussion, and to help the group members to
discover what God’s word says and how it applies to their lives.  The Holy Spirit is actually the real
leader of the Bible study.  The Bible study will be more meaningful when you keep this in mind
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during your preparation, prayer, and leading of the study.  You are more like a facilitator of the
study, while the Spirit is the real leader.   This is a crucial element of the small group dynamic.
Recognizing this means that you allow the Spirit to direct the study, even if it goes in a direction
somewhat different than what you planned.  This means that it is the Spirit, not you, that reveals the
truth of God’s word to your group members.  This also means that if you’re unprepared, you can
trust the Spirit to guide the study and compensate for your weaknesses, ignorance, or insufficient
preparation (but do not repeatedly abuse this resource, or your studies will dry up over time).  
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Guidelines for leading a Bible study 

1. TYPES OF STUDIES
Small group Bible studies are generally inductive, which means that the leader guides the

members to discuss and discover for themselves what the passage means and how it applies to
them.  This is different from deductive study, as in a sermon or Sunday school lesson, where the
teacher tells the audience directly what the passage means or entails.  Inductive or deductive
studies can be of different content types:

• topical: a particular topic, with passages from one or more books
• book study: studying thru a single book
• others: verse study, survey (of a group of books or parts thereof), overview study (brief

overview of a book or books), linguistic study (linguistic analysis), comparative study (of
two or more passages on one topic), literary study (literary analysis)

2. GOALS FOR SMALL GROUP BIBLE STUDY:
• benefit from each other’s insights
• fellowship thru God’s word and sharing
• fellowship with God
• knowledge of God and God’s Word
• encourage each other in spiritual growth, devotions, personal Bible study
• train others in the group to be leaders

3. FORMAT
• abide by time limits
• open with prayer, and close with sharing and prayer

4. IMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS
• Remember: you are a facilitator; the Holy Spirit is the real leader; depend on Him.
• Leaders and members should be respectful of people of differing denominations and

theological backgrounds.  Christians at the fellowship often come from various
backgrounds such as Baptist, independent Protestant, charismatic, Presbyterian, Catholic,
Lutheran, etc.  We also must be mindful of cultural and language differences among us,
which can affect group dynamics.
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• We and our group members may sometimes disagree about theological controversies or
unclear and disputed passages.  These require dialog, tolerance, humility, and open
minds, not argument.

• A Bible study is not debating, lecturing, fault-finding, just chatting or sharing, giving a
quiz, or side-line watching.

• A Bible study is not an academic exercise.
• A Bible study is a process of discovering what God wants to say to us thru His Word.
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Leading the Bible study

I. Preparing a passage for study 

1. personal preparation
pray (for yourself, the study, your small group) 
depend on Holy Spirit
remind group members to read the passage and pray

2. read and study passage
With the Spirit’s guidance, discover the interpretation and applications.

II. The study:  asking questions 

1. Intro with a leading question, or an illustration
  use “hook” questions, approach questions (e.g., personal experience or opinions)
  use discovery or observation questions (“What’s the result...”)
  interpretation questions (“What’s the purpose of __”  “Why does Paul say __”)

An introductory question activates people’s background knowledge and personal experience
with a topic (‘schema’ as it is called in education and psychology).  Intro questions work by
activating participants’ knowledge of the topic, characters, passage, or real-life situations.  Effective
intro questions provoke people’s thoughts, for example, in the form of  “what would you do in
situation X”, “have you ever wondered...”, “what does the Bible say about...”, “how many know the
story of...”, “why is this story/teaching important for us”, and many others.  Alternatively, you could
start with an anecdote to lead into an intro question.  

2. Ask good observation, interpretation, and application questions — e.g., questions that you found
helpful in your personal study, that helped you think about and understand the text; questions that
generate good discussion, raise important issues...

3. Come up with your own questions, themes, and discussion points.  Don’t just follow the prestudy
handout or plan verbatim.

4. Conclude with summary question(s), and/or concluding thoughts, or challenge.
5. Ask observation questions that build up to and are relevant to interpretation questions, and

interpretation questions that build up to and are relevant to application questions.
6. What a Bible study might look like — brief sketches of two possibilities:
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1.
leading Q
observation Q
interpretation Q  
application Q
observation Q
interpretation Q
application Q
 ...
summary Q
[conclusion / challenge]
sharing & prayer

2.
leading Q
observation Q
interpretation Q
interpretation Q
interpretation Q
application Q
 ...
summary Q
summary Q
sharing & prayer

III. Good and bad questions 

GOOD QUESTIONS...
• clear
• short
• have definite answers
• relevant
• stimulate thinking and discussion
• move the discussion along
• follow a logical textual or chronological order
• open-ended
• help open up God’s Word and what He wants to say to us

BAD QUESTIONS  

overly obvious questions
yes/no or either/or questions  
(okay only if intelligent and if followed up
by open-ended questions)           

kindergarten questions 

“What does verse 3 say?” may be too obvious
“Was Solomon a wise man?”

speculative questions  (no answer, no point)
scholastic questions  (too academic)

“Who created the heavens and the earth?”
“What would Jesus have done as a child?”
“What does this parable say about our

nation’s economic system?”    

charged questions “Does God predestine people to go to hell?”
“Are the six days of Genesis 1 literal 24-hour

days?”
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double negatives
multiple questions

“Isn’t not doing devotionals a bad habit?”
“Why did they want to stir up trouble for Paul,

do you think they were real believers, and
why?”

irrelevant questions “Why did Jesus have them catch 153 fish?” 

IV. General hints 

BEGINNING
1. Arrive and start on time.
2. Be well prepared (and don’t apologize for not being well prepared).
3. Be relaxed, sincere, in a good mood, appropriately humorous and serious, humble, friendly,

enthusiastic...
4. Start with an interesting introduction or lead question.
5. Have a clear goal or theme in mind to direct the study.
6. Trust in the Holy Spirit to direct and guide your study.

DURING
1. Focus on the text; don’t allow the study to get on to rabbit trails, garden paths, tangents.
2. Keep reasonable control of the discussion, without being dominating.  Be open to the flow of the

study, member’s interests and sharing, other issues that come up, and most importantly, to God’s
Spirit.  Things may not flow as you expect, but that’s okay.

3. Keep eye contact.
4. Allow time for thinking and silence.  Silence isn’t bad.
5. Repeat or rephrase unclear or difficult questions.
6. Give a brief summary after each discussion topic, and frame smooth transitions from topic to

topic or verse to verse.
7. You can share, but avoid answering your own questions.
8. Encourage everyone to participate equally.
9. Invite more than one person to answer a question.  Be open to more than one “correct” answer.
10. Affirm answers appropriately.  
11. Listen, listen, listen.  Make good use of members’ contributions appropriately.
12. Encourage good discussion.  Refer some members’ questions or answers to the whole group for

discussion.  Ask follow-up questions.
13. Admit mistakes and ignorance.  Avoid arguments.  
14. Avoid embarrassing members, even for poor answers.15. Use and encourage illustrations,

personal experiences, sharing.

CONCLUDING
1. Finish on time.
2. Summarize lessons and issues of the study.
3. Encourage applications.
4. Close with sharing and prayer.
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Exercises:

Practice Bible studies

Practice Bible study #1: Revelation 3:14-22 

a. What background information can you glean from the text?

b. What aspects of the cultural and historical background do you need to know?

c. the interpretation:

d. application points:
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Practice study #2:  Judges 6 

1. What background information can you glean from the text?

2. What aspects of the cultural and historical background do you need to know?

3.What genre and subgenre elements does the passage fit into?  What literary devices and forms, and
what narrative forms do you see in the passage?

4. Outline the passage, and note transitionals, flow, and development.  

5. Does the passage reflect or invoke aspects of the divine covenant?

6. a) What do you learn about Gideon, his character, and spirituality?

b) What do you learn about God?

7. What then is the writer, and the Holy Spirit, trying to communicate to us?  (interpretation) 

8. What issues does this passage raise for today?  What are some practical applications?
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Practice Bible study #3: Acts 2 

1. What background information can you glean from the text?  What aspects of the cultural and
historical background do you need to know?

2.What genre and subgenre elements does the passage fit into?  What literary devices and forms, and
what narrative forms do you see in the passage?

3. Outline the passage, and note transitionals, flow, and development.  

4. What lessons do you learn about Peter, especially compared to Peter in the gospels? What do you
learn from his sermon?  What do you learn about God?

5. What then is the writer, and the Holy Spirit, trying to communicate to us?  (interpretation) 

6. What issues does this passage raise for today?  What are some practical applications?
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Further ResourcesFurther ResourcesFurther ResourcesFurther Resources

general resources on small group ministry:

Arnold, Jeffrey.  The Big Book on Small Groups. InverVarsity Press.  1992.

Icenogle, Gareth Weldon. Biblical Foundations for Small Group Ministry: An Integrational
Approach. InterVarsity Press.  1994.

Small Group Leader’s Handbook.  Steve Barker, Judy Johnson, Jimmy Long, Rob Malone, Ron
Nicholas.  InterVarsity Press.  1982.

general resources on interpretation:

Bullock, C. Hassell. An Introduction to the Old Testament Prophetic Books. Moody Press.  1986.

Cotterell, Peter, and Max Turner. Linguistics and Biblical Interpretation. InterVarsity Press: 1989.

Fee, Gordon D.,  & Douglas Stuart. How to Read the Bible for All It’s Worth. Zondervan. 1993. 
[genre based guide to understanding and interpreting the Bible] 

Sproul, R.C. Knowing Scripture. InterVarsity Press.  1977.  
[rather conservative, but covers all the basics of studying the Bible]

Ryken, Leland. How to Read the Bible as Literature. Acadamie Books. 1984.
[very good treatment of types of literature in the Bible, and how to read and understand them]

Van Gemeren, Willem. Interpreting the Prophetic Word. Academie Books. 1990

Zuck, Roy B.  Basic Bible Interpretation.  Victor Books. 1991.
[in-depth discussion of hermeneutics and history of hermeneutics, but theologically biased toward the
author’s own views]

special resources for interpretation and study:

1. Bible commentaries, book commentaries
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(technical, exegetical, expositional, practical, devotional, apologetic, homiletic)
2. Bible dictionary  

e.g., Unger’s Bible Dictionary
3. theological dictionary (explains theological concepts)
4. theological encyclopedia or multi-volume dictionary 

(large, comprehensive multi-volume works with much technical information)
5. study Bible  

e.g., Zondervan NIV study Bible   
6. theological survey texts 

(theological introduction or survey to part of cannon, e.g., survey of OT, NT, epistles, etc.)
7. Bible atlas 
8. expository dictionary  

(explains in detail the meanings and uses of original Hebrew or Greek words for those who don’t know
the language)
e.g., Vine’s Expository Dictionary of New Testament Words

9. concordance  
e.g., NIV Compact Concordance, John R. Kohlenberger III

10. study of original languages — Hebrew, Greek, LXX (Septuagint)
11. Bible translations:

• New International Version (NIV)
• New Revised Standard Version (NRSV)
• New American Standard Bible (NASB)  

[a more literally accurate translation, but more difficult to understand practically]
• Jerusalem Bible  (Catholic English translation)
• Revised Luther Bibel (BLB — Luther’s German translation)  
• Vulgate (St. Jerome’s Latin translation)

12. Bible study guides   :(
Commercially available study guides are often superficial and unhelpful, except for giving some ideas
about application.  Some may be very scholarly and helpful for designing Bible studies (especially for
ministers and Bible study coordinators), but may be too heavy for the typical small group leader.

13. classes, e.g, at Christian Studies Center 
• Old & New Testament survey classes
• more info on fall classes and other info at  www.cscil.org.


