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How to read the Bible

• “We don’t read the Bible literally… “We read 
it literately.” (Bell, 80)

• In order to understand a piece of literature, 
or a whole library of literature, we must 
attempt to read literately.  Therefore, we 
must talk about various literary features that 
are featured throughout the scriptures.



How should we understand the printed Bible?
• Do we have just one book?
• Is it more like a library or a compendium?
• Who wrote the books of the Bible? (Authorship)

• Written by dozens of different authors

• When did they write? (Dating)
• The books of the Bible were written over more than a 1,000 year time span (c. 1000 BC-100 

AD)

• Where did they write? (Location and condition)
• In the wilderness
• In times of plenty and political/ cultural flourishing
• In exile/ captivity/ prison

• To whom did they write? (Audience)
• The children of Israel (who were familialy bound to the covenant)
• To Jews who believed in Jesus or to Gentiles to believed in Jesus

• In what language did the authors write the Bible?



Divisions of Books
• Divisions were common in the HB, but do not necessarily carry over into 

modern translations

• Chapters—Formally added in the early 13th century (by Archbishop Stephen 
Langton)

• Verses—Incorporated after 1553 (thanks to Robert Estienne)

• The first Bible in English to use both chapters and verses was the Geneva 
Bible published in 1560.

• Some Bibles have removed the verses or chapter numbers including The 
Message and The Story.

• Section titles—Are all added after the fact by editors and publishers and are 
certainly not original



Psalm 19 NRSV vs KJV 
(Formatting gives meaning)

The heavens are telling the glory of God;
and the firmamentproclaims his handiwork.

Day to day pours forth speech,
and night to night declares knowledge.

The heavens declare the glory of 
God; and the firmament 
sheweth his handywork.

Day unto day uttereth speech, 
and night unto night sheweth
knowledge.



Genres

• Genre designates the literary form or type into which works are classified 
according to what they have in common, either in their formal structures 
or in their treatment of subject matter, or both. 

• The study of genres may be of value in three ways. 
1. On the simplest level, grouping works offers us an orderly way to talk about an 

otherwise bewildering number of literary texts. 

2. More importantly, if we recognize the genre of a text, we may also have a 
better idea of its intended overall structure and/or subject. 

3. Finally, a genre approach can deepen our sense of the value of any single text, 
by allowing us to view it comparatively, alongside many other texts of its type.

http://academic.brooklyn.cuny.edu/english/melani/cs6/genres.html



Genres among the books of the Bible
• History or Narrative: stories and epics, including Genesis, Exodus, Numbers, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 & 2 

Samuel, 1 & 2 Kings, 1 & 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Jonah, and Acts.

• Law: the instructions of God, such as Leviticus and Deuteronomy.

• Wisdom: the literature of maxims and sayings such as Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes. 

• Poetry: literature such as Psalms, Song of Solomon, and Lamentations.

• Prophecy: both major and minor prophets such as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, 

Obadiah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi.

• Apocalyptic: a combination of narrative and prose written in vivid imagery and poetic phrases that are 

intended to exaggerate for a purpose such as Daniel and most of Revelation. 

• Parable: the sayings of Jesus that are narrative and instructional, contained in the Gospels. 

• Epistle: These are the letters written to a specific audience such as Romans, Corinthians, Galatians, 

Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians

• Romance: These are narrative, written also as love stories, such as Ruth and Song of Solomon.



Confusion of Genre (or purpose)

• Imagine if in 1,000 years, someone picked up 
Harry Potter and started reading it as if it 
were a history textbook.  What would be the 
problem with that?

• How about if someone were to consider 
Genesis 1-11 as a science textbook?

• How about the book of Revelation?
• LaHaye and Jenkins in Left Behind

• Or is it coded language to a persecuted people in 
distress to give them hope for the present time?



Vulgarity or obscenities
Isaiah 64:6 “We have all become like one who is unclean, and all our 
righteous deeds are like a polluted garment.” (literally a “garment of 
menstruation”, or simply “menstruation rags”.) 

Ezekiel 23:20 “[Jerusalem] lusted after her paramours there, whose 
members were like those of donkeys, and whose emission was like that of 
stallions”

Songs 5:14 “His body is polished ivory,” (body refers to the man’s 
midsection and the image of ivory is intended as sexual innuendo)

Philippians 3:8 ” For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I 
regard them as rubbish [σκύβαλον], in order that I may gain Christ.” 

https://epicpew.com/8-instances-of-vulgarity-in-the-bible/



Euphemism—Soften the literal with substitution
A mild or indirect word or expression substituted for one considered to be too harsh or blunt when 
referring to something unpleasant or embarrassing (e.g. “pass away” instead of “die,” “powder my nose” 
instead of “go to the bathroom”)

• Genesis 15:15 “As for yourself, you [Abram] shall go to your ancestors in peace; you shall be buried in a 
good old age.”

• Leviticus 18:6 “None of you shall approach anyone near of kin to uncover nakedness: I am the LORD.” 
The euphemism “uncover nakedness” is commonly used when discussing sexual intercourse

• Genesis 9:22 “And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father [Noah], and told his two 
brothers outside.” There is a suggestion that Ham engaged in some incestuous act with his father

• 1 Samuel 24:3 “ Saul went in [to the cave] to cover his feet.” (relieve himself/defecate—think 
squatting) 

• Exodus 4:25 “Zipporah took a flint and cut off her son’s foreskin, and touched Moses’ feet with it, and 
said, ‘Truly you are a bridegroom of blood to me!’”
• Feet could represent male genitalia here

• Sometimes, it’s ambiguous if euphemism is implied or not.  For example in the book of Ruth, Naomi 
instructs her daughter-in-law “When [Boaz] lies down, observe the place where he lies; then, go and 
uncover his feet and lie down; and he will tell you what to do”
• Washing of feet could simply mean basic hospitality or could imply more sexual meaning.



Anthropomorphism/ anthropopathism—
Sometimes we disregard the literal as metaphor

The attribution of human 
characteristics or behavior to 
a god, animal, or object.

• Hands (esp. Right hand)
• Arm
• Feet
• Mouth
• Eyes
• Ears
• Head
• Face/ Likeness
• Nostrils

The attribution of human emotions, or the 
ascription of human feelings or passions to a 
non-human being, generally to a deity.

Exodus 32:14 And the LORD changed his mind 
about the disaster that he planned to bring on 
his people.



Images of God—Metaphors

Theriomorphic Imagery
• Eagle/ Other birds (think wings, e.g. Ps 

17:8)
• Lion
• Lamb (NT and beyond)

Imagery associated with an office/ 
profession

• Judge
• King/ Ruler/ Leader
• Law-giver
• Shepherd
• Sovereign
• Warrior

Imagery associated with Objects/ 
Misc.

• Cup
• Fortress
• Glory
• Hiding Place
• Horn of salvation
• Light
• Portion
• Refuge
• Rock
• Shield
• Shelter
• Strength
• Stronghold
• Joy
• Defense



Sarcasm

1 Corinthians 4:8, 14 “Already you have all you want! Already you have 
become rich! Quite apart from us you have become kings! (NOT!) …I am not 
writing this to make you ashamed, but to admonish you as my beloved 
children.”



Alliteration (in original languages)
Psalm 14:7

O that deliverance for Israel would come from Zion!
When the LORD restores the fortunes of his people,
Jacob will rejoice; Israel will be glad.

“deliverance for Israel” is yeshuah Yisra’el

“restores the fortunes” is shub sheubth

ןִמי  ְיׁשּוַעת ִיְשָרֵאלִמִציֹּון ִיתֵּ
וְׁשבּותְיהָוה ְבׁשּוב ַעמֹּ

ל ל׃ָיגֵּ אֵּ ב ִיְשַמח ִיְשָרָֽ ַיֲעקֹּ



Word Play

• The spirit of the Lord GOD is upon me,
because the LORD has anointed me;

he has sent me … to provide for those who mourn in Zion—
to give them a garland [lit. turban] instead of ashes,

• “to give to those who mourn in Zion a turban instead of ashes.” In the 
Hebrew this phrase is pe’er tahat ‘eper—pe’er/ ‘eper.  There is a 
reversal of the sounds, which poetically suggests that there can be an 
exchange of one for the other—a turban instead of ashes.  

ֶפר ר ַתַחת אֵּ ְפאֵּ



Acrostics 

• A form of writing in which the first letter of each line spells out a 
word, message, or the alphabet

• For preliterate/ oral cultures, acrostics are great mnemonics!

• PEMDAS, MVEMJSUNP





Hyperbole

Exaggerated statements or claims not meant to be taken literally.

John 12:19 The Pharisees then said to one another, “You see, you can 
do nothing. Look, the world has gone after him!”



Oxymoron

• A figure of speech in which apparently contradictory terms appear in 
conjunction

• We have to recall that what has become banal for us, may have 
originally been quite shocking!

• The good Samaritan—but Samaritans can’t be good, can they?!?



Writing in response to propaganda or news of 
the day 

• When Domitian made royal appearances he was accompanied by a 
choir of 24 singing “our lord and our god…you are worthy to receive 
honor, glory and power” (See Rev. 4:10-11).

• “Son of God” was a title for the Roman emperor

• Jesus and the gospel writers were being subversive in their choice of 
words and responding to the socio-political cultural milieu of their day!



Differences in method of story telling

• The difference in narrative style from now to 
then

• In 1 Kings 1:23ff, Nathan comes in to speak with 
King David who was just speaking with 
Bathsheba.  The text doesn’t record that she 
leaves the room, but it says (in v 28) that she 
came before the king.  According to Alter, the 
biblical convention is that “there are no three-
sided dialogues” and so Bathsheba could not 
have been present for the sake of the narrative.

• Alter, The David Story, 368.



Chiasm
• Chiastic structure, or chiastic pattern, is a literary technique in narrative 

motifs and other textual passages. An example of chiastic structure would 
be two ideas, A and B, together with variants A' and B', being presented 
as A,B,B’,A’.

• Analysts of Mark typically note the author's puzzling "messianic secret," 
riddle-like parables and references to the "secret of the kingdom of God." 
Nonetheless, Mark's Jesus spoke chiastically in assuring followers that all 
secrets eventually will be revealed, as in Mark 4:21-22 below (Greek 
words in parentheses):

A And he said to them, "Does a lamp come (erchomai)
B to be put under a bushel or under a bed,
C and not be put on a lampstand?
D For there is nothing hidden,
C' except to be disclosed;
B' nor does anything become secret,
A' but to come (erchomai) to light."



Development or Progression 
of theologies



Is God immanent (close) or transcendent (far away)?
• In Genesis 2-3, God is portrayed as being close to humanity (walking 

in the garden, playing in the dirt, planting a garden)

• In Genesis 1, God is portrayed as being far away and just speaking 
creation into being rather than taking a “hands on” approach

• According to Julius Wellhausen’s theory of Documentary Hypothesis, 
Genesis 2-3 is actually an older tradition and Genesis 1 is later.

• Rather than erasing one tradition, both are placed side by side.

• This means that there was some development in the theology of the 
writers of these chapters.  Perhaps the priestly authors of Genesis 1 
were less comfortable with an immanent God.



Monotheism

Who to worship? How many Gods?

Polytheism

Monolatry



Is there a personified evil?
• When I say ‘satan’, what image(s) pop into your mind?

• What’s the first instance that we hear about ‘satan’ in the Bible?
• No not in the garden of Eden—that’s a post-biblical tradition
• Numbers 22—Story of Balaam and his ass, an angel stands in as an adversary
• King David is described as a ‘satan’ in 1 Sam 29:4
• Satan is not a proper noun, instead it refers to an accuser or enemy

• What is the origin story of the Devil?
• If you’re thinking that God granted “the satan authority over a group of fallen angels to 

tempt humans to sin and punish them,” then you’re reading the apocryphal Book of 
Jubilees.

• Potential influences in the intertestamental period from Zoroastrianism

• NT has many more reference to an actual person of Satan and demons—this 
theology wasn’t fully developed in the HB



Afterlife
• The HB speaks about sheol being a place where ALL souls go “down” to after death
• According to later Jewish tradition (read: not scripture) in sheol, all souls await olam

haba (the world to come)
• 2 Maccabees 7:9 And when he was at his last breath, he said, “You accursed wretch, 

you dismiss us from this present life, but the King of the universe will raise us up to an 
everlasting renewal of life, because we have died for his laws.”

• John 11:25 Jesus said to her, “I am the resurrection and the life. Those who believe in 
me, even though they die, will live

Diverse beliefs still remain in Christianity
• Hell isn’t real vs Hell is real (Traditional view: Eternal Conscious Torment (ECT); 

Terminal Punishment/ Annihilationism/ Conditional Immortality; Christian 
Universalism; Purgatory

• Do we go to heaven when we die—is that our ultimate destination/ future home?
• Is the new earth our ultimate destination/ future home?



Takeaways
• “We don’t read the Bible literally… “We read it literately.” (Bell, 80)

• There are literary features throughout the scriptures of which we must be 
aware that can have huge implications on interpretations.

• The Bible, being a compendium of books written over many centuries, 
doesn’t provide a unified theological witness.  Instead, some theologies 
developed over time.

• We stand in the stream of along standing tradition of the faithful who have 
been trying to figure it out.

• As we talked about last week, it’s a big job to try to figure out the universe 
and the existential questions of reality.  Some questions will never fully be 
answered and that’s okay.  

• Rather than losing hope, we should be encouraged by the basic truth that 
God is with us and we’re on the way.  


