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How to Understand the Bible: 2
Types of Bible literature and application


What types of literature are used in the Bible?
How should they be read and understood?
What are some of the challenges in understanding and applying these different types of literature?

















Introduction
The Bible is not a series of theological or moral statements or proof texts rather God is expressing His heart, nature and purposes through different types of literature. 
The Bible is the voice of human experience – both right and wrong actions – in the overall story of God’s love and the redemption of mankind through Christ. 
It is often descriptive rather than prescriptive. We must use our own God given imagination to understand and identify with what we are reading and this means we engage emotionally as well as rationally when we read it.
The types of literature in the Bible include; law, history, poetry, stories, genealogies, love songs, hymns, prophecy, wisdom, letters, sermons, narrative and revelations.
For example:
In Psalm 23, David, a former shepherd, uses strongly poetic language.
What does it mean to, ‘lie down in green pastures’, ‘to be led besides quiet waters’, ‘have a table prepared before me in the presence of my enemies’, ‘to have a cup that overflows’? 
What does that look like in the western world in the twenty first century?
This Psalm is obviously not a literal piece of writing. It uses poetic language portraying truth but needs imaginative understanding and application by recognising who is writing it, the writer’s personal experience, the context within which it was written and what it might mean to us now in our own context.
This has big implications for our devotional reading. We are not looking to break the passage down all the time to increase our theological knowledge about God. Rather, we should come to it with an expectation that it will grip our emotions, convict us of needed change, guide us in our decision making and reveal something of God’s heart and purposes. It will transform us as we come in faith knowing it is God speaking to us.

Different types of Bible literature:

1. The Five Books/’Pentateuch’/Books of Moses/Torah.

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy.
Creation. Some narrative and early history of Israel. God’s laws for His people.
‘The law’ includes the moral, ceremonial and civil laws as recorded in Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. This was the basis of the covenant between God and His people.
How do we relate to these laws? Do they have any application to us?
It was the basis of God’s covenant with His chosen people, the Israelites but it is not our covenant. Ours is founded on the life of Jesus Christ who was without sin and fulfilled the requirements of every part of the OT law through his death. 
Romans 10:4
Christ is the culmination of the law so that there may be righteousness for everyone who believes.
The OT law is not irrelevant but we must have the perspective of it from the new covenant age and foundation. It points us to, ‘the Lamb of God who takes away the sins of the world’. (John 1:29). Jesus is the once for all sacrifice.
Jesus actually went beyond the OT law by addressing our hearts and summed up ‘the law’ in, ‘You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, soul, mind and strength and your neighbour as yourself’. (Mark 12:30-31)
Our standing before God in this new covenant is now not based on our level of obedience or sacrifices being offered to cover our sin. The law exposes our sin, the problem of our heart, our inability to fulfil the law and points us to the necessity of the once for all sacrifice of Jesus Christ. Righteousness is now a gift received by faith through Him. 
The Old Testament is full of ‘types’ and ‘foreshadowing’ that we can only fully understand in light of the new covenant and the New Testament.
These ‘types’ can be of help to us devotionally to understand what God has done, who we are in Christ and God’s purpose in the church.
Eg. Priests and High priests, garments, the tabernacle, the temple, the Holy of Holies, the promised land, deliverance from slavery, blood sacrifices for sin, crossing the Jordan.

2. Israel’s history and narratives:

Joshua, Judges, Ruth, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther.
Largely historical accounts and some prophetic promises.
40% of the Old Testament is narrative describing how God was at work with His people.
It can be read and understood at 3 levels.
i. An introduction to God’s plan of salvation for all (Jew and Gentile) through faith in the promised coming Messiah.
ii. Israel’s’ specific history
iii. Individual stories included in the above.

Principles of interpreting the Old Testament narratives.
1. It is not just the history of Israel but a revelation of the character and purposes of God for humanity which we understand through what He did.
2. We are not always told all that God did or how and why God did it.
3. The Old Testament narratives don’t teach directly on how God will always work.
4. As well as the history of Israel, the Old Testament is our spiritual history, (Abraham is the father of faith), that still has relevance to understanding the whole Bible and what Christ has done. The church is now ‘the people of God’.
5. Each story is not about conveying a moral point.
6. Old Testament narratives record what happened rather than what should or ought to happen. ie. Solomon had 600 wives!
7. The stories are selective in detail and incomplete. 
8.  Keep in mind that it is God who is central to the narrative and what is written should point us to Christ.

The potential ‘dangers’ are:
· Allegorising. ie. Seeing the narrative as not a true story but a fable to make us think about a deeper truth.
· Decontextualising. Ignoring the historical and cultural context.
· False combinations of verses to support a theological argument or practice.
· Redefinition. Putting in a new meaning for the plain meaning.
· Using authorities outside of the Bible to give ‘new revelations’ to what it means. Seen especially in sects and cults.

3. Poetry and Wisdom literature/’The Writings’:

Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs.
The theme of this type of literature is applying God’s truth to our lives in the light of God’s dealings with and lived experience of the authors.
For example, in Job, a dramatic form often through long monologues, like a play, is used even though real characters are involved. 
We have to look at the overall revelation and story to understand the parts and why things are said. For Job’s friends, their advice is subsequently exposed as wrong! 
Psalms
The psalms are the ‘hymn book’ of the Bible consisting of prayers, laments and praise primarily of people to God. They convey the depth and pain, the highs and lows, of human experience and can help us to articulate what is in our hearts.
Some are prophetic in nature and point us to Jesus Christ. They were also quoted by Jesus.
Song of Songs/Solomon
A love poem that can be read as a romantic exchange between a couple; God pursuing Israel as His bride/lover; or a prophetic description of the relationship between Christ and His church.

4. The Prophets:

‘Major’: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel
Minor: Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi
Mostly written between 760 and 420 BC
The Old Testament prophets were not primarily about foretelling the future but rather God speaking to His people, appealing to them to be faithful to Him and warning of the consequences of their rebellion. The context provides the setting for what the prophets were saying.
They were to bring Israel back to the covenant and the blessings that went with it.
However, they also had a longer-term future perspective and pointed us to the New Covenant, the coming Messiah and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit on all flesh (as quoted by Peter from Joel on the Day of Pentecost). 
We need to keep both perspectives and time frames in mind when we read and interpret them.
There can also be an ‘End Times’ perspective and application but we need to be very careful not to be reading back into these prophetic books the current news as we hear it today and interpreting it in that light.

5. The Gospels:
 
Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.
They are four different accounts of the life of Jesus and what he said. Some overlap in content; there are differences in description, there are different emphases. 
Three, (Matthew, Mark and Luke) are known as ‘synoptic gospels’ because of their similarities in content, narrative and chronology. John’s gospel is very different in style.
There were different readers in mind when they were written and the writers each had their own personal experiences which shaped what they wrote.
Mark was likely writing to primarily a non-Jewish audience (probably in Rome with Peter).
Matthew was written for a Jewish Christian audience.
Luke was written to ‘Theophilus’ probably to help Him put his faith in Christ but also to a wider Gentile audience.
John was written to a wide audience. John emphasises Jesus as the eternal Son of God. 
The key verse is John 20:30-31.
“Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written in this book; but these are written so that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his name” 

We are meant to compare the four gospels to gain the fullest picture of what God wants to convey. God who inspired them knows there are differences!
Inevitably, the writers were selective about what they wrote. John said that if everything that Jesus did and said was written, the world could not contain the books. (John 21:25)

6. Book of Acts:

Generally, narrative. The principles for interpreting the Old Testament set out above apply also to the New Testament. 
Acts is descriptive not primarily prescriptive. 
For example, there is not much detail on how churches are planted or how they should be run. Some churches came about through the witness of ordinary scattered believers; some through named individuals who for example knew Paul; some were through recognised apostolic ministry. Some churches met in large homes. Some met in other public places. 
‘Elders’ were appointed by Paul in different cities to lead these new churches and deacons set aside to oversee helping the poor. (Acts 6). It was the qualities of their lives that were recognised and emphasised rather than their natural ability. There is not detail on structure, how meetings were run, church calendars etc.
The main theme of Acts is how the Holy Spirit brought church growth through empowering God’s people in the Roman Empire – signs and wonders, healing and deliverance, preaching and persecutions, troubles and testing – but ultimately resulting in God’s victory being worked out. It is the story of God’s mission and how He worked through His people.

7. The New Testament letters/epistles:

These were letters to individuals, a church or group of churches. 
There was a standard form for the epistle/letter.
· The name of the writer.
· The name of the recipient.
· A greeting.
· Thanksgiving.
· The main content of why the letter was written.
· A final greeting.
· A friendly farewell. 

A couple of New Testament epistles (Hebrews, 1 John) lack this, which points to it likely being a circular letter to all the churches. 
All of the epistles are specific, occasional, one-off documents arising out of specific situations for churches or individuals in the first century Roman Empire.
What would an apostle write to churches in the UK in the twenty first century? What issues would they have to address? What encouragements? What warnings? How might it be understood by someone in a thousand years from now living in a different part of the world? Try writing your own epistle to St John’s, Crawley!
So, we need to understand the context of the epistle.
Why was it written, to whom? For what purpose? The challenge is that the letters are often prompted by something on the reader’s/hearer’s side such as immorality, bad doctrine, ignorance about a topic. We often have answers in the epistles rather than the questions. 
How does this affect our study?
a. Look for information in the epistle about the situation that the author is writing to.
b. Read the letter in one go. This is how it would have been heard. What is the big idea/theme?
c. Look at sections dealing with specific subjects in the context of the whole.
d. Look for key phrases and words and trace these all the way through the letter. 
e. What does the letter/verse mean to us?

f. The text cannot mean what it never could have meant to its author and readers. 
g. If we share similar life situations to the first century church then God’s word still applies in the same way eg division, adultery, pride etc.
h. The texts which speak to problems without a clear present-day counterpart, can still give principles to apply to today’s issues if we use good hermeneutics.
i. An extended application is permissible.eg

2 Corinthians 6:14-16
Do not be yoked together with unbelievers. For what do righteousness and wickedness have in common? Or what fellowship can light have with darkness? 15 What harmony is there between Christ and Belial[b]? Or what does a believer have in common with an unbeliever? 16 What agreement is there between the temple of God and idols? For we are the temple of the living God.
Does not speak directly of marriage or business but with wisdom it could be applied in that way.
j.  We have the challenge of cultural relativity. How does a command given in the New Testament apply today? This is still dividing the church!
k. Distinguish between central message and other issues; between a principle and specific application.

Eg. In Philemon, Paul is sending back a runaway slave, Onesimus, back to his master and appealing for him to be received primarily as a brother in Christ. Paul is not addressing (endorsing or challenging) the practice of slavery but that is not to say that addressing slavery today is not important.

l. Take note of where in the New Testament there is a uniform message for some issues – (for example, no homosexual practice) and internal differences – (for example, giving away of wealth).

8. Revelation:

Largely, apocalyptic literature foretelling of what is to come and descriptions of end times both of Israel and all humankind.  
Revelation starts with God’s assessment of the seven churches. 
After the seven letters to the churches, it is written in a strongly symbolic language. Bible commentators have wrestled with whether the application was to the history of the early church or all of, ‘The End Times’, (From the formation of the church until Jesus’s second coming) or both.
There is also a powerful description of how present human history will end and of ‘the new heaven and new earth’.
Revelation should bring us hope and assurance that God is in charge of human history and His purpose will prevail and that justice and judgement will be brought. It gives us an eternal perspective to sustain us in the trails we face.

Conclusion
Let’s remind ourselves that all of the Bible is ‘God breathed’. It is inspired, 
‘….so that the servant of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.’ (2 Timothy 3:17)
It is God’s love letter to us so that we may become more like Jesus and in doing so, come to love Him more. It is alive, powerful, renewing, transforming, healing and convicting. It is God speaking to us. Let us feed on it daily.


