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The Bible as Literature and 

Interpreting Genres:  Narratives

A.  Understanding the Bible as Literature

1. The literary approach is an extension of the Grammatical-Historical approach to exegesis.

2. Grammatical-Historical exegesis breaks down to four main areas of investigation:

a. What are the words and grammar of the passage?

b. What is the literary context of this passage?

c. What is the historical context of this passage?

d. What is the genre?

3. The literary approach seeks to understand how the words of a section of Scripture are composed in order to extract their intended meaning.

a. Each genre has its own rules for interpretation.

b. Awareness of genre can alert us to what to look for.

B. Benefits of a literary approach to Scripture: 

1. Keeps us from being overly preoccupied with questions of authorship, origin, and historical accuracy.

2. Promotes a kind of interpretive patience where by the interpreter seeks to have the world of the text come alive in his imagination before building bridges into his world.

3. Builds bridges between the text and the reader via common human experience.

4. Promotes worship through appreciation and delight in the artistry and skill of the work and cultivates an awareness of the various genres employed in biblical literature.

5. Increases respect for the words in which the Bible was written and thus promotes study of the original languages.

6. Sees the whole Bible as an interdependent literary unit, such that no individual work or passage can be interpreted as a totally self-contained unit.

“Although the Bible is a collection of diverse works, it must also be regarded as a unified whole.  There is unity of national authorship, with only two books in the whole Bible (Luke and Acts) not having been written by Jews.  There is unity of subject matter, consisting most broadly of God's dealings with people and the relationships of people to God and fellow humans.  There is unity of world view and general theological outlook from book to book.  The unifying purpose of the Bible is to reveal God to people so they might know how to order their lives.”
 

C. Interpreting Narratives

A. A narrative is simply a story, an author’s account of something that happened.


B. Narrative is the most common genre in the Bible

D. Common elements of biblical narratives

A. Realism 

B. Literary romance

“[The Bible’s] stories are filled with adventure, marvelous events, battles of many kinds, danger, supernatural characters, villains who get what they deserve, witches, heroines, an occasional talking animal, dragons, dungeons, castles, giants, quests, shipwrecks, captures and rescues, kings and queens, romantic love, and a few boy heroes.”

C. A brief and plain style

E. Types of narratives

A. Reports: a brief, self-contained narration, usually in third person style, about a single event or situation in the past.


1. Battles (Num. 21:21-24; Judg. 3:26-30)

2. Dreams (Gen. 37:5-11; 40:9-17)

3. Epiphanies(Gen. 12:7; Judg. 13; 1)

4. Memoirs (Ezra 7:27-9:15; Neh. 1:1-7:73a)

B. Hero story: a series of episodes that focus on the life and exploits of a hero.  May include both positive and negative lessons.


1. Life of Moses (Exodus-Deut.).

2. Judges such as Deborah, Gideon, and Samson

3. Life of Abraham (Gen. 12-25).
C. Comedy: a narrative whose plot has a happy ending, in some cases through dramatic reversal.


1. Esther

2. Joseph’s story (Gen. 37-50)

D. Tragedy: a story where the hero, through a choice he makes, moves downward into disgrace and often death

1. Adam and Eve

2. Cain

3. Saul

4. Judas


E. Farewell speech: an address in the first-person voice given by someone shortly before his death.


1. Jacob to his sons (Gen. 49:29-30)

2. Joshua to Israel (Josh. 23:1-16)

3. Jesus to disciples (John 13:1-17:26)

4. Paul to Ephesian elders (Acts 20:18-35)


F. Gospel: in a sense, the gospels are narratives of the life and especially the death of Christ.  However, they have enough unique characteristics to be considered as a separate genre.


G. Acts: a narrative of interrelated events organized around theological history and truth.

F.
Principles for interpreting narratives

A. Remember that through his skill as a storyteller, the author is teaching.

“The purpose of biblical narrative is not merely to tell what took place in the past.  Rather, it is to relate these past events to biblical faith.  Thus, the meaning of such texts involves not simply ‘what happened’ but rather the interpretation of what happened.”



1.
Esther 
2.
Acts 

B. These stories appeal to both reason and imagination

C. Consider how the story affects you

“Stories are affective by their very nature.  They draw us into an encounter with characters and events and make response inevitable.  In this sense interpreting the stories of the Bible is simpler than the discussions of scholars might sometimes lead us to think.  These stories often require intellectual analysis, but in the meantime we had better not overlook the obvious: stories communicate their meaning partly by getting us to respond favorably and unfavorably to what happens in the story.  We should therefore pay attention to our intuitive responses when we formulate what a biblical story means.”

D. Look for repetition

1. 
Patterns and themes

2.
Words

E. Authorial comments 

1. Clues as to how to interpret the narrative

· Judg. 21:25  In those days there was no king in Israel. Everyone did what was right in his own eyes. 

· Mark 7:19b “in saying this, Jesus declared all foods clean” (Thus he declared all foods clean.)

· 2Sam. 11:27 And when the mourning was over, David sent and brought her to his house, and she became his wife and bore him a son. But the thing that David had done displeased the Lord.

2. Summary statements

· “God saw all that he had made and it was good”

· “The Lord was grieved that He had made man”

F. Direct discourse and dialogue


G. Redemptive history

1. How does the gospel come into view?


2. How does God's kingdom (His people, place and rule) come into view?


3. How does this narrative point to or reveal Jesus as the Savior of the world?
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