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Core Seminars: How to Study the Bible

The Genre Tool

Introduction

“The Bible contains 66 books, written in three languages over 1,500 years by dozens of authors writing in numerous genres for diverse audiences.”
 Today we want to focus on specifically understanding those genres of Scripture. Getting a feel for these genres allows us to more clearly study and understand the content and purpose of the various books of the Bible. We will start by explaining what genres are and which ones are present in the Bible. We will then dig into a few examples in an effort to familiarize ourself with these works, and perhaps, encourage you as you study these genres in the future.

Outline
I. Genre: An Introduction
A. “Genre is a way of classifying media according to their type or style rather than their specific content or storyline.”
 Biblical genres are normally identified by examining a book’s style, structure, form, tone, context, and literary techniques (many of which are in keeping with what was common in period of the autograph). 
B. The primary genres found in Scripture are historical narrative/epic, law, wisdom, poetry, prophecy, apocalyptic, gospel, and epistle. In your handout is chart explaining what books of the Bible largely fall into each genre.

	Biblical Genres

	Genre
	Book

	Historical Narrative/Epic
	Genesis, Exodus (first half), Numbers, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, I and II Samuel, I and II Kings, I and II Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Jonah

	Law
	Exodus (last half), Leviticus, Deuteronomy

	Wisdom
	Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes

	Poetry
	Psalms, Song of Solomon, Lamentations

	Prophecy
	Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi

	Apocalyptic
	Daniel, Revelation of John

	Gospel
	Matthew, Mark, Luke, John, Acts

	Epistle
	Romans, I and II Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, I and II Thessalonians, I and II Timothy, Titus, Philemon, Hebrews, James, I and II Peter, I, II and III John, Jude


**Provide short description of each genre**

C. In Biblical studies, genres are usually associated with whole books of the Bible, because each of its books comprises a complete textual unit; however, a book may be internally composed of a variety of styles, forms, and so forth, and thus bear the characteristics of more than one genre (for example, chapter 1 of the book of Revelation is prophetic/visionary; chapters 2 and 3 are similar to the epistle genre)—more on this later.
 

D. Unfortunately, there is not a 100% accurate way of deciding the genre of a passage and this sometimes leads to debate. For example, many Bible believing, Christ loving, honorable Christians have disagreed on if we should interpret Genesis chapter one as six literal “days,” or if it is a poetic way of describing God’s carful ordering of creation.

E. Even so, most of the time, it is fairly obvious when Scripture intends for us to understand a passage as literal or figurative (Jesus, “I am the door” and “I and the Father are one”).

F. Two guiding principles when engaging genre:

1. “When something is presented as historical fact, pause to consider that it really happened.”

2. When something is presented as imagery or metaphor, do not ascribe to it future predictions of literal or physical fulfillment.

II. Things That Really Happened
A. Sometimes in our Bible study we jump too quickly to the spiritual application of a passage and miss the fact that God has acted in miraculous ways in human history. When you come to these passages be sure to stop and reflect upon these events so that you can catch a glimpse of the Creator’s power! When you do this, you will soon find yourself echoing Moses after the crossing of the Red Sea:

“Who among the gods is like you, O Lord?

 Who is like you—

  majestic in holiness,

  awesome in glory,

  working wonders?” (Exodus 15.11)

B. Scripture is chock-full of amazing, literal works of God: the flooding of the earth, the crossing of the Red Sea, the sun standing still, Jesus turning water into wine, and most gloriously, the resurrection of Jesus Christ! Let’s take a look at this last example and remember, this really happened!

(read Joshua 10.1-15 and Matthew 27.32-28.10; allow the class to reflect and comment)

C. Obviously, the fact that something really happened does not mean it cannot have theological or metaphorical significance. Miracles are almost always performed to teach us something.

III. Things That Should Not Be Understood Literally 
A. Some texts should be understood as figurative. Normally, we’re able to quickly discern between literal and non-literal texts like poems or parables. However, it gets a little tricky for us when we encounter genres that significantly differ from our modern experiences. No where is this more challenging then in “apocalyptic” literature like John’s Revelation, Daniel, and parts of Ezekiel and Zechariah. These books contain visions and dreams and, as such, use strange images that can be difficult to understand.

B. In Focus: Literary Features of John’s Revelation (the following is taken from the ESV Study Bible’s, Introduction to Revelation)

1. Numerous literary genres converge in the book of Revelation, one of the most complex books in the Bible. The overall genre is prophecy (22.19) ... The title of the book indicates further that it belongs to the genre of apocalyptic writing ... The book begins and ends with the standard features of NT epistles. The overall shape of the book, following the introductory letters from Christ to the churches, is narrative or story, with the usual ingredients of setting, characters, and plot (including plot conflict, progression, and resolution). Greek drama was also an influence, seen in the attention John gives to the staging of events, positioning of characters in settings, crowd scenes, and costuming of characters.

2. The most important thing to know about the literary form of the book of Revelation is that it uses the technique of symbolism from start to finish. Instead of portraying characters and events directly, much of the time the author portrays them indirectly by means of symbols. For example, Jesus is portrayed as a lamb, churches are portrayed as lamps on lampstands, and Satan is portrayed as a dragon with seven heads and 10 horns. The symbols are sometimes familiar, and sometimes original and strange. Whenever a work of literature presents a preponderance of symbols instead of realistic details, readers should recognize the technique of symbolic reality, meaning that as they enter the work in their imaginations, information is presented primarily through symbols. The book of Revelation is one of the most sustained examples of symbolic reality in existence.

IV. Digging Deeper! Should we interpret the following passages as historical or figurative?

Example One: Judges 9.8-15

· 8 One day the trees went out to anoint a king for themselves. They said to the olive tree, 'Be our king.' 9 "But the olive tree answered, 'Should I give up my oil, by which both gods and men are honored, to hold sway over the trees?' 10 "Next, the trees said to the fig tree, 'Come and be our king.' 11 "But the fig tree replied, 'Should I give up my fruit, so good and sweet, to hold sway over the trees?' 12 "Then the trees said to the vine, 'Come and be our king.' 13 "But the vine answered, 'Should I give up my wine, which cheers both gods and men, to hold sway over the trees?' 14 "Finally all the trees said to the thornbush, 'Come and be our king.' 15 "The thornbush said to the trees, 'If you really want to anoint me king over you, come and take refuge in my shade; but if not, then let fire come out of the thornbush and consume the cedars of Lebanon!'
Example Two: II Samuel 12.1-6

· 1 The LORD sent Nathan to David. When he came to him, he said, "There were two men in a certain town, one rich and the other poor. 2 The rich man had a very large number of sheep and cattle, 3 but the poor man had nothing except one little ewe lamb he had bought. He raised it, and it grew up with him and his children. It shared his food, drank from his cup and even slept in his arms. It was like a daughter to him. 4 "Now a traveler came to the rich man, but the rich man refrained from taking one of his own sheep or cattle to prepare a meal for the traveler who had come to him. Instead, he took the ewe lamb that belonged to the poor man and prepared it for the one who had come to him."
·  5 David burned with anger against the man and said to Nathan, "As surely as the LORD lives, the man who did this deserves to die! 6 He must pay for that lamb four times over, because he did such a thing and had no pity."
Example Three: Matthew 14.6-11
·  6On Herod's birthday the daughter of Herodias danced for them and pleased Herod so much 7that he promised with an oath to give her whatever she asked. 8Prompted by her mother, she said, "Give me here on a platter the head of John the Baptist." 9The king was distressed, but because of his oaths and his dinner guests, he ordered that her request be granted 10and had John beheaded in the prison. 11His head was brought in on a platter and given to the girl, who carried it to her mother.
Conclusion: 

Understanding the various genres in Scripture is another way to frame and direct your personal Bible study so that the time and effort you put forth is both effective and profitable. This awareness also is check that can prevent false interpretations while at the same time expanding our insight into the mysteries of God!
Questions?
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