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Core Seminars: How to Study the Bible

Purpose & Context--What does it all mean?

Introduction

Have you ever wondered how our pastor’s come up with their sermon outlines? Or how it is that they are able to find those nuggets of truth that we have never seen before, even though we have read a passage a dozen times? Well, part of the answer to these questions is that they start their study of these passages by asking two questions, (1) Why did the author write this? And, (2) What is the context of this passage? Today we are going examine these two “tools”--purpose and context--so that you too can expand your study of the bible and more fruitfully enjoy God’s revelation.

Outline
I. The Author’s Purpose

A. Each book in the bible has a specific intention and we should interpret each of its parts in light of this intention ... If we gain some insight but miss the author’s purpose then we haven’t really understood them at all. 

1. We know the biblical writers were inspired by God; therefore, their purpose for writing is God’s purpose.

2. Some times the author explicitly tells us his intentions:

a. John 20.30-31, “Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his 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.” So as you study the book of John, it should be read and understood with John’s purpose in mind: That it was 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.’

b. Let’s identify the author’s purpose in a couple of other passages. First, turn to:

i. Luke 1.1-4, “Many have undertaken to draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were handed down to us by those who from the first were eye-witnesses and servants of the Word. Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated everything from the beginning, it seemed good also to me to write an orderly account for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the things you have been taught.” What is Luke’s purpose?

ii. Turn to I John 5.13, “I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God so that you may know that you have eternal life.” What is John’s purpose in 1 John?

3. Sometimes the author does not explicitly state his purpose, so we must examine the text for clues; trying to understand why it has been written and what its main themes are.

a. When dealing with a NT epistle or OT Prophet try to answer these four questions:

i. Who is writing to whom?

ii. What is the situation of the author and reader?

iii. Are there any problems or issues explicitly identified as things to be addressed?

iv. Are there repeated Themes or a single idea holding the book together?

b. Turn to 2 Timothy 1.9-10
 [read the passage]. 

9 [God] who has saved us and called us to a holy life—not because of anything we have done but because of his own purpose and grace. This grace was given us in Christ Jesus before the beginning of time, 10but it has now been revealed through the appearing of our Savior, Christ Jesus, who has destroyed death and has brought life and immortality to light through the gospel.

i. What things might we be able to meditate on from this passage without understanding the purpose of the letter?

-We have been saved by grace and not by works;

-That grace was received through Christ before the beginning of time;

ii. Though these are wonderful truths to meditate on, it is also important to understand how these verses further the purpose of the letter. Obviously, we don’t have time very everyone to thoroughly read all 4 chapters of this letter, but let’s see what we can discover based on your previous knowledge of this book.
Who is writing to whom?

-Paul is writing to his dear friend, Timothy (1.1-7);

-Paul is an apostle and commissioned to speak for Christ (1.1,11)

-Because of the gospel he preaches, he has suffered and Timothy was with him at least some of these times (1.11, 12; 3.10, 11);

-He is now in prison (1.8) and many have deserted him (1.15; 4.14-16);

-He believes he is about to die (4.6-8);

What is Paul and Timothy’s situation? 

-Timothy is a church leader (1.6; 2.2, 14);

-There are false teachers in his church who are distorting the gospel (2.14-18, 22-26 3.1-10, 13);

-And some in the church are listening to the falsehoods (4.3-4)

Any problems being addressed? Any repeated themes?

-Paul spends time encouraging Timothy to stand for the true gospel (1.8, 13, 14) ( to teach it himself and train others to teach it (2.2, 15; 3.14-17);

-He warns Timothy of the false teachers and instructs him how to deal with them (2.14-26; 3.1-10);

-He reminds Timothy that he must endure suffering (1.8; 2.3-13; 3.10-12);

-He also reminds Timothy about the future – both the reward of heaven (1.1, 10; 2.10, 4.8) and the sobering reality of judgment (2.12-13; 4.1);

-Given all this, Paul’s primary purpose for this letter seems to be to urge Timothy to stand firm for the true gospel despite the suffering he will encounter, and in light of the glorious future before him.

iii. Let’s read our passage again and see how we might interpret it differently in light of what we just went through?

-Though Timothy has probably heard and taught the gospel hundreds, maybe thousands of times, apparently Paul believes that he can’t hear it enough. The gospel is it. If people grow tired of hearing it? Keep preaching it. If he suffers as a result and is persecuted? Keep preaching it. Timothy has nothing to fear because he has already been saved by grace, death has been defeated, and he has immortality to look forward to.

-Have you ever had to counsel a friend or spouse who is struggling and been frustrated because you don’t have anything really insightful to say? Sure you could remind them of the gospel, but they already know it, so it won’t be very helpful, right? And if you do remind them of the gospel, there is a good chance they’re not going to seem to be very helped by it.

-What about the flip side of that? Is your soul nourished by being reminded of the gospel, or would you prefer something new? Maybe something witty and insightful like puritan quote or an obscure passage of scripture? Yes, sometimes God can use puritan quotes and he certainly delights for us to use the full counsel of scripture. However, the gospel should always be at the center and is always sufficient.
iv. Do you see the difference that understanding the authors purpose can have on how you interpret the text? By God’s grace, if you don’t understand the author’s purpose, you will likely not believe something heretical and will do no more than affirm a general biblical truth. 2 Timothy 1.9-10 is a good example of this. Without knowing the intention of the letter, there are good biblical truths to meditate on. But you also miss out on the opportunity to truly understand why God included these two verses in this letter and what that reveals about himself and his gospel.

c. Moving on. When dealing with narratives, consider what the author chooses to put in and leave out of the text ... This helps to understand his intention. 

i. This is especially important when reading two different accounts of the same event. For example, David’s sin with Bathsheba:

a) The author of I & II Chronicles does not record David’s adultery because his intent is to celebrate what is best about Israel’s and Judah’s kings in anticipation of the greatest King of all, Jesus.

b) However, II Samuel keeps this story in because he has a different purpose, to show that even King David is a sinner and in need of a Savior.

c) The gospels are another example. It is not necessarily a good thing to cross-reference Matthew with Luke and fill in the missing events. What if Matthew intended for those events to be missing?

d. Other books may prove more difficult to determine the intent; but you can always continue to search for dominate themes and hints of what the author is concerned about.

QUESTIONS?

II. Context

A. We should read the bible more like a novel and less like a spiritual encyclopedia ... Each verse, chapter, and book are connected to a grand narrative about God’s salvation of his people for his glory.

1. An example of an encyclopedic approach would be if in our Sunday morning service, the service leader read John 12.32 which states, “But I [Jesus], when I am lifted up from the earth, will draw all men to myself.” And then he said something like, ‘We are now going to lift Jesus up in our praises and as we do that he will draw people to himself.’ It is wonderful to encourage each other to praise Jesus in song; however, we should not use this verse to indicate that that is what Jesus was talking about because it completely ignores the very next verse which reads, ‘He said this to show the kind of death he was going to die.’ (Digging Deeper, pp. 37).

B. So when studying a passage of Scripture, it is essential that we ask how this passage fits into what comes before and after it. 

1. As another example, if you read Exodus 20.3, “You shall have no other God’s before me,” or the rest of the ten commandments in isolation, you may be tempted towards a legalistic understanding of how man is saved.

2. But if you read 20.2-3, “I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. You shall have no other gods before me,” you realize that God has already saved his people and is calling them to live in light of that hope, not telling them how to earn it. This is further reinforced when you read the preceding 19 chapters describing God’s rescue of Israel from Egypt.

C. Example: The context of John 3.16

1. Sentence: “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.”

2. Paragraph: John 3.16-21 ... God has acted and Jesus is the one who saves sinners and exposes the sins of the lost.

3. Chapter: John 3.1-21 ... Jesus teaches Nicodemus that men must be “born again,” explaining his own role as Savior in verse 16. Then, in 22-35, John records John the Baptist confirming what Jesus says about himself, saying, “Whoever believes in the Son has eternal life, but whoever rejects the Son will not see life, for God’s wrath remains on him.”

4. Book: As we discussed in the author’s purpose section, the book of John was “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.” You see here that verse 16 is perhaps the most concentrated expression of the whole purpose of the book ... Jesus is the Savior and whoever believes in him shall not perish but have eternal life!

5. Bible: In many ways John 3.16 can be considered the crescendo of the biblical narrative. For thousands of years God has been revealing that He is a loving and Saving God; that he has called out a people for himself--not because they are worthy, but so that he may be known as a Gracious God; that his people have rebelled against Him leaving them unable to restore themselves to him and are thus rightly deserving of eternal punishment; that He himself would provide a savior for his people and that this savior would live a sinless life, innocently suffer, die for our sins, and be raised again so that we might know the power of God. And then we come to John 3.16, this Savior has arrived and is offering us the Salvation that has been promised. Moving forward from John 3.16, we see the inauguration of God’s kingdom on our behalf and then the rest of Scripture details how we are to live in light of this Salvation, ultimately lifting our eyes to heaven where we will spend eternity with our Savior.

5. One final example. Today Mark is going to preach on 2 Samuel 13-20. As we will hear later this morning, it is full of tragedy. There is rape, murder, civil war within David’s family as David’s own son, Absalom, seeks his throne and his life! Eventually, David’s son dies, and David weaps bitterly for him. Well, if you just pick up the story at 2 Samuel 13 and don’t know anything about what happened before, you would think that all this tragedy makes no sense.

But what did we here about last week that helps us to make sense of all this? Why is all this happening?

We read these words from the prophet Nathan to King David in 2 Samuel 12.9-10:

9 Why did you despise the word of the LORD by doing what is evil in his eyes? You struck down Uriah the Hittite with the sword and took his wife to be your own. You killed him with the sword of the Ammonites. 10 Now, therefore, the sword will never depart from your house, because you despised me and took the wife of Uriah the Hittite to be your own.'

QUESTIONS?
Conclusion:

Jonathan Edwards wrote, “The great end of God’s works, which is so variously expressed in Scripture, is indeed but ONE; and this one end is most properly and comprehensively called THE GLORY OF GOD.
”

We talked today about using the author’s purpose and the context of each book to help us discover the meaning of a particular passage. But God’s underlying purpose in scripture is the revelation of his glory, primarily as it is displayed through the gospel of our Lord Jesus Christ. Therefore, when we sit down to study God’s Word, as we seek to discern the purpose and the context of the book, we should do so with the goal of growing in our knowledge of Him in all his glory!

� Taken from Nigel Beynon and Andrew Sach, Digging Deeper: Tools to unearth the Bible’s Treasure, pp. 33, Inter-Varsity Press, 2005


� “Dissertation Concerning the End for Which God Created the World”
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