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Structure and Parallels: The Function of Form

Introduction

Last week we discussed the value of looking at Scripture in view of the author’s intent and its context--leading us to prefer larger passages then just isolated verses. But where do you begin? Well, today we’re going to discuss two important tools to help you break up these slabs of scripture by understanding their structure and recognizing parallels.

Outline
I. Structure
A. Building upon last week’s discussion on the importance of context, we want to ask ourselves two questions when trying to understand a passage’s structure:
1. How has the author divided his material into sections?
2. How do those sections fit together?
a) This can be done to whole books, or smaller sections of verses
b) Don’t rely on your bible’s chapter and verse divisions ... start with a blank slate (ignoring chapter divisions, paragraph breaks, etc.) and use resources like www.biblegateway.com
B. Sometimes the text gives clear indications of where it breaks up, “like grooves in chocolate bars that show where they snap more easily.”
 
1. Example One: John 1.19-51 splits the narrative into four sections, repeatedly using the phrase, “the next day” to begin a new section (verses 29, 35, and 43)
2. Example Two: Isaiah 40.3-11 has three voices calling out (verses 3, 6, and 9)
C. Sometimes we do not have explicit clues the text and we must make informed judgements based upon the type of literature we are reading
1. Narratives ... Notice the key portions of a story like changes of scene
2. Dialogues (Psalms, Proverbs, etc.) ... You can often divid the text based upon who is speaking
3. Some texts, like Paul’s writings or the other epistles can be divided into stages of argument, each building upon the other
4. Occasionally, you will encounter larger sections where the important ideas are not laid out sequentially, but should instead be divided thematically by identifying two or three major themes and considering the whole passage under those headings
D. Having identified the sections, now briefly summarize each section in the margin (1-2 sentences) and then work on understanding how these sections fit together
E. Two common structures in the bible
1. Bookends and Sandwiches
a) Biblical authors will sometimes use the same, or similar phrases at the beginning and end of a section ... these can be used to help you understand a passage’s structure:
Example: Romans 1.5 says, “Through him and for his name’s sake, we received grace and apostleship to call people from among all the Gentiles to the obedience that comes from faith.” 

Romans 16.26 says, “... But now revealed and made known through the prophetic writings by the command of the Eternal God, so that all nations might believe and obey him.”
b) In addition to poetic symmetry, these bookends indicate that everything in between belongs together and is connected
(1) Example: The Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5.3-10), begins with, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven,” and ends with, “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”
(2) These bookends help us understand Jesus’ teaching by showing us that the poor in spirit, those who morn, the meek, etc. are not just “good” people, they are the citizens of the kingdom of heaven!
2. Chiasms
a) Hebrew writing often uses literary structures to help us identify the main point or  climax of a passage, and this is called a Chiasm (Kee-as-`em)
(1) Example: The tower of Babble in Genesis 11
Now the whole world


had one language and a common speech ...



they found a plain in Shinar and settled there.




They said to each other, “Come, let us make bricks ...”





Then they said, “Come, let us build ourselves a city, 





with a tower ...






But the Lord came down




to see the city and the tower that the men were





building ...




The Lord said, “Come, let us go down and




confuse ...”



It was called Babel--because there


the Lord confused the language

of the whole world

(2) Other chiasms in scripture
(a) Daniel 2-7 (Chapter Chaism)
(b) John 1.1-2
(c) Jonah 1.4-15
II. Parallels
A. Hebrew poetry uses two types of parallelism
1. Antithetical parallelism is contrasting parallels where the second half of the the verse give the opposite perspective to the first half
“A fool give full vet to his anger, 

but a wise man keeps himself under control” (Proverbs 29.11)

2. Chiastic parallelism has the second half of the verse say the same thing as the first half but flips the word order
“The torrent would have gone


over us;


Then over us

would have gone the raging waters.” (Psalms 124.4-5)

B. Parallelism helps us grasp the meaning of the passage:
1. Example: 2 Tim. 2.13
“If we are faithless, 

     he will remain faithful,

     for he cannot disown himself”
Context: 2 Tim. 2.11-13

“Here is a trustworthy saying: 

  If we died with him, 

    we will also live with him; 

  if we endure, 

     we will also reign with him. 

  If we disown him, 

     he will also disown us; 

  if we are faithless, 

     he will remain faithful, 

·      for he cannot disown himself.
Conclusion: As we have clearly seen today, Scripture is rich in meaning and aesthetic beauty. Using the tools of structure and parallelism allows us to begin mining the Word of God and “unearth the bible’s treasures.”




































































































Read in isolation, vss 13 could be understood as an encouragement that even our faithlessness cannot jeopardize our relationship with God (affirmed elsewhere in Scripture); however, in context we see it is a parallel and is in fact, a warning that God will be faithful to His own Character.

















Note  how the waters surround “us”
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