
Class 4 Handout 

 

Review: 

1. Class 1: the nature of Biblical inspiration and revelation;  

2. Class 2: the effects of having a clear grand narrative;  

3. Class 3: the confusion of biblical interpretation, the effects of individualism and splintering 

4. What is the role of the church in my Bible study? What do I think of when I imagine the church with 

authority? Matthew 18, Eph 3, 1 Tim 3:25  

 

Class 4:  What do we do with the various types of literature and writings? 

 

1. Augustine: “Things and Signs…Theology makes certain claims, using the signs of language, about the 

things that make up reality.” 

 

2. Written by literary geniuses under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. There is a lot to be found.  

 

3. Brief overview of the literature used: Narrative, Poetry, Prose/discourse 

a. Narrative (502 chapters) (out of 1189) characters, conflict, and resolution in time and place 

b. Poetry (387 chapters) definition: a kind of language that says more and says it more intensely 

than normal language; rhythm, more metaphor, change of sequence, imagination, emotion;  

example of comparison: Ex 14(narrative) and Ex 15 (poetry) to release your imagination 

c. Prose-Discourse (300 chapters); non-fiction, essays, to get the listener to do something by 

persuading them with argument or facts; engaging the logical rational capabilities; 25% is this; 

Dt, Ecc, Eph,  

4. The purpose of biblical Narrative: we are presented with events, along with an interpretation of those 

events; 

 

5. Narrative: is often God using weak people with deep flaws to do more than they could have imagined. 

 

6. Techniques of Narrative: biblical authors have a highly developed sense of the meaning; any time one 

retells an event they are contributing to the understanding of the meaning of that event; same with 

painting or photo; where you place the tree in a photo helps define the meaning of that tree in the 

story 

a. Description of characters 

b. Portrayal of setting 

c. Portrayal of time 

d. Plots, sequence, mini plots: characters in a plot in a setting 

e. Using key words to link characters and stories together 

 

7. Finding the meanings in Narrative: 

a. Different cultures use narrative differently, different authors use it differently 

 

b. We are reading a representation of the experience or event, a portrayal 

i. a photo of a tree is a good example of the distinction between a text and the event 

depicted in it.  

c. The biblical style is simplistic, but not simple; it doesn’t seem profound at first 

 



d. The first time through, we may not think about the various clues to meanings; but the third 

time through, we can begin to see much more about meaning 

 

e. There is a theological message: Where are we? Who are we? Who is God? What’s the real 

problem in the world? What’s the hope for a solution? 

 

f. It’s not just history for history’s sake 

 

8. So we can’t understand a story until we’ve read the whole story. 

a. “The very first, and really only rigid rule, in literary theory is that texts must be read from 

beginning to end. The meaning of a word isn’t determined by its dictionary definition, but by 

its literary context. So also, a story’s meaning is only determined by the relationship of all of its 

elements to the whole text in which it’s embedded from beginning to end.” Sean McEvenue 

 

9. Levels of narrative: at what level am I reading? Where does this mini story fit into the larger story? 

 

10. Why the lack of detail in the stories? Cain and Abel; what are we to do? These blank spaces draw us 

into the story in ways that details will not.  

 

11. What cautions do we need when looking for gems in a narrative? 

a. Quoting characters as if they are speaking God’s words 

b. Transporting responses and actions into our time and place 

 

12. Reading the story of Jonah: Your assignment for this week: 

a. Begin by staying on the rails when you read it, as one story, not as chapters 

b. How does it illustrate God’s plan, his character, his desires, his purposes? 

c. How do the characteristics of the story help me focus on the meanings? 

d. How do Jonah’s actions and attitudes help me evaluate my own? 

 



Poetry 

 

1. Poetry: One out of three chapters in the Bible is not trying to communicate information; it is trying to 

create an experience that shapes how you feel and think. 

2. Biblical poetry is mostly Hebrew poetry.  

a. We struggle to connect with the forms of Hebrew poetry: parallelism, quantitative rhythm, 

dirges, acrostics, etc.  

b. One writer says: Hebrew poetry follows a totally different rhyming scheme, and after it has 

been translated to English, we cannot comprehend this.”  

 

3. Divisions of Hebrew poetry:  

a. Poems that Deal with events: Ex 15 

b. Appealing to reason: fables Judges 9, parables, riddles, most of Proverbs some Psalms 

c. Lyrics: feelings based on individual experience Psa18, 24, dirges Saul and Jonathan 

d. Poems that urge action: poet wishes something for himself, or blessings on others 

 

4. Ways of engaging Biblical poetry  

a. Identify with the emotions expressed, either in prayer, song, or meditation 

b. Consider the additional insights to other knowledge of God and his purposes 

 

On prose discourse: 

 

1. What are we looking for, in contrast to narrative or poetry? 

 

2. The cautions:  

a. There’s no need to look for theological revelation never before revealed  

b. Allow the writer or speaker to first speak to their own audience.  

c. Let the writer or speaker address the topic they intended to address;  

d. Let’s not be determined to fill in all the blanks, and all that we are curious about—all that we 

are anxious about.  

 

3. Are we expecting God to reveal things that were not known before? What are the key differences between 

allowing that God would reveal major changes in theological/doctrinal understandings in Paul’s time, or in 

Augustine’s time, or in Calvin’s time, or in Wesley’s time, or in Rob Bell’s time? 

 

4. Are we to study discourse for new insights, new understandings? Or are we to read devotionally? What are 

the different expectations and approaches to study and to devotional reading? 

 

5. We can study the historical and traditional interpretations the church had, through creeds and the writings 

of the church fathers. 

 

6. So, bottom line: What am I looking for as I read devotionally?  

 

a. I’m looking for how this fits into the larger story; how does it fit in with the foundational 

creeds and doctrines of orthodox Christian faith? 

b. I let the teachings inspire and inform my own responsibilities: 



i. as a member of the body of Christ 

ii. in faith and holiness  

iii. in living a life worthy of my calling 

iv. in regard to moral integrity 

v. to participate in the grand plan of the eternal Kingdom 

 


