
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
BIBLE STUDY: 
TYPES OF 
LITERATURE 
  



 

INTERPRETING NARRATIVE 
 

This section is adapted from Tim Hegg’s Interpreting the Bible. 
 
There are essential elements of narrative, summed up in the development of plot and character. 
These elements include: 
▪ Exposition 
▪ Complication 
▪ Tension 
▪ Resolution 
 
Consider the example of Abram in Genesis 13.  
▪ Exposition (13:1-4): Abram is journeying through the land of Canaan, the land Yahweh 

promised to him as an eternal heritage.  
▪ Complication and Tension (13:5-13): The land in which Abram and Lot dwell together isn’t 

sufficient for all their flocks. Either Abram must relinquish God’s promise of the land and 
remain in good standing with Lot or break relationship with Lot to forcefully exert his rightful 
claim on the land.  

▪ Resolution (13:14-18): Abram refuses to do either, trusts Yahweh’s promise, and in the end, 
Yahweh reaffirms his covenant with Abram.  

 
Consider the example of David & Saul 
▪ Exposition: Saul is Israel’s king, appointed by God’s sovereign choice. David is a shepherd 

from a lowly family, the youngest of all his brothers.  
▪ Complication: Because of Saul’s rebellion, God rejects him as king. Instead, God chooses 

David to be king and indicates his selection through an anointing ceremony initiated by the 
prophet Samuel. Therefore, David is the rightful king—yet Saul remains king. 

▪ Tension: Saul’s rebellion to God grows into a spirit of envy and murder. Due to God’s 
blessing, David continues to grow in influence and power, exerting military might over 
Israel’s enemies. In response, Saul tries to kill David. David escapes Saul’s attempted murder, 
runs away to the wilderness, and we’re left wondering how David will ever become king.  

▪ Resolution: Saul is killed in battle. David is then anointed king over Israel but some tribes 
remain loyal to Saul’s house. Over seven years, God affirms David’s place as king and unites 
all twelve tribes under his leadership.  

 
Three Dimensions of Narrative 
▪ Top Level: The “top level” of narrative is the way a passage relates to the whole of scripture, 

revealing God’s eternal purposes through his kingdom and the gospel. For example, the story 
of Joseph’s life underlies the whole history of Israel and sets up the Exodus story, a picture of 
God’s redemption offered to all mankind. 

▪ Middle Level: The “middle level” relates the narrative to Israel specifically. In the story of 
Joseph, the twelve tribes are solidified in Goshen and become a nation. In accordance with 



 

God’s prophecy to Abraham, Israel enters bondage in Egypt and must be rescued to inherit 
God’s promise of blessing and the land. 

▪ Bottom Level: The “bottom level” is how the narrative relates to the individual.  
 
Principles to Interpret Narrative 
▪ Narrative usually does not directly teach a doctrine. It usually illustrates a doctrine taught 

propositionally elsewhere. 
▪ Narrative records what happened, not what should or ought to happen every time. 

Therefore, not all narrative will have a “moral of the story”. We are not always told at the 
end of a narrative what was good or bad. We are expected to judge based on what God has 
told us elsewhere. 

▪ What people do in narratives is not necessarily what they should do or is a good example for 
us. Most of the characters in narrative are far from perfect, and so are their actions. 

▪ All narratives are selective and incomplete. Not all “relevant” details are given, but only what 
the author thought important from his perspective. 

▪ Narrative is not written to answer all our theological questions. 
▪ Narrative may teach explicitly (clearly stating something); or implicitly (implying without 

stating it). 
▪ In the final analysis, God is the hero of all narrative, so we should ask: what does this reveal 

about God, His character, etc. 
 
 
  



 

INTERPRETING WISDOM 
 

This section is adapted from Tim Hegg’s Interpreting the Bible. 
 
Wisdom literature is a form of writing that intends to show us how to integrate God’s word in 
the various aspects of normal, daily living. From the standpoint of the wisdom literature, truth is 
defined by that which God reveals, so that wisdom involves viewing life the way God does and 
make decisions accordingly. In wisdom literature, something concrete points to a concept or idea 
or principle. And this concrete idea helps us apply truth to our life in the light of experience.  
 
Wisdom literature is prone to severe misuse and the following three examples are the most 
common.  
▪ Using a biblical passage to fit our personal situations. Specifically, we must be careful in 

Ecclesiastes and Job. And we also must keep in mind that Proverbs is not a book of 
promises—it’s a book that relates “truisms”, patterns of thought and behavior that generally 
reveal wisdom or foolishness. Consider Ecclesiastes 3:1-8: The commonly held assumption is 
that a time will eventually come around for “all things” or a specific activity. However, 
Solomon is using a kind of cynical teaching on the futility of life i.e., no matter how bad or 
good your life is, you still will die whenever your time comes. 

▪ Misunderstand terms, categories, styles, and literary modes. For example, in Proverbs 11:30, 
Solomon says, “He who wins souls is wise…” Too often, this has been interpreted to say that 
the one who is highly effective at evangelism is wise. This is not what the passages speaks 
about at all. Rather, it helps us understand that the wise person will be able to effectively 
“win others over” through effective persuasion. Another example is the use of the word fool. 
A fool isn’t an idiot or one with lacks experience. Rather, a fool is one who lives his life as if 
there is no God (Psalm 14:1). 

▪ Failing to see the whole argument of a book: In Ecclesiastes, joy comes from God. And it only 
comes to those who respond to his authority and sovereignty. While man seeks for the key of 
life, Ecclesiastes reveals the person of God is the key. If we rejoice only when we visibly see 
God’s hand, we miss joy when we cannot see God’s hand. To think we can rightly interpret 
every event, to ascribe accurate meaning and significance to life’s event, then we’re sorely 
mistaken. Solomon shows many things in life do not fit together in any predictable order and 
we cannot make God tell us what we want to hear.  

 
  



 

INTERPRETING POETRY 
 

This section is adapted from Tim Hegg’s Interpreting the Bible. 
 
Hebrew poetry uses a literary mode called parallelism. In parallelism, two ideas are laid next to 
each other to communicate an idea. Here are the most common forms of parallelism. 
▪ Chiasm: Parallel thoughts are across from each other (Psalm 18:20). 
▪ Similarity: Parallel thoughts that communicate similar ideas (Exodus 15:2). 
▪ Repetition: A concept repeated for emphasis (Exodus 15:6). 
▪ Synthetic: Adds to the previous thought (Psalm 24:3,4). 
▪ Antithetic: The second line contrasts with the first (Psalm 73:26). 
▪ Incremental: Heightening emphasis (Habakkuk 3:17). 
▪ Climactic: A climactic or summary of previous thought (Habakkuk 3:18). 
▪ Emphatic: Synonymous words used for emphasis (Deuteronomy 6:5). 
▪ Eclectic: A seemingly unconnected combination (Habakkuk 1:2). 
 
Often in Hebrew poetry, certain word combinations will usually be found together. “Heaven and 
earth” is a good example. Then, when we don’t see these words used together, we can take 
notice and find something we might otherwise have seen.  
 
 
 
  



 

INTERPRETING PROPHECY 
 

This section is adapted from Tim Hegg’s Interpreting the Bible. 
 
To grasp the meaning of prophetic literature, we must have a clear understanding of the broader 
context. Consider these insights. 
▪ Yahweh is King by Covenant: The relationship between Yahweh and Israel was based on 

promises God made to the fathers, their descendants, Israel, and his covenant relationship 
with the nation, established at Sinai. Yahweh’s position as King and Israel as a vassal is the 
foundation of understanding how He interacts with Israel. 

▪ The Covenant Connection: The basis of Yahweh’s authority in Israel is His sovereign rule and 
will. Since He is the Creator and Sustainer, He has the right to rule. And, since He is 
sovereign, He has the right and freedom to choose. Abraham’s covenant serves as the 
foundation of Israel’s call. God selected Abraham as the one through whom life and blessing 
would come. And Israel’s call to trust in Yahweh for life and blessing undergirds their 
relationship with Him. In compliment, Moses’ covenant serves to define the parameters of 
how they would receive the promise of life and blessing. Not only would they experience his 
life and blessing personally and nationally, they would also be the way Yahweh revealed His 
salvation to the nations.  

▪ The Role of the Prophet: The primary function of the prophet was to call God’s people back 
to trust in Him as the source of life and blessing, to remind them to live in such a way that 
they would reflect His character and be equipped to bring life to the nations. 

 
So, prophetic literature serves two key purposes in God’s word. 
▪ Prophetic literature caused the hearers to reassess their lives and the broader context of 

their situation in the light of God’s word and the prophet’s message. 
▪ Prophetic literature would establish Yahweh’s purposes in the hearts of His people—and 

even among the nations of the world—by declaring His will before it comes to pass. 
▪ Prophetic literature serves as a guidebook to understand how to interpret and apply the 

Torah in contemporary settings.  
 
Prophetic Literature Defined 
Prophecy means to speak forth the mind and heart of God, particularly with a predictive element 
to it. It points to a future fulfillment of Yahweh’s promise and has as its origins the mind and will 
of God. The following books are considered prophetic literature. 
▪ Major Prophets: Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel 
▪ Minor Prophets: Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, 

Haggi, Zechariah, Malachi. 
▪ Apocalyptic: Revelation 
 
In prophetic literature, there are “forth-telling” prophecies. Prophecies that “forth-tell” focus on 
a message about present circumstances with a call to repent and realign with God’s nature and 
instruction. This includes ideas like exhortation, edification, rebuke, correction, and comfort. 



 

 
In prophetic literature, there are “foretelling” prophecies. Prophecies that “foretell” 
communicate what God will do in the future, based from the original delivery of the message. 
Fulfillment could come in the immediate future, the distant future, or both. Timeframes for 
fulfillment can include: 
▪ The prophet’s own time.  
▪ The immediate future. 
▪ God’s work in Israel’s judgment, disbursement or regathering. 
▪ The first or second coming of Jesus. 
▪ The last days or end times. 
 
Very often, both types of prophecy (forth-telling, foretelling) are used together. And this is done 
to call God’s people to obedience and, at the same time, to establish the benchmark of what will 
happen if they do not.  
 
Prophetic literature also includes types of prophetic emphasis, which include the following. 
▪ Contemporary Prophecy: Prophecy specifically intended to communicate God’s heart and 

will to a specific group of people alive when the prophecy was given. 
▪ Destiny Prophecy: Prophecy specifically intended to reveal future events, particularly as it 

relates to the destiny of God’s people, nations, and the world. 
▪ Messianic Prophecy: Prophecy specifically intended to reveal future events related to the 

Messiah and His ministry, whether in His first or second coming. 
 
Interpreting Prophetic Literature 
▪ Basic Rules of Interpretation: When we interpret prophetic literature, we want to remember 

the basic rules of interpretation. For instance, we must remember things like context, the 
author’s original intention, word meanings, interpreting figurative language (metaphor, 
simile, etc.) as figures, etc. Prophecies in the Apostolic Scriptures may include quotations and 
allusions from the Torah or Tanakh, so we must examine the original quote or allusion in 
context (this is specifically true of Revelation). 

▪ Content: When we interpret prophetic literature, we need to understand that it is primarily 
contemporary in focus but not necessarily in content. The prophetic message was not 
necessarily new but rather intended to reinforce what was already given in the Torah for a 
contemporary setting and audience (Deuteronomy 18:18-22). 

▪ Yahweh in the Prophets: In prophetic literature, the prophet reveals God’s nature and heart. 
We see him and what He loves. The prophetic message is the personal discourse of the 
prophet to rely the heart of God. 

▪ Fulfillment: Fulfillment in prophetic literature is a multi-layered experience, something like 
the difference between a photo and paint and canvas. There can be layers of fore-telling and 
forth-telling and, as a result, layers of fulfillment.  

▪ Historic Context: To rightly interpret prophetic literature, we must know the historic events 
associated with the prophecies. Because the prophet is usually speaking to the people of his 
day, the events surrounding the prophetic message are crucial to right interpretation. 



 

Significance and application for contemporary cultures comes from what the events and 
words teach us about God, His nature, His salvation, and His desire for His creation. 

▪ Time: Time in prophetic literature is not always chronological or clear. The prophets did not 
always indicate intervals of time between events, nor did they always write their prophecies 
in chronological order. Not all prophecies that refer to a future fulfillment are written in 
future tense. So, we need to look for phrases and texts that indicate periods of time to rightly 
make conclusions about time (Matthew 24:21,29,30). 

▪ Meaning: The meaning of a specific prophecy could not always be understood by the 
prophet or by the people who heard the original message (Daniel 12:8,9; I Peter 1:10-12). 
The meaning of many prophecies come to light through historical fulfillment, fulfillment as 
recorded in the Apostolic Scriptures (Matthew 1:22,23), or an explanation given by scripture 
itself (Acts 4:24-28 explains Psalm 2). 

 
 
  



 

INTERPRETING THE GOSPELS 
 

This section is adapted from Tim Hegg’s Interpreting the Bible. 
 
The Gospels present opportunity and complexity for the interpreter, in that, there are four 
different versions of the Gospels and each is different. The differences in the synoptic (common 
view) Gospels are related to perspective, detail, and emphasis. The difference are not 
substantive issues or subjects. At times, the synoptic Gospels even appear to disagree at certain 
points, which makes sense. Like any event, the authors of the Gospel experienced them from 
subjective human perspective. As a result, we will see differing storylines, emphasis, and styles, 
all to give a broader context of Jesus’ life and ministry. 
 
 
Because the Gospels were not written by Jesus, but by a diverse group of men, we must realize 
we’re getting the events of the Messiah’s life from their viewpoint, not from Jesus’ firsthand 
account of his own experience. Matthew and John wrote of their personal experiences with 
Jesus from a first-hand perspective as one of the twelve disciples. Mark wrote of his personal 
experience as one of Jesus’ followers but not one of the twelve disciples, which gave him a 
seemingly more removed view. Luke, who very likely was non-Jewish, wrote based on the 
testimony of others. 
 
There are four Gospels, a record of events without parallel in the Biblical text. Each book 
represents a different presentation of Jesus’ life based on the needs of the first-century believing 
communities, which represent the believing communities of the following generations. Mark was 
a general summary of Jesus life. Matthew was a summary prepared for a primarily Jewish 
audience, while Luke was primarily for a Greek audience. John was written with a wholly 
different approach than the other Gospels, with a specific emphasis on Jesus’ deity. It seems to 
have been a means of communicating the Gospel for the sake of evangelism. 
 
Interpreting the Gospels 
By and large, the Gospels are narrative in form and approach, which means the rules of narrative 
interpretation generally apply. However, there is a convergence of historic and prophetic issues 
in the Gospels, which gives rise to a type of narrative that is complex. Keep the following in mind 
while interpreting the gospels. 
▪ Understand the history and culture of the gospels as well as first-century Judaisms. 
▪ Always read the parallel accounts in all the gospels. 
▪ See the individual gospel in the larger context of all the gospels to see the essential story. 
▪ See the individual gospel in its own context so you get the author’s version of the story. 
▪ Seek to understand the broader themes found in all the gospels, such as: 

o The coming of the Messiah in anticipation of the prophetic promise. 
o The Messiah as the centerpiece of God’s ever-expanding purposes. 
o The Kingdom of God in and through the Messiah. 

▪ Seek to interact with the various levels necessary for accurate interpretation, which include: 



 

o God’s eternal purpose in the world in and through the Messiah 
o God’s eternal purpose for His people, Israel, in and through the Messiah. 
o God’s purposes in the essential message of a given text. 

 
 
 
  



 

INTERPRETING EPISTLES 
 

This section is adapted from Tim Hegg’s Interpreting the Bible. 
 
The epistles are first-century letters, written by a diverse group of men to the newly established 
Messianic communities. These new communities interacted with the various Judaisms of the 
first-century as well as a broad swath of Greek and pagan cultures. As a result, the messages of 
the epistles are rather diverse. 
 
By and large, the epistles are didactic in nature, written for different occasions. All of them, 
however, were intended to teach specific truths relevant to a specific audience. Truths are 
usually stated directly, communicating a specific group of concepts to the readers for a specific 
purpose. Because they are didactic in nature, they tend to be more familiar to our thinking and 
way of life than Hebrew narrative or poetry. While this is true, the authors of the epistles still use 
a variety of literary elements. And there is almost always a sub-text (narrative) that is necessary 
to discover to properly understand the letter. The message and concepts found in epistles are 
only rightly understood when the lives of the people who wrote and read them are rightly 
understood. 
 
Interpreting the Epistles 
▪ First and most important, by and large the writers and readers of the epistles were not aware 

of the fact that they were reading “the Bible” so they didn’t write or read with this viewpoint.  
▪ Seek to understand the essential purpose of the letter. If we miss the purpose, we will be 

unable to properly put the specific teaching of a text in proper context. 
▪ Seek to understand how the original recipients would have understood the letter. Strive to 

study the culture, history, language, etc., of the recipients. Without this background in mind, 
many of the issues and teachings will be misinterpreted or neglected altogether. 

▪ Distinguish between eternal realities and instruction to the original recipients. We lose the 
significance of a text if we do not see the spiritual realities to which the author was pointing. 
And we lose the significance of a text if we ignore or dismiss the specific instruction found in 
the text under the guise of “that was for them”. 

 
  



 

INTERPRETING APOCALYPTIC  
 

This section is adapted from Tim Hegg’s Interpreting the Bible. 
 
Apocalyptic literature is a unique form of writing common to a few centuries before and during 
the time of Jesus. It is rooted in the prophetic literature of the Tanakh. Ezekiel, Daniel, Zechariah 
and parts of Isaiah have apocalyptic or proto-apocalyptic portions.  
 
Common in apocalyptic literature are the themes of suffering and judgment. Because it was 
often written in the face of trials, apocalyptic literature focused on comforting the sufferers with 
promised judgment on God’s enemies and His final victory at the end of the age. 
 
Apocalyptic literature tended to have a flow or structure not present in previous prophetic 
literature. While there is debate about the meaning of the design, there is no debate about the 
fact that there is an intention design. This gave rise to the habit of ascribing specific events to 
tightly defined time sequences. There was fondness for numeric symbolism within the literary 
design, giving rise to the repetition of specific numbers throughout a book. 
 
Apocalyptic literature often was presented in the form of a dream or vision and contained cryptic 
and symbolic images and language. The meaning was often presented to be in hidden meaning 
and the heavy use of symbolic language and imagery. Additionally, the imagery of fantasy is used 
to communicate truth, rather than real life realities like we find in symbolism or parables. 
 
Unlike all other first-century apocalyptic literature, Revelation’s author specifically identifies 
himself, which was unusual for the time. And unlike other apocalyptic literature, the book of 
Revelation uses multiple genres, including: epistle, prophetic, apocalyptic. 
 
Interpreting Revelation 
▪ Understand the words, phrases, culture, and history. The study of Revelation still begins with 

a clear understanding of what the text says in its original culture and historic setting. 
▪ Because Revelation has heavy prophetic elements, there may be extended meanings that go 

beyond the initial reading of the text. However, these meanings cannot be separated from or 
in conflict with what the text says and meant to the original author and audience. 

▪ To understand the imagery of Revelation by comparing scripture with scripture, we must 
limit ourselves to the literature available as “scripture” when the text was originally revealed 
to John. We must look for the meaning of symbols and imagery from Revelation and other 
texts that were available at the time. Literary sources the provide background for Revelation 
include the Tanakh and other contemporary apocalyptic literature. 

▪ Some imagery is constant; other imagery is fluid. Where John interprets imagery, we must 
remain firm in interpreting them as he did and using them as the starting point for our 
interpretation.  

▪ The overarching vision of the Revelation must be considered in our interpretation. Revelation 
is not an extended allegory in which all the details are pressed into meaning.  



 

▪ Be faithful to the obvious literary divisions in the book.   
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