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Course HT - 203 – How Do We Study and Interpret Torah 
 

Lesson 4 Text  
 

God’s Word in Human Literature 
 
God’s word has been given to us in human language, copied and passed on 
through the course of human history.  As a collection of books and writings, it has 
the character of literature, and is written in forms and styles which speak to us in 
our own patterns.  These forms and styles combine with the vocabulary, grammar, 
and syntax (how the words are used together) to carry the meaning of the text from 
the author to the reader.  It is therefore important for the Bible interpreter to be 
aware of these forms and style (genre), and to understand how they bring the 
meaning of the text to light.  
 
Forms of L iterature 
 
Old Testament Narrative – Narrative is story-telling.  Narrative is to history what a 
drawing is to the object drawn.  That is, the drawing represents the object through 
various means but is not itself the object.  So too, narrative represents historical 
persons and events through story telling.   
Very simply, narrative is composed of at least two elements:  1) characters and  2) 
plot.  “Plot” may be sub-divided a number of ways, for instance:  a) exposition,  b) 
complication,  c) tension, and  d) resolution.  Some refer to these elements of “plot” 
as the “arc of tension.”  
This narrative model of an “arc of tension” may be demonstrated from both the 
larger context and immediate context.  That is, one may look, for instance, at the 
entire David narrative from 1 Samuel 16 through 2 Samuel and note the manner in 
which the narrative expounds the complication (Saul is king, but David should be), 
increases the tension (Saul is trying to kill David, etc.), begins to resolve the tension 
(David becomes king, even though there are some who still want Saul), and finally 
brings resolution (David is established king, even though he appears at times to 
forfeit the throne).  To view the story as a whole allows the message of the narrator 
to come through in significant ways.  To neglect such a view, however, is most 
certainly to miss much of why the narrative includes what it does, where it does, and 
why the narrator chose to say it this way or that.  Being able to recognize the 
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literary patterns in narrative (such as exposition, complication, resolution) will aid 
the interpreter in finding the author’s meaning for the simple reason that the over-
arching structure will very often determine the choice of terms and the manner in 
which they are connected.  
 
Finding Signif icance (Application) in Narrative 
 
Top Level – This is how the narrative relates to the whole of Scripture.  For 
example, the way in which the Joseph story underlies the whole history of Israel, and 
sets up the exodus story, which becomes the paradigm of redemption for all of 
mankind. 
Middle Level – This is how the narrative relates to the nation of Israel.  For 
instance, how the Joseph story solidifies the twelve tribes, brings Israel to Sinai to 
receive the covenant of the Torah, and how the twelve tribes become a single 
nation in covenant with God.  
Bottom Level – This is how the narrative relates to the individual.  For example, 
how Joseph’s character is exemplary; how his ability to forgive is a pattern to follow, 
etc.  
 
Some General Things to Keep in Mind When Seeking to Find 
Signif icance (Making Applications) from Narrative 
 

1. A narrative in the Tanach usually does not directly teach a doctrine. 
2. A narrative in the Tanach usually illustrates a doctrine or doctrines taught 

propositionally elsewhere.  
3. Narratives record what happened – not necessarily what should have 

happened or what ought to happen every time.  Therefore, not every part of 
the narrative has an individual, easily identified “moral of the story.”  Look for 
the narrator’s evaluation of the events (this may be very subtle, at times). 

4. What people do in narratives is not necessarily a good example for us. 
Frequently, it is just the opposite. 

5. Most of the characters in the Tanach narratives are far from perfect and so 
are their actions.  

6. We are not always told at the end of a narrative whether what happened 
was good or bad.  We are often expected to be able to judge that on the 
basis of what God has taught us directly and categorically already in 
Scripture. 

7. All narratives are selective and incomplete.  Not all the relevant details are 
always given.  What does appear in the narrative is everything the author 
thought important for us to know in order to understand his or her viewpoint.  

8. Narratives are not written to answer all our theological questions.  They have 
particular, specific, limited purposes and deal with certain issues, leaving 
others to be dealt with elsewhere, in other ways. 

9. Narratives may teach either explicitly (be clearly stating something) or 
implicitly (be clearly implying something without actually stating it.)  

10. In the final analysis, God is the hero of all biblical narrative.  We should always 
be asking what the narrative teaches us about God’s character, His actions, 
and what He intends for those He calls to Himself.  
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Tanach (Hebrew) Poetry.   Hebrew poetry is not easy to define, since it is 
complex and appears in a great variety of patterns.  There is, however, one 
element, which sets it apart from prose.  This element is the presence of 
paral lel ism, one line or phrase repeating in the new and different terms a 
parallel thought with former lines or phrases.  The parallel line takes the thought 
of the original line further – perhaps by the way of emphasis, or description, or by 
some other means.  In the end, Hebrew poetry strives to put into words the 
deep and often unexplainable emotions and feelings of the soul.  For this reason, 
Hebrew poetry is the common form of expression for worship.  
 
Some Important Points to Remember When Interpreting Prophecy 
 
1 . The vast majority of the prophet’s words related to his time or the time in the 

immediate future.  Less than 5% of the prophetic Scriptures describe events 
in the last days. 

2. The prophet’s words are God’s word.  Thus, listening carefully to the 
prophetic word is to have a close-up view of how God feels, what He holds 
dear, and what He hates.  

3. Narrative tells us about people, places, events, and things, but prophetic 
literature is the direct discourse of a prophet. 

4. The prophetic message was not original or new.  It was to reinforce the 
thought which God had already declared to the people.  Before the 
prophet’s message could be authentic, it had to find agreement with what 
the prophets before him had said.  A prophet’s message could not 
contradict the Torah, which God had given at Sinai (Deut. 18:18-22). 

5. The historical events, which surround a given prophecy, are of great 
importance for understanding what that prophecy means.  More often than 
not, the prophet is speaking to the people about issues which were facing 
them in their times, and solutions for avoiding the trouble that was coming. 
The significance for our times from such a prophecy is what it teaches us 
about God, His unchanging character, and how He intends His people to 
love and obey Him.  

 
Wisdom Books 
 
Wisdom literature in the Bible has often been abused in three ways. 
First ,  people fail to read the whole book, taking just a verse here or there and 
attempting to fit it into their situation.  One must be careful in this regard particularly 
in Ecclesiastes or Job, where the whole is more obviously a unified message.  The 
often quoted passage in Ecc. 3, that there is a “time for everything” is usually 
misinterpreted to mean, that “there is a proper time for everything” or “if you’re 
patient, the proper time will arrive for that activity.”  In fact, the Preacher 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). 
Secondly , people often misunderstand wisdom terms and categories as well as 
wisdom styles and literary modes and thus mis-define many of the words 
themselves.  A classic example of this is Proverbs 11:30, “He that winneth souls is 
wise” (KJV). The context makes it clear that this is not talking about evangelism!  In 
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fact, it has to do with getting people to agree with you.  The Hebrew can even mean 
“he who bribes someone (in a righteous sense) is wise” meaning “if you can get your 
enemy on your side by giving him a gift, this is wisdom.” 
Thirdly ,  people fail to see the whole argument of a wisdom book.  Take 
Ecclesiastes, for instance.  The primary message of the book is that joy comes from 
accepting God for who He is, i.e., the sovereign King who sometimes reveals His 
secrets to you and sometimes does not.  
Finally, we should consider the limits of Wisdom literature.  Many interpret the book 
of Proverbs, for instance, as giving unquestionable promises to God’s people. 
However, if we allow wisdom literature to speak on its own terms, we must say that 
the particular blessings, rewards, and opportunities mentioned in Proverbs are 
likely to follow if one will pursue the wise courses of action outlined in the poetical, 
figurative language of the book.  But nowhere does Proverbs teach automatic 
success.  
 
Some Things to Consider When Interpreting the Gospels 
 

1. Become familiar with the historical and cultural backgrounds out of which 
the Gospels were written.  This means that knowing about 1st century Judaism 
is an essential tool for properly understanding the gospels. 

2. Always read the accounts in the parallel gospels. They will help to “fill in gaps” 
which the writer may have assumed the reader knew. 

3. Try to “look” both horizontally and vertically when you read the gospels. 
Viewing the story horizontally means seeing how it fits with all of the gospels. 
Viewing it vertically means understanding that there is a two-fold historical 
setting: one of the story itself and one of the author.  Both must be taken into 
consideration if the gospel paragraph is to be properly interpreted.  

4. Study some of the broad themes in the gospels, particularly the concept of 
the “Kingdom of God.”  Since this forms a theme throughout the teachings of 
Jesus, an understanding of it will aid in interpreting His teachings and sayings.  

 
Parables     
 
A particular issue, which faces the Bible interpreter of the gospels are the parables 
they contain.  The parable has been referred to by some, as a “long simile.”  It 
functions as a story to teach a lesson, but a story which is not mythological or fairy 
tale in nature.  Rather, parables are based upon common occurrences of life with 
people working and acting in normal ways.  
Why did Yeshua teach in parables?  For several reasons:  1) because God’s creation 
and nature, if properly listened to, reveal the hand of God,  2) it is good teaching to 
take what is commonly understood and use it as an illustration of profound and 
deep truths,  3) because Yeshua intended that those who had their eyes opened by 
the Spirit would understand, and those whose eyes were closed would remain in 
their ignorance.  This He plainly states in Matthew 13, Mark 3, and Luke 8.  
Usually, the primary theme or point is obvious.  This is what the parable is meant to 
teach.  The individual things within the parable cannot teach something 
independent of the main theme or point.  Be careful not to base doctrines or 
specific teachings on the individual things within parables.  
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Epist les – Some of the important things to remember about interpreting the 
epistles are: 
 

1. Know why the epistle was written.  The purpose for writing will lead to 
understanding what is meant by the author as he writes.  

2. Know to whom the epistle was written.  The audience of the letter will, to 
some extent, determine the manner in which it is written. 

3. Try to understand how the original readers received and understood the 
letter.  It is highly unlikely that an apostle wrote something in a letter to a 
specific group, which he knew they would not understand.  Thus, the teaching 
in the letter must certainly have had an immediate significance to the people 
to whom it was sent.  

4. Note the ways in which our lives are similar to those who first received the 
letter, and the ways in which our lives are different.  For example, Paul’s 
encouragement to slaves may have principles for everyone, but the 
specifics may apply only to those who are slaves.  We must seek to find the 
enduring principles which these specific teachings reveal.  

5. Keep in mind the culture and life-style of the original readers.  Don’t take the 
epistles out of their historical context, but rather let that historical context 
help to uncover the meaning of the apostle as he addresses a specific 
community with specific problems and issues.  

 
Revelation 
The book called “Revelation” in our Bibles is unique among the Apostolic writings. 
No one misses the fact that a new kind of literature has been encountered when he 
or she begins to read this part of the Scriptures.  Talk of earthquakes, disasters, 
dragons, angels and all sorts of “strange” imagery face the interpreter in the book of 
Revelation.  
It is important to understand what kind of literature the book of Revelation is. 
Revelation is, in fact, a combination of several kinds of literature: it is a letter (epistle) 
written by John, it is prophecy (describes what will happen in the future) and it is 
Apocalyptic.  This last form of literature is a kind, which does not exist in our times, 
and is therefore foreign to us.  But it was very common in John’s day, and it will be 
important for us to come to a better understanding of this literary form.  
Remember that understanding the meaning of the words and phrases is still the first 
step, even if Revelation is full of symbols and cryptic illustrations.  We must first begin 
by asking what the author meant by his words, sentences, paragraphs, and overall 
structure.  
Recognizing that the Revelation intends to be prophetic, we must also be open to 
the extended meanings, which may be carried by the text, but these must be 
attached to the meaning of the text as understood by its original author and the 
audience to which he sent it.  
Some have felt that Chapter 12 holds the theological key of the Revelation.  Here, 
the “already/not yet” idea is brought forward.  Satan has already been defeated at 
the cross, yet he is still able, for a time, to bring woe upon the believing community.  
The believers rejoice because “salvation as come,”  but they await the time of 
Satan’s final demise.  Since Satan knows he is doomed, he increases his vengeance 
upon God’s people as the end draws near.  


