
1.11 – Understanding and Teaching  
the Bible

Formation SCHOOL

God’s Story – Understanding & communicating the mission of God 

‘Christ said, “Be still and know that 
I am God.” Be still and know that 
you are God, and when you know 
that you are God you will begin to 
live Godhood, and living Godhood 
there is no reason to suffer.’ 

Maharishi Mahesh Yogi
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What we see when we think we 
are looking into the depths of 
Scripture may sometimes be only 
the reflection of our own silly 
faces.  

C.S. Lewis

Principles for understanding 

the Bible

discuss

Read 
Basic questions

What was God’s original intention 
in this passage?

What’s the relevance to my world?

discuss

What do we need to know (or find out) in order to 
responsibly interpret any passage of the Bible?



Four key aspects of biblical 

interpretation

context

structure

genre

content

1. Genre

genre: a group of texts which share 
similar characteristics

Once upon a time, there lived a young boy in an old wooden 
chalet, high in the mountains. Every day, he cared for his 
father’s goats as they grazed on the slopes. But the boy was 
always worried that he might meet a terrible troll . . .

You are covered up to the amounts specified on your policy schedule 
for personal accident benefits, which will be paid to you or your 
legal representative, if you sustain bodily injury caused by an 
accident and at the end of 12 months of the occurrence of that 
accident, it is the sole cause of: 

1) your death (£10,000); 
2) the physical loss of or permanent and total loss of use of one or 
more limbs at or above the wrist or ankle (£10,000); 

3) the complete and irrecoverable loss of sight in one or both eyes 
(£10,000);

My darling Esmerelda, 

I miss you with all my heart. Every moment of every day, I 
long to be with you, to hold you close and to touch your face 
once more. I yearn for the scent of your fragrance, the taste 
of your lips and the touch of your hand. I cannot eat or sleep 
or concentrate. My heart is bursting for you. . . .

To a good approximation (for sufficiently weak fields, 
assuming no dipolar moments are present), P is 
given by a Taylor series in E whose coefficients are 
the nonlinear susceptibilities: 

Pi /ε0 = ∑xij(1)Ej + ∑xijk(2)EjEk + ∑xijkl(3)EjEkEl +  
  j  k  l 

Where x(1) is the linear susceptibility, x(2) gives the 
Pockels effect and second . . . harmonic generation, 
and x(3) gives the Kerr effect.

genres affect us in 
various ways



genre can determine meaning biblical genres In the third year of Hoshea son of Elah king of Israel, 
Hezekiah son of Ahaz king of Judah began to reign. 

2 Kings 18:1

Two men went up to the temple to pray, one a Pharisee and 
the other a tax collector. 

Luke 18:10

. . . Jesus told this parable: Paul, an apostle of Christ Jesus by the will of God, to God’s 
holy people in Ephesus, the faithful in Christ Jesus:  Grace 
and peace to you from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 
Christ. 

Ephesians 1:1–2

I saw heaven standing open and there before me was a 
white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and True. With 
justice he judges and wages war. His eyes are like blazing 
fire, and on his head are many crowns. He has a name 
written on him that no one knows but he himself. 

Revelation 19:11–12

• narratives 

• gospels 

• epistles 

• poetry 

• prophecy 

• proverbs  

• parables  

• visions 

• apocalyptic  

• prayers 

• wisdom 

• legal codes

discuss

Read Jonah 1:1–17. What characteristics of the writing 
do you notice? What is the genre of this passage? 

Read Jonah 2:2–9. What characteristics of the writing do 
you notice? What is the genre of this passage? 

What are some key features of narratives, epistles, 
poetry, and prophecy?

2. Context



Where does this passage come 
within the flow of salvation history?

What is the specific historical 
context of this passage?

How does this passage fit with its 
context in the rest of the section 
and book (and the whole Bible)?

3. Structure
The meaning of a Bible passage is 

tied to its structure

Any passage needs to be seen 
within the wider structure

How do we find the 
structure?

identify the units of thought or flow 
of ideas



change of scene, characters, 
subject, style, etc. repetition logical connections

narratives  scenes 

epistles  paragraphs 

prophecy  oracles 

gospels  pericope – incident, parable, etc. 

poetry  stanza (most often pairs of lines)

Sum up the ideas in each section 
with a short heading 

Hebrew Narrative

repetition fast pace Plot



sequence of scenes
scenes usually only have 2 

characters
each scene must be read in context 

of the whole

the big context is God’s promises 
and intention crisis and resolution crisis intensifies

discuss

Who are the characters in each scene in Jonah? How are 
they portrayed? 

How does the plot develop?

4. Content setting



characters dialogue key words and ideas

figures of speech
simile: comparing one thing with 

something else Your prophets, Israel, are like jackals among ruins. 
Ezekiel 13:4

metaphor: analogical word picture You have not gone up to the breaches in the wall to repair it 
for the house of Israel so that it will stand firm in the battle 
on the day of the LORD. 

Ezekiel 13:5

Application



Two tests for application So what? Yes but how?

Three golden rules A text cannot mean what it could 
not mean to its original readers

When we face similar circumstances 
to the original readers, God's word 
to us is the same as it was to them 

When we don't face similar 
circumstances, we should look for 
the general principle underlying 

God's specific word to them. We can 
then apply the principle to 


