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ation. But how does the surrounding context define “evil ’
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Discovering the Literary Context

-al preaching distorts the meaning of Scripture by disregard-
v context. Here is how that happens.

, Jiterary €0 W :
below shows how a biblical author’s thought flows

ar text. Expository preaching (in contrast to topical
ow an author’s flow of thought through a particular
order to grasp the intended meaning and commu-

he congregation.

(see the resulting diagram below).
newspaper to the menu to the poem to the love letter, picking thoughts at
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see how this approach could easily violate the literary context and lead to
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s divided into paragraphs or sections, summarize the main idea of each
section, and explain how your particular passage relates to the surround-
ing sections. Let’s continue with our Philemon example.

1. Identify how the book is divided into paragraphs or sections. Look at
several different Bible translations to see how the translators have divided
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will be a consensus among the translations (as there is with vv. 4-7). If you
want to do the work yourself, you need to look for changes in the text as
clues to a shift in the author’s flow of thought (e.g., conjunctions, changes
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ontext is the most valid interpretation. When we disregard liter-
cun the risk of forcing the Bible to say what we want it to
ple’s immediate needs, but ultimately,
this approach hurts people by robbing them of God’s liberating truth.
people are seeKing time-tested answers to problems that are staring them
. the face, answers that contemporary culture simply cannot supply.
When we take the literary context seriously, we are saying, “We want to

hear what God is trying to say to us.”
We honor the literary context by playing by the game rules established

by the author through his use of literary genre and when we pay close

;lttcn'tion to the surrounding context. We ourselves communicate by con-

necting our words, sentences, and paragraphs into a coherent message,

a xtu: t h.e Bible does t}'le same. As you honor the literary context of a passage

:u lLtrtxpt:r’e, you will be saying through your actions that above all, you
o hear what God has to say to you through his Word.

We study [iter
fits the ¢
ary context, we
ay. This may appear to satisfy peo

5
.

Discussion Questions
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instances of interpreti
: eting a bibli
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ent types ol literature found in the ””)’(,‘. In ”IC (),d 'l'cstament

cncounter narrative, ,JW, pm‘ny, prnph(‘(y, and Wi‘»‘d()m. The
tament forms include gospel, hlf.mry, letter, ;
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own set of rules. This insightful analogy shows how
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play by the rules when it comes to recognizing lite

Think for a moment of a l‘lurupcun soccer fan attending his first
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and the rules under which the game is played,
is bound to be confusing,

In a similar way, there are different “game” rules involved in the
interpretation of the different kinds of biblical literature, The author has
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A ‘ ‘ 5
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yur passage. AS the circles of the con-

circle is to the center, the greater

. the closer the

ally has on ‘he meaning of your passage.
ntext of 1 Peter 5:7 reveals that

re at the immediate cO
A cdit ¢ ;
5 y tied to humbling ourselves

- our cares on the Lord 18 strongl
tronger when we realize that

casting ; :

b :,1‘(,“. him. This relationship grows even S

, . . -

o (v. 7) is actually a participle in the Greek text and should
» (see, e.g., the NASB translation).

“casting
te context reveals that humbling ourselves before God

d troubles to God because we know
o God, “I can bear

ful look

the word “cas
be lramsldtcd

The immedia
entrust our concerns an
us and will not let us down. Pride says t

this burden by myself,” whereas humility involves casting our cares on
our caring God. What a positive definition of humility! And that insight

comes from a careful reading of the immediate context.
The next step is learning to identify the surrounding context
passage. Before we do that, however, we should first discuss a couple of

means that we

that God loves

of your

dangers associated with disregarding context.
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Dangers of Disregarding Literary Context

You have probably heard it said that you can make the Bible say anything
e e o i s o
you s g the covenant of communication
;mp:mt in the genre), you cannot make the Bible say just anything. Cults
f:sma:xl;:zlcfsroif.rxpture twistin7g, and most of their misreadings stem
enii tljcerar(}; context.” Just bec.ause we approach Scripture as
M st1ans oes r.mt make us immune to misinterpretations
e ‘:‘tz I:glect ht.erar?f context. There are a number of dan-
e ni isregarding literary context. Here we will point out
ost common problems.

Ignoring the Surrounding Context

The first d is si ;
ally haPPe:sl%zlrm i m?b.r ignoring the surrounding context. This usu-
en individuals focus on a single verse without paying
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