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Some Genres of Scripture and Interpretive Questions to Ask 

 

 
Law: Mostly found in Leviticus and Deuteronomy. The purpose of law is to express God’s sovereign will concern-

ing government, priestly duties, social responsibilities, etc. Knowledge of Hebrew manners and customs of the time, 

as well as knowledge of the covenants, will complement a reading of this material. 

 

Ask:  What does this passage tell us about God and His holiness, about Israel and her sin, and about how Israel need-

ed to obey in order to maintain her covenant relationship with God?  What specific areas of life does God expect ho-

liness and transformation within His people?  Are these areas still relevant under the new covenant? 

 

 

History: Stories and epics from the Bible are included in this genre. Almost every book in the Bible contains some 

history, but Genesis, Exodus, Numbers, Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, 1 and 2 Chronicles, Ezra, 

Nehemiah, and Acts are predominately history. Knowledge of secular history is crucial, as it dovetails perfectly with 

biblical history and makes interpretation much more robust. 

 

Ask: What does this passage tell us about God (the Hero), His plan, or the role that His people should be playing in 

His plan?  What positive or negative model might this passage be setting before us to teach us about trusting God in 

the midst of His plan? 

 

 

Narrative: This genre includes the Gospels, which are biographical narratives about Jesus, and the books of Ruth, 

Esther, and Jonah.  These are purposeful stories retelling the historical events of the pas that are intended to give 

meaning and direction for a given people in the present.  Because narratives are inspired by the Holy Spirit, the story 

they tell is not so much our story as it is God’s story – it becomes our story as He “writes” us into it.   (see p. 91-92 

of How to Read…) 

 

Ask:  Who are main characters?  Are they examples of faithful followers of God or not?  As with any story, setting, 

plot, scene breaks, and climax are important.   

 

 

Epistles: There are 21 letters in the New Testament from the apostles to various churches or individuals. 

An epistle is a letter, usually in a formal style.  Epistles were occasional documents, arising out of and intended for a 

specific occasion.  This means the recipients, their problems and attitudes are very important.  It was first a word to 

them and then a word to us.   The content of the Epistles involves clarification, rebuke, explanation, correction of 

false teaching and a deeper dive into the teachings of Jesus.  

 

Ask: what does it mean for them?  What situations are the same for us?  How then should I live as a citizen of the 

kingdom of God?  Are there certain principles of ministry that Jesus is modeling that would be appropriate for us to 

imitate in our ministries?   

 

 

 

 



T R A I N I N G  

 

 

Prophecy and Apocalyptic Literature: The Prophetic writings are the Old Testament books of Isaiah through Mal-

achi, and the New Testament book of Revelation. They include predictions of future events, warnings of coming 

judgment, and an overview of God’s plan for Israel. Apocalyptic literature is a specific form of prophecy, largely 

involving symbols and imagery and predicting disaster and destruction. Some things will not be made clear to us 

except in the fullness of time, so it is best not to assume to know everything when it comes to prophetic literature.  

To see the prophets as primarily predictors of future events is to miss their primary function, which was, in fact, 

to speak for God to their contemporaries.   

 

Ask: What is the historical context and what was God was saying to Israel through the prophet?  In what ways is the 

ungodly society in Israel and Judah in the days of the prophets similar to the ungodly society of our day?  What do 

these books tell us about how God interacts with His people?  

 

Wisdom: Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Job, and Song of Songs are wisdom literature.  This is the genre of maxims or tru-

isms that teach the meaning of life and how to live. Some of the language used in wisdom literature is metaphorical 

and poetic, and this should be taken into account.   

 

Ask:  What does this passage tell us about what wise, skillful living would be in the area being discussed? What gen-

eral pattern does this reveal for God’s people, or what specific behaviors does it challenge us to embrace? 

 

Poetry: These include books of rhythmic prose, parallelism, and metaphor, such as Song of Solomon, Lamentations 

and Psalms. We know that many of the psalms were written by David, himself a musician, or David’s worship lead-

er, Asaph. Because poetry does not translate easily, we lose some of the musical “flow” in English.  

 

Ask: What type of psalm am I reading?  (see p.213-215 in How to Read..)  What does this psalm tell us about how 

we should pray, praise, and generally express our hearts’ desires to God in individual and corporate worship?   

 

 

 

For more help, go to: http://tinyurl.com/lffdas2 and read the chapter on the genre you want to study from How to 

Read the Bible for All its Word by Fee and Stuart.   

http://tinyurl.com/lffdas2

