
!
A Compilation of Books!!
The Bible is a compilation of 66 books written by numerous authors over a period of his-
tory that spans perhaps 17 centuries. As a whole, it presents the story of human history 
from its beginning to its end, and reveals an over-arching theme of the redemption of 
the human race through the formation of the nation of Israel as the people of God and 
the coming of the Messiah, Jesus of Nazareth.  Each book in the Bible can be seen 
both as an individual work as well as part of the redemptive story.  We must therefore 
read the Bible in this light, paying attention to numerous themes simultaneously.!!
Literary Genres!!
The first step in reading our Bible is to determine the literary genre of the book we are 
reading. A genre is a classification based upon a particular style, form or content. The 
more we understand the literary genre of each book, the better we will understand its 
primary theme, as well as its subtle nuances. Sometimes a book will contain the literary 
features of numerous genres. In such cases the reader of the Bible must bear in mind 
numerous purposes and themes simultaneously. Finally, we must keep in mind that the 
literature of the Bible is from the ancient world. We must therefore take care not to im-
pose our own modern expectations. An example of this would be the modern expecta-
tion that the Book of Genesis present the history of creation according to the principles 
of modern scientific discovery.!!
The following list describe the various genres of biblical literature:!!
History or Narrative !
(Genesis, Exodus Leviticus Numbers, Deuteronomy, Joshua, Judges, Ruth, !
1&2 Samuel, 1&2 Kings, 1&2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther)!!
Much of the Bible is history or narrative, and gives an account of actual historical 
events. The general purpose of the recording of history in the Bible is to give an account 
of the plans and purposes of God in our world as they are manifest in human activity. 
The history of the Bible is therefore presented with the backdrop of God’s providence. 
When we are reading the historical literature of the Bible, we should be considering how 
each event relates to God’s larger plan. The purpose of history in the Old Testament is 
to show how God created and called the nation of Israel to be his chosen people. The 
purpose of history in the New Testament is to show how God, through Jesus Christ, has 
extended his invitation to all the peoples and nations of the earth.!!!!

How to Study Your Bible Lesson Three!
The Bible as Literature



Law!!
Within the history of the Old Testament is a genre of literature referred to as “The Law.” 
These are the commandments of God given to the people of God with the expectation 
that they would obey and receive blessing. The term “The Law” has many definitions 
within the context of biblical literature. First, it refers to the Ten Commandments, but it 
can also be used for the numerous statues and ordinances God gave to govern his 
people. Beyond this, it can refer to the rabbinic traditions that took shape as the people 
of God attempted to interpret the Law for their day-to-day living. It can also refer formal-
ly to the first five books of the Bible ascribed to Moses as author, also referred to as the 
Pentateuch (literally meaning “The Five Books).!!
Within the law, there are various categories. First, there are the Commandments which 
apply to all those who would seek after God and desire to live as God’s people. Second-
ly, there are numerous ordinances and statutes that were given specifically to the Is-
raelites as prescriptions for government. Third, there are numerous prescriptions for the 
conduct of worship and holy living in the Old Testament. As we read the Old Testament 
law through the lens of the New Testament covenant in Jesus Christ, we should consid-
er which laws find their fulfillment and completion in Christ, and which laws are to serve 
as perpetual commandments for God’s people throughout all time. For example, it is no 
longer necessary for us to fulfill laws that require sacrifice for sins because sacrificial 
laws find their fulfillment in the atoning death of Christ on the cross. Yet many laws, 
such as the 10 Commandments, endure throughout all time.!!
Wisdom!
(Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes)!!
The wisdom literature of the Bible is offered to assist the people of God in the gift of 
spiritual discernment. When we are reading the wisdom literature the Bible, we are per-
ceiving life from God’s perspective. Sometimes wisdom literature pertains to simple, 
common statements or maxims that can be used in day-to-day living. Other times wis-
dom literature attempts to present a comprehensive overview of human life. Either way, 
our perspective on life is enlightened and enriched.!!
Poetry!
(Psalms, Song of Songs, Lamentations)!!
The poetry of the Bible explores the depth of human emotion as it pertains to all aspects 
of life. The Psalms explore our emotions as they pertain to a relationship with God and 
present a vast array of thoughts and reflections. The Song of Songs is an erotic love 
poem that celebrates romantic and sexual love. Lamentations is a song of deep sorrow 
expressed by the prophet Jeremiah as he weeps for the rebelliousness of God’s people.  
Whenever we read the poetry of the Bible, we can find validation for many of the emo-
tions we feel as we seek to live for God.!!



Prophecy!
(Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Jonah, Micha, Nahum, 
Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, Revelation)!!
The prophetic books of the Bible are ascribed to those who are called by God to bear 
messages to people. The primary function of the office of the prophet was to convey the 
thoughts of God regarding the obedience of the people. Because the people of God of-
ten went astray, the words of the prophets were often harsh or corrective in nature. 
Whenever we read the books of prophecy, we find the passionate heart of God clearly 
explained.!!
Apocalyptic!
(Daniel, Revelation)!!
Within prophetic writing we will sometimes find apocalyptic literature. This is prophecy 
that has to do with future events. The book of Daniel is the apocalyptic book of the Old 
Testament and covers a period of history from the return of the Israelites to Judea after 
their Babylonian exile to the coming of the Messiah. The book of Revelation relates pri-
marily to the time of persecution under the Roman emperor Domitian who ruled from 
81-96 A.D.  The boat then turns its attention to the second coming of Christ, the end of 
human history and the future glorification of the church. Whenever we read apocalyptic 
literature we must take great care to associate its visions and symbols with the historic 
events they represent.!!
Gospel!
(Matthew, Mark, Luke, John)!!
 A gospel is a literary genre of the first century that celebrates the rise of a dynamic 
leader into power. It literally means “The Good News.” While this genre has roots in 
greek and roman literature, the term “gospel” today is used almost exclusively to refer to 
the books of Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.  When we read the Gospels, we are look-
ing at them not only as historical accounts, but as the revelation of God’s plan for the 
salvation of the entire human race.!!
 Is important to note that many later works, referred to as the Gnostic Gospels, are dis-
qualified for this category because they are not narratives or histories of Jesus life, but 
are merely collections of sayings attributed to Jesus. These works were produced many 
years after the apostles of Christ had died, and project onto the life of Christ the so-
ciopolitical inclinations of later centuries.!!!!!!



Epistle!
(Romans, 1&2 Corinthians, Galatians Ephesians Philippians, Colossians, !
1&2 Thessalonians, 1&2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon, Hebrews, James, 1&2 Peter, !
1,2&3 John, Jude, Revelation)!!
The epistles are letters written by the apostles for various purposes. Some  were written 
as theological treatises on a particular topic. For example, the theme of Romans is the 
doctrine of salvation through faith. The letter to the Hebrews explains the role of Jesus 
as our high Priest. Other letters were written to specific churches for their ongoing de-
velopment.  The category of “epistle” applies to any letter written by an apostle to a par-
ticular audience.!!
The General Epistles!
(James, 1&2 Peter, 1,2&3 John, Jude)!!
 Within this category are the general epistles. These were written with the entire Church 
of Jesus Christ in mind. Whenever we read the general epistles we can know that they 
apply to all believers in their entirety. !!
The Pastoral Epistles!
(1&2 Timothy, Titus)!!
 The pastoral epistles were written to individuals who held pastoral authority. These are 
letters written by Paul to Timothy and Titus. Whenever we read one of these letters, we 
should keep in mind that Paul first had Timothy and Titus in mind as the recipients.  Is 
not known how widely Paul expected these letters to be copied and distributed for gen-
eral reading.!!!
The Historic Context!!
Part of the work of faithful interpretation is a careful examination of the historical context 
in which each book is written. While this is true for any book of the Bible, this becomes 
increasingly important as we examine the books of the New Testament which were all 
written in a relatively brief period of time. As the church expanded through out the Ro-
man empire in the first century, we can see a comparative progression of thought. For 
example, the book of James was written between 40 and 45 A.D. to “the twelve tribes in 
the dispersion” (James 1:1).  In his introduction, James compares the dispersion of 
Christian believers from Jerusalem after the stoning of Stephen to the historic disper-
sion of the tribes of Israel as a result of the Assyrian and Babylonian wars.  In doing so, 
he implies that the Christians are the new Israel. The book therefore goes on to de-
scribe what it means for the early Christians to live in such a manner so as to fulfill this 
new calling.!!



At the other end of the New Testament, the book of Revelation was written somewhere 
around 95 to 96 A.D. during the reign of the Roman Emperor Domitian. Domitian was 
the first Roman Emperor to enact laws for the persecution of Christians throughout the 
entire Roman empire. The book of Revelation was written to seven churches in the Ro-
man province of Asia to prepare them for this first great wave of persecution which Je-
sus describes as “the hour of trial that is coming on the whole world to test those who 
dwell on the earth” (Revelation 3:10). If we do not know the historic context into which 
the book of Revelation was written, our interpretation will be flawed. If we understand 
and appreciate the historic context, we will be able to more readily understand its larger 
theme and furthermore appreciate many subtleties.!!
The following is a general description of the most probable dates for each of the books 
of the New Testament. These dates are derived by listening to the testimony of other 
early Church writings. I have attempted to briefly describe what was happening in the 
life of the church at this time and what we might look for in each book as we rea

Book! ! ! Date (estimate)!!
James!! ! 40-45 A.D.!
Galatians ! ! 48!
1 Thessalonians! 49-51!
2 Thessalonians! 49-51!
1 Corinthians ! ! 53-55!
2 Corinthians! ! 55-56!
Romans! ! 57!
Matthew! ! mid-late 50’s!
Mark! ! ! late 50’s-early 60’s!!
Philippians! ! 62!
Colossians! ! 62!
Philemon! ! 62!
Ephesians! ! 62!
Luke! ! ! 62!!
Acts! ! ! 63!
1 Timothy! ! 62-64!
Titus! ! ! 62-64!
1 Peter!! ! 62-63!
2 Peter ! ! 64-67!
2 Timothy! ! 64-67!
Jude! ! ! 64-67!
Hebrews! ! 60-70!!
John! ! ! 85!
1 John!! ! 85-95!
2 John!! ! 85-95!
3 John!! ! 85-95!
Revelation! ! 95-96!

!!
Formative Beginnings!
Things are rocky at first.!
Romans helps people understand justification 
by faith.!
Matthew and Mark are written as instruments 
for witness.!!!!
The Church in Maturity!
Things are going generally well.!
Luke is written as a final expression of the life 
of Christ.!!!
The Church in Expansion!
Acts describes the expansion.!
Paul gives instructions to Timothy on leader-
ship structures.!
Peter and Jude write general epistles.!
Hebrews gives an exalted theology of Jesus as 
our Hight Priest.!!!
The Church and the Empire !
The spirit of Anti-Christ confuses the church 
internally. Peter and Paul have been executed. 
The church is about to be persecuted through-
out the empire.


