INDUCTIVE BIBLE STUDY – SUMMER 2007

Inductive Bible Study – Session 6
Yujin Han


I. Review: Keys to Inductive Bible Study

A. Observation – What do I see?

B. Interpretation – What does it mean?

C. Application – What does it matter?
II. Understanding the Different Kinds of Bible Genres

A. The Epistles

1. Learning to Think Contextually

a) The Nature of the Epistles

(1) Meaning: Beyond the typical letter, epistles were intended for the public and instructive

(2) The Form of the Epistles (e.g. Philippians)
(a) Writer (Paul and Timothy)
(b) Recipient (Philippian believers + overseers and deacons)
(c) Greeting (Grace and peace to you…)
(d) Prayer wish or thanksgiving (I thank my God…”
(e) Body

(i) Final greeting and farewell (Greet all the saints…)
(3) Common Element: Occasional documents from the First Century

b) The Historical Context


(1) Use of Bible Dictionary (or good study bible introduction/comment section)


(2) Read whole book through in one sitting with getting the big picture in mind


c) The Literary Context (Key: Think Paragraphs)


(1) Compact statement of content for each paragraph


(2) Compact explanation of why you think the writer says this right at this point


d) Problem Passages


(1) May be difficult because not written to us

(2) Need to distinguish what is certain from what is possible

(3) Even without details, may grasp main point

(4) Sometimes a good commentary can help

2. The Hermeneutical Question

a) Our Common Hermeneutics

(1) The Basic Rule – a text cannot mean what it never could have meant to its author or his or her readers (cf. 1 Cor 13:10 with reference to “when the perfect comes”; also 2 Timothy 3:16 “All Scripture…”)

(2) The Second Rule – Whenever we share comparable particulars (i.e. similar specific life situations) with the first-century hearers, God’s Word to us is the same as his Word to them

(a) Ex. 1 – “all have sinned” (Rom 3:23), “by grace [we] have been saved, through faith” (Eph 2:8); we ought to clothe ourselves with “compassion, kindness, humility, gentleness and patience (Col 3:12). Cf. 1 Cor 1-4 and Phil 1:28-2:18.

(b) Ex. 2 – 1 Cor 6:1-11 – We need to understand the situation is a lawsuit between two Christian brothers before a pagan judge out in the open marketplace in Corinth. Point does not change if the judge is a Christian or b/c the trial takes place in a courthouse. The point is that it is wrong for two brothers to go to the law outside the church. However, a question might arise with regard to a Christian suing a corporation, where a major difference in the particulars may change the situation though still one should take into consideration Paul’s appeal to the non-retaliation ethic of Jesus (v. 7). In this case, how might such a passage apply…


b) The Problem of Extended Application

When a comparable situation and comparable particulars (that is, the particulars in the text are similar to ours), God’s Word to us in such texts should be limited to its original intent.
Ex. 1 – 1 Cor 3:10-15 and 16-17 have been misapplied to the individual believer when the original context had the church in view. This passage DOES NOT teach that God will judge the person who abuses his or her body but rather that those with building responsibilities in the church will suffer loss if they build poorly.

Ex. 2 – 2 Cor 6:14 “Do not be unequally yoked with unbelievers” – Traditionally applied to the prohibition of believers marrying unbelievers. Original historical context unclear but “yoke” rarely used to refer to marriage in antiquity. It probably refers to idolatry (cf. 1 Cor 10:14-22). This may only legitimately be extended to apply to marriage in view of other clearer texts (e.g. 1 Cor 7:39).


c) The Problem of Particulars That are not Comparable

(1) First, do proper exegesis. In most cases a clear principle may be discerned


(2) Second, principles do not automatically become timeless but must be applied to genuinely comparable situations


(3) What makes something a matter of indifference? Basic Guidelines

(a) What the Epistles specifically indicate as matters of indifference may still be regarded as such: food, drink, observance of days, etc.

(b) Matters of indifference are not inherently moral but are cultural – even if they stem from religious culture.

(c) The sin-lists in the Epistles (e.g. Rom 1:29-30; 1 Cor 5:11; 6:9-10; 2 Tim 3:2-4) never include the 1st-century equivalents of the items we have listed above. Moreover, such matters of indifference are never included among the various lists of Christian imperatives (e.g. Rom 12: Eph 5; Col 3; etc.)

d) The Problem of Cultural Relativity

(1) One should first distinguish between the central core of the message of the Bible and what is dependent on or peripheral to it.

(2) One should be prepared to distinguish between what the NT itself sees as inherently moral and what is not.

(a) Absolute – Paul’s sin lists (e.g. 1 Cor 6-9)

(b) Cultural – Foot washing, exchanging the holy kiss, eating marketplace idol food, women having head covering when praying or prophesying

(3) One must make special note where the NT itself has a uniform and consistent witness and where it reflects differences.

(a) Uniform witness: love as the Christian’s basic ethical response, a non-retaliation personal ethic, the wrongness of strife, hatred, murder, stealing, practicing homosexuality, drunkenness, and sexual immorality of all kinds.

(b) Non-uniform witness: women’s ministries in the church, the political evaluation of Rome, the retention of one’s wealth, or of eating food offered to idols


(4) It is important to be able to distinguish within the NT itself between principle and specific application. 


(a) It is possible for a NT writer to support a relative application by an absolute principle and in so doing not make the application absolute. For example, in 1 Cor 11:2-16 Paul appeals to the divine order of creation and redemption and establishes the principle that one should do nothing to distract from the glory of God when the community is at worship. The specific application , however, seems to be relative, since Paul repeatedly appeals to “practice” or “nature” (vv. 6, 13-14, 16).

(b) We might also ask, “Would this have been an issue for us had we never encountered it in the NT documents?” (e.g. In Western culture the failure to cover a woman’s head with a full-length veil would probably create no difficulties at all and would in fact draw attention if done, contrary to the spirit of the text.


(5) It might also be important, as much as one is able to do this with care, to determine the cultural options open to any NT writer.


(a) Homosexuality was both affirmed and condemned in antiquity, but the NT writers take a singular view against it.

(b) Attitudes toward slavery as a system and the role of women were basically singular – no one denounced slavery as evil and women were consistently held inferior to men by the philosophers. The NT writers also do not denounce slavery as an evil though undercuts it by urging master and slave to treat each other as brothers and sisters in Christ (cf. Phlm 16; Eph 6:9). The NT on the other hand was ahead of its contemporaries with respect to its attitude toward women. Nevertheless, the degree to which the NT reflects the culture may reflect the only cultural option in the world around them.


(6) One must keep alert to possible cultural differences between the first and twenty-first centuries that are sometimes not immediately obvious.

(a) Role of women in the 21st century church – 1st century had few educational opportunities for women – may impact understanding of 1 Tim 2:9-15

(b) Our 21st century participatory democracy is quite different from govt. of the 1st century  - may influence our application of Rom 13:1-7


(7) One must finally exercise Christian charity at this point.


e) The Problem of Task Theology


(1) Because of the epistles’ occasional nature, we must be content at times with some limitations to our theological understanding (e.g. 1 Cor 6:2-3 of judging angels – beyond the affirmation itself, everything else is speculation).


(2) Sometimes our theological problems with epistles derive from the fact that we are asking our questions of texts that by their occasional nature are answering their questions only (e.g. 1 Cor 7:10 “not I, but the Lord” vs. 7:12 “I, not the Lord,” where there were certain situations in/not in the context of Jesus’ audience/culture).

B. The OT Narratives: Their Proper Use
1. The Nature of Narratives

a) What Narratives Are

Narratives are stories – purposeful stories retelling the historical events of the past that are intended to give meaning and direction for a given people in the present…there is a crucial difference between the biblical narrative and all others, because inspired by the Holy Spirit as they are, the story they tell is not so much our story as it is God’s story – and it becomes ours as he “writes” us into it.

All narratives have three basic parts: characters, plot, and plot resolution.

b) Three Levels of Narrative

(1) Metanarrative – top (“third”) level – has to do with the whole universal plan of God worked out through his creation. Key aspects of the plot at this top level are the initial creation itself, the fall of humanity, the power and ubiquity of sin, the need for redemption, and Christ’s incarnation and sacrifice. Sometimes this top level is also referred to as the “story of redemption” or “redemptive history.”

(2) The 2nd level is the story of God’s redeeming a people for his name. These people are constituted twice – by a former covenant and a “new” covenant.

(3) Finally, there is the “first” level. Here are found all the hundreds of individual narratives that make up the other two levels. This includes both the compound narratives – for example, the Genesis narrative(s) of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, or Joseph as a whole – and the smaller units that make up the larger narrative.
This “hierarchy of narrative” should help us understand and apply the OT narratives. When Jesus taught that the Scriptures “testify about me” (John 5:39), he was speaking of the ultimate, top level of the narrative, in which his atonement was the central act, and the subjection of all creation to him is the climax of its plot.


c) What Narratives Are Not

(1) Old Testament narratives are not allegories or stories filled with hidden meanings.


(2) Individual Old Testament narratives are not intended to teach moral lessons.

(3) However, even though the OT narratives do not necessarily teach directly, they often illustrate what is taught explicitly and categorically elsewhere (cf. 2 Sam 11 with Ex 20:14).


2. The Characteristics of Hebrew Narrative

a) The Narrator

(1) Since, he is the one who chooses what to say in the story, he is comparatively “omniscient.”

(2) The narrator is responsible for the “point of view” of the story, that is, the perspective from which the story is told (Moses as author of Pentateuch/perspective of Joseph in speech in 50:20).

b) The Scene(s) – predominant mode of Hebrew narration is scenic (“then…then…then” – Gen 37; Deut 1)

c) The Characters

(1) Characterization has little to do with physical appearance. More important are matters of status or profession or tribal designation

(2) Two features of characterization that stand out:

(a) Characters often appear wither in contrast or parallel (e.g. Jacob and Esau, Joseph and his brothers; John the Baptist and Elijah.

(b) The predominant mode of characterization occurs in the characters’ words and actions, not in the narrator’s own description.

d) Dialogue

(1) The first point of dialogue is often a significant clue both to the story plot and to the character of the speaker.

(2) Contrastive dialogue often functions as a way of characterization as well.

(3) Very often the narrator will emphasize the crucial parts of the narrative by having one of the characters repeat or summarize the narrative in a speech.

e) Plot – a narrative cannot function without a plot and a plot resolution; therefore, the narrative must have a beginning, middle, and end, which together focus on a buildup of dramatic tension that is eventually released.

f) Features of Structure

(1) Repetition 

(a) Of words (e.g. Gen 37 “brother” 15x and the plot carried by “hated” in vv 4,5, 8).

(b) Resuming the narrative after an interruption (cf. 37:36 with 39:1)

(c) Stereotyped patterns (cycles in Judges)

(2) Inclusion – a technical term for the form of repetition where a narrative is begun and brought to conclusion on the same note or in the same way

(a) Chiasm – special form of inclusion in which whole books or smaller narratives are structured in some form of an ABCBA pattern.

(b) Foreshadowing – where something that is briefly noted in an earlier part of a narrative is picked up in detail later on

g) A Final Word – remember the presence of God in the narrative


3. Some Final Cautions

a) Allegorizing – instead of concentrating on the clear meaning of the narrative, people relegate the text to merely reflecting another meaning beyond the text. There are allegorical portions of Scripture (e.g. Ezek 23 and parts of Revelation), but no historical narrative is at the same time an allegory.

b) Decontextualizing – ignoring the full historical and literary contexts, and often the individual narrative, people concentrate on small units only and thus miss interpretational clues.

c) Selectivity – this is similar to Decontextualizing. It involves picking and choosing specific words and phrases to concentrate on while ignoring the others and ignoring the overall sweep of the narrative being studied.

d) Moralizing – this is the assumption that principles for living can be derived from all passages. The fallacy of this approach is that it ignores the fact that the narratives were written to show the progress of God’s history of redemption, not to illustrate principles. They are historical narratives, not illustrative narratives.

e) Personalizing – also known as individualizing, this refers to reading Scripture in the way suggested above, supposing that any or all parts apply to you or your group in a way that they do not apply to everyone else (e.g. the story of God’s building of the temple is God’s way of telling us that we have to construct a new church building.”)

f) Misappropriation – This is closely related to personalizing. It is to appropriate the text for purposes that are quite foreign to the biblical narrative. This is what is happening when, on the basis of Judges 6:36-40, people “fleece” God as a way of finding God’s will.

g) False appropriation – This is another form of Decontextualizing. It is to read into a biblical narrative suggestions or ideas that come from contemporary culture that are simultaneously foreign to the narrator’s purpose and contradictory to his point of view. A prime example is to find the “hint” of a homosexual relationship between David and Jonathan in 1 Samuel 20 because of verse 17 (“[Jonathan] loved him as he loved himself”) and verse 41 (“they kissed each other” – which of course in that culture was not on the lips!). But such a “hint” not only is not in the text, it stands completely outside the narrator’s point of view: Their “love” is covenantal and is likened to God’s love (vv. 14 and 42).

h) False combination – This approach combines elements from here and there in a passage and makes a point out of their combination, even though the elements themselves are not directly connected in the passage itself. (e.g. 2 Sam 5:6-7 David’s capturing Jerusalem with Judges 1:8 Israelites capturing Jerusalem)

i) Redefinition – When the plain meaning of the text leaves people cold, producing no immediate spiritual delight or saying something other than what they with it said, they are often tempted to redefine it to mean something else (e.g. 2 Chronicles 7:14-15 but Heb 11:16).

j) Fundamental advice – Do not be a “monkey-see-monkey-do” reader of the Bible. No Bible narrative was written specifically about you. Your task is to learn God’s word from the narratives about them, not to try to do everything that was done in the Bible. Just because someone in the Bible story did something, it does not mean you have either permission or obligation to do it, too.


4. Principles for Interpreting Narratives

a) An OT narrative usually does not directly teach a doctrine.

b) An OT narrative usually illustrates a doctrine or doctrines taught propositionally elsewhere

c) Narratives record what happened – not necessarily what should have happened or what ought to happen every time. Therefore, not every narrative has an individual identifiable moral application.

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

e) Most of the characters in the OT narratives are far from perfect – as are their actions as well.

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

g) All narratives are selective and incomplete. Not all the relevant details are always given (cf. John 21:25). What does appear in the narrative is everything that the inspired author thought important for us to know.

h) 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.

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

j) In the final analysis, God is the hero of all biblical narratives.

III. Discussion of Philippians 2:19-30

A. Central Message regarding unity and humility in their partnership in the Gospel expressed in two servant-messengers being sent to the Philippians.


1. Timothy

a) Paul’s messenger (bring news to Paul) – expecting cheery news about Philippians

b) Character attestation

(1) Exemplary in selfless concern for others – “no one else like him…genuine interest…in your welfare.”

(2) Contrasted with self interest of others – “For everyone looks out for is own interests…”

(3) Christ-centeredness of Timothy’s selfless concern – “not those of Jesus Christ.”

c) Personal relationship to Paul

(1) Tested and approved – “you know…Timothy has proved himself”

(2) Proven in devotion – “as a son with his father”

(3) Demonstrated in purposeful action – “in the work of the gospel”

d) Paul’s intention

(1) Send Timothy after knowing his own fate

(2) Confidence that Paul will come to see the Philippians too

2. Epaphroditus (only mentioned in Philippians)
a) Philippians’ messenger (bring news to Philippians) – sending Epaphroditus back to Philippians as “necessary”
b) Accreditation

(1) Intimacy – “my brother”

(2) Partnership – “fellow worker”

(3) Significance – “fellow soldier”

(4) Link to Philippians – “your messenger”

c) Purpose of Epaphroditus – “[Philippians] sent to take care of my [Paul’s] needs.” (cf. Philipp. 4:18)
d) Attestation of Epaphroditus Character and Service

(1) Close relationship with Philippians – “longs for all of you…distressed because you heard…”

(2) God’s providence – “But God has mercy…”

(3) Paul’s closeness to Epaphroditus – “but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow.”

(4) Paul’s closeness to the Philippians – “I am all the more eager to send him…you may be glad and I may have less anxiety.” – compare this with the command not to be anxious in Philipp. 4:6ff.
e) Acclamation of Epaphroditus
(1) Honorable – “Welcome him in the Lord with great joy, and honor men like him.”

(2) Reason for honor – “because he almost died for the work of Christ, risking his life…” (cf. Rom 16)


