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READING LESSON 15: ANALYTICAL READING 

After an inspectional reading, if you do decide that you want to read the book entirely it will 
be helpful for you to keep some “rules” in mind, or at least to know in advance (and remind 
yourself along the way) what it is you’re trying to pay attention to as you read.  
 
We’re going to go through a summary of steps that cover several chapters in How to Read a 
Book by Adler. Realistically, you’re not going to go step by step through this list with every 
book you read, but you may want to at least try it with a book or two in the near future. 
Hopefully some of it will become second nature as you get more experienced, but maybe we 
should really all be pulling this list out whenever we decide to read a book that feels difficult 
for us. Yes, following along with these steps and pausing to analyze them will make the book 
take longer. But if you’re reading a book that’s hard for you, it’s because you want to 
understand something that you’ve decided is important, so give yourself permission to take 
as long as it takes.  
 
Active reading is all about asking yourself questions as you read. Adler narrows it down to 
four main questions that you should be learning the answers to along the way1: 
 

1. What is the book about as a whole? (If you can’t summarize in your own words, 
you’re not understanding.) 

2. What is being said in detail, and how? 
3. Is the book true, in whole or in part? 
4. Why does the author think it’s important for you to know this? 

 
He’s going to break these questions down into a series of rules. The first four will have to do 
with finding the answer to Question 1 (what the book is about), the second four are about 
Question 2 (understanding the details), and the rest have to do with Question 3 (whether the 
book is true and how to handle it if you think something isn’t true).  
 
The fourth question (why the author thinks this is important) is just generally a really good 
thing to keep in front of you. Usually the author will tell you this in the introduction, and he 
or she may continue making the case along the way that the subject matter actually has 
importance for your life. If at any point you can’t answer the question of why it even matters 
for you to be reading this, perhaps you’re reading the wrong book for you. It may be more 
difficult to keep in view the importance of books about the Bible or about its ancient 
cultures. These will change your thinking, even if you get a bit bogged down in the details, 
but there’s not always clarity about how it will change your life. You just can’t know how God 
will bring these to mind later and cause you to draw from them. 
 
                                                             
1 Adler, How to Read a Book, chapter 5. 
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Beginning with Question 1, here are Adler’s rules for finding out what a book is about: 
 

1. Classify the book according to kind and subject matter. 
2. State what the whole book is about with utmost brevity. 
3. Enumerate its major parts in their order and relation and outline these parts as you 

have outlined the whole. 
4. Define the problem or problems the author has tried to solve. 

 
You should be able to answer these at least partially after an inspectional reading. This would 
be an important set of questions to ask yourself if you’ve taken a lengthy break from a book, 
and maybe to pull out and review at other points along the way. 
 
When it comes to understanding the details and interpreting the book’s contents, here are 
the next four rules: 
 

5. Come to terms with the author by interpreting his key words 
6. Grasp the author’s leading propositions by dealing with his most important sentences. 
7. Know the author’s arguments by finding them in or constructing them out of 

sequences of sentences. 
8. Determine which of his problems the author has solved, and which he has not; and of 

the latter, decide which the author knew he had failed to solve. 
 
We could spend a lot of time breaking those down so you can understand them better, but 
like I said, the author spends several chapters on them and we’re just trying to give an 
overview here.  
 
To expand just a little on each of the above points: 
 
For rule 5, you have to grasp what the author means when he uses certain words. Realize 
that you may come into it with different assumptions about a word’s meaning. “Coming to 
terms” is to gain an understanding of the author’s definitions. 
 
For rule 6, learn to pick out topic sentences and chew over them until you understand. 
 
For rule 7, If you’ve read a few chapters and you really don’t know what’s going on, stop and 
take some time to go back over what you’ve read and try to summarize the flow of the 
author’s argument so far. What is he trying to teach you, and what are the main steps he is 
taking you on to get there? This may be obvious from just an outline, but you may need to go 
back and review your underlines. 
 
Rule 8 is harder, and it’s not something we tend to think about with clarity. But maybe you’ve 
had the feeling as you read a book that you still have a question about something or that the 
author didn’t consider something that you know about and so his point isn’t complete. When 
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I think about realistically bothering to take the time to answer this question, I’m going to pick 
up on unresolved issues with my underlines. I’ll look back to see where I put question marks 
in the margin or even wrote out in the margin where I see it differently. The more you’re 
willing to interact with the book through your pencil, the easier it will be for you to deal with 
questions 5-8. 
 
We come now to Question 3 (back up near the top), which involves finding out if the book is 
true or not. Adler spends a lot of space in his book dealing with the issue of what to do when 
you disagree with an author. We’ve already talked about this in Lesson 10, but here are his 
rules to summarize. He calls these “General Maxims of Intellectual Etiquette.” It’s kind of a 
pompous title, but it introduces the idea that the reader has a responsibility to handle 
disagreements a certain way, especially because we’re usually coming to a book as non-
experts who are looking to be taught by an expert.  
 

9. Do not begin criticism until you have completed your outline and your 
interpretation of the book. (Do not say you agree, disagree, or suspend judgement 
until you can say “I understand.”) 

10. Do not disagree disputatiously or contentiously. 
11. Demonstrate that you recognize the difference between knowledge and mere 

personal opinion by presenting good reasons for any critical judgments you make. 
 
He goes on to give his criteria for whether you have the right to criticize the author. If you’re 
going to criticize you need to be able to do one of the following: 
 

12. Show wherein the author is uninformed. 
13. Show wherein the author is misinformed. 
14. Show wherein the author is illogical. 
15. Show wherein the author’s analysis or account is incomplete. 

 
Even if you don’t do all these steps (I do not, although I have assimilated many of them into 
my thought processes), you will still benefit from reviewing them occasionally. Some of you 
may even benefit from reading a whole book about reading like How to Read a Book. 
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LITERATURE LESSON 11: OLD TESTAMENT PROPHECY 

The books of the prophets in the Bible are divided into major prophets and minor prophets. 
This comes from the time when the smaller ones were called prophetes minores in Latin, 
which means “shorter,” not “less important” as it can mean now. So, the major ones are 
longer (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel) and the other twelve are shorter. The shorter 
twelve used to be grouped into one large book, called “The Twelve.” 
 
The prophetic books are notoriously difficult to understand, which makes them the least 
familiar to modern readers of all the books of the Bible. Much of the difficulty comes from a 
misunderstanding of the word “prophecy.” Many dictionaries define this as the foretelling of 
events that haven’t happened yet. It’s true that the prophets of the Bible did sometimes 
announce the future, but when they did so it was almost always the immediate future of 
their own regions. They were trying to get people to repent, so they told them the 
consequences if they continued in their idolatrous ways. Their main concern was not the far-
distant future (the end of the age), yet this what many Christians are looking for when they 
crack open these books. 
 
The prophets’ primary function was to speak for God to their own contemporaries. Most 
prophets that lived during OT times didn’t write down their messages for God, like the ones 
we have collected in the Bible. There were hundreds of prophets in ancient Israel. Some of 
them, like Elijah and Elisha, were very influential and their stories are familiar to us, yet we 
don’t have collections of their spoken oracles. We know more about their lives than we do 
about what they said, which is the opposite of how it is with the writing prophets, whom we 
know little about personally. 
 
As with all Scripture, the original hearers of the messages of the prophets would have found 
it much easier to understand what was being said than it is for us thousands of years later. 
What is clear to them is cloudy to us. The original audience had distinct advantages over 
people who are trying to interpret from the distance of time and culture, and it takes work to 
overcome this disadvantage.  
 
To begin to do that, we should clarify the role and function of prophets in Israel.  
 

1. Prophets were covenant enforcement mediators. God had made a covenant with 
Israel and told them they would be blessed if they kept it and cursed when they 
didn’t. So, when they were keeping the covenant, God would speak through prophets 
to help them understand why they were being blessed. More often, when they 
violated the covenant, God used the prophets to give repeated warnings of what was 
going to have to happen if they didn’t repent.  
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When God first made the covenant with Israel and gave the law (the stipulations of 
the covenant that were the people’s responsibility in return for his benefits and 
protection), Moses was the mediator of that covenant. This is why Moses is seen as a 
paradigm or model for the prophets. All who followed after him were spokespersons 
for the covenant—bringing it back to their minds and forcing them to make a 
decision. So the prophets didn’t invent the blessings and curses they talk about. They 
may word them in particularly colorful and novel ways, but they were always 
reproducing the word that God had already spoken.  
 
The categories of blessings and curses were clearly spelled out in three places: 
Leviticus 26, Deuteronomy 4, and Deuteronomy 28-32. If you want to understand the 
prophets better and find familiarity in their statements when you read them, first 
learn those seven chapters of the Bible as well as you possibly can! These blessings 
and curses (consequences) were often metaphorical, but sometimes literal. They 
always applied to the nation as a whole. They did not guarantee prosperity or lack 
thereof to any particular individual. Remember when you read the prophets that 
most of them wrote during the time that Israel was in direct rebellion against 
Yahweh, so they are predominantly negative as far as what God says is coming in the 
future for his people. Once he finally punished them, God moved back to his basic 
plan of showing mercy and then they tend to become more positive. Look for this 
pattern when you read: An identification of Israel’s sin or of God’s love for his people, 
followed by a prediction of a curse or blessing, depending on what they’re doing. 

 
2. The prophets’ message was not their own, but God’s. Each one has his own style, 

vocabulary, emphases, idioms, and concerns, but they regularly say things like “this is 
what the Lord says.”  

 
3. The prophets were God’s direct representatives. They weren’t radical social 

reformers or innovative religious thinkers. God had already declared the social 
reforms he wanted to see happen when he made the covenant. The prophets were 
just reminding people of what God had already said. Their messages were unoriginal. 
They’re new in wording and in some details, but old in concept—in essence, the same 
message God had given through Moses. God was using a new guy with new wording 
to get the attention of a new generation with an old message. Even when we get 
more detail about the coming messiah, for example, remember that a messiah had 
been promised long ago through Eve and then made more clear in Deuteronomy 
18:18. (“I will raise up for them a prophet like you from among their people, and I will 
put my words in his mouth. My prophet will tell them everything I command him.”) 

 
So, most of the time, the prophets were railing against something, not predicting the future. 
Specifically, they railed against unrighteousness, whether that of their own people or of the 
nations surrounding them. 
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It shouldn’t be surprising that parts of the Bible are profound and difficult to understand, 
since God’s thoughts are beyond ours. Sometimes it takes time and patient study to figure it 
out. Especially with the prophets, we can benefit a lot from outside help. It’s a good idea to 
read the introductory notes from a study Bible or a Bible dictionary article on a given book 
before you start reading that book. If you want to study just a small part of one of the books, 
you’ll want to look at good commentaries. A Bible handbook would be the right tool if you 
are reading several chapters of a prophetic book, since it will give more of an overview. It’s a 
handicap not to use one. 
 
For example, it’s important to know that these were times of unprecedented upheaval and 
religious unfaithfulness, as well as enormous shifts in the balance of power in the region. You 
should brush up on your basic Israelite history if you’ve forgotten the important points about 
the division of the nation into the northern and southern kingdoms, the Assyrian conquest of 
the northern kingdom (Israel) after a long period of idolatry, then the eventual fall of Judah 
to Babylon after their unfaithfulness and their return to the land after 70 years in exile. If 
these events are entirely unfamiliar, you’re probably going to have a hard time following 
what the prophets are saying.  
 
We’ll find when we study the epistles that we need to think in terms of paragraphs, but with 
prophecy, we should think oracles. Sometimes the oracles run into each other a bit and it’s 
hard to tell where one ends and another begins, but each one should be investigated as a 
whole. Chapter divisions aren’t always helpful. Again, a Bible handbook or the notes of a 
study Bible are the simplest ways to see how the oracles are laid out and what form they 
take.  
 
The prophets used a variety of literary forms. These are the five most common: 
 

1. The Lawsuit: The full form of a lawsuit oracle contains a summons, a charge, 
evidence, and a verdict.  
 

Isaiah 3:13-26 

13 The Lord has taken his place to contend; 

    he stands to judge peoples. 
14 The Lord will enter into judgment 

    with the elders and princes of his people: 

“It is you who have devoured the vineyard, 

    the spoil of the poor is in your houses. 
15 What do you mean by crushing my people, 

    by grinding the face of the poor?” 

declares the Lord God of hosts. 
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16 The Lord said: 

Because the daughters of Zion are haughty 

    and walk with outstretched necks, 

    glancing wantonly with their eyes, 

mincing along as they go, 

    tinkling with their feet, 
17 therefore the Lord will strike with a scab 

    the heads of the daughters of Zion, 

    and the Lord will lay bare their secret parts. 
18 In that day the Lord will take away the finery of the anklets, the headbands, and 

the crescents; 19 the pendants, the bracelets, and the scarves; 20 the headdresses, the 

armlets, the sashes, the perfume boxes, and the amulets; 21 the signet rings and nose 

rings; 22 the festal robes, the mantles, the cloaks, and the handbags; 23 the mirrors, 

the linen garments, the turbans, and the veils. 
24 Instead of perfume there will be rottenness; 

    and instead of a belt, a rope; 

and instead of well-set hair, baldness; 

    and instead of a rich robe, a skirt of sackcloth; 

    and branding instead of beauty. 
25 Your men shall fall by the sword 

    and your mighty men in battle. 
26 And her gates shall lament and mourn; 

    empty, she shall sit on the ground. 

 
2. The Woe: This is an announcement of distress, often beginning with the word “woe.” 

The reason for the distress will be stated and there will be a prediction of doom.   
 

Habakkuk 2:6-8 
6 Shall not all these take up their taunt against him, with scoffing and riddles for him, 

and say, 

“Woe to him who heaps up what is not his own— 

    for how long?— 

    and loads himself with pledges!” 
7 Will not your debtors suddenly arise, 

    and those awake who will make you tremble? 
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    Then you will be spoil for them. 
8 Because you have plundered many nations, 

    all the remnant of the peoples shall plunder you, 

for the blood of man and violence to the earth, 

    to cities and all who dwell in them. 

 
3. The Promise: This will have a reference to the future, a mention of radical change, 

and a mention of blessing.  
 

Amos 9:11-15 
11 “In that day I will raise up 

    the booth of David that is fallen 

and repair its breaches, 

    and raise up its ruins 

    and rebuild it as in the days of old, 
12 that they may possess the remnant of Edom 

    and all the nations who are called by my name,” 

    declares the Lord who does this. 
13 “Behold, the days are coming,” declares the Lord, 

    “when the plowman shall overtake the reaper 

    and the treader of grapes him who sows the seed; 

the mountains shall drip sweet wine, 

    and all the hills shall flow with it. 
14 I will restore the fortunes of my people Israel, 

    and they shall rebuild the ruined cities and inhabit them; 

they shall plant vineyards and drink their wine, 

    and they shall make gardens and eat their fruit. 
15 I will plant them on their land, 

    and they shall never again be uprooted 

    out of the land that I have given them,” 

says the Lord your God. 

 
4. The Enactment prophecy: Sometimes a prophet would actually do a little drama or 

perform symbolic actions to demonstrate the concepts in the message.  
 

Ezekiel 4:1-4 
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“And you, son of man, take a brick and lay it before you, and engrave on it a city, 

even Jerusalem. 2 And put siegeworks against it, and build a siege wall against 

it, and cast up a mound against it. Set camps also against it, and plant battering 

rams against it all around. 3 And you, take an iron griddle, and place it as an iron wall 

between you and the city; and set your face toward it, and let it be in a state of 

siege, and press the siege against it. This is a sign for the house of Israel. 

4 “Then lie on your left side, and place the punishment of the house of Israel upon it. 

For the number of the days that you lie on it, you shall bear their punishment.  

 
5. The Messenger Speech: This is the most common form and may appear right 

alongside one of the others. It usually starts with a formula, like “this is what the Lord 
says” or “this is the word of the Lord concerning…” This was to let people know that 
the prophet wasn’t just making something up. 
 

 The word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord in the days of Jehoiakim the son of 
Josiah, king of Judah: 2 “Go to the house of the Rechabites… “ 

 
Other subgenres of prophecy include the Funeral Dirge (in which Israel is pictured as a corpse 
ready to be buried), the Disputation (a series of rhetorical questions), and the War Oracle. 
 
The prophetic books make heavy use of poetry. Ordinary, plain language is not enough when 
you’re trying to get people’s attention! The subject matter requires vivid wording and a 
sense of urgency. 
 

Our ideas about things we have never experienced are largely controlled by things we 
have experienced. No matter how hard we try, we cannot create the categories of 
thinking and expression necessary to describe what we have never experienced.1  
 

 
So when prophets are talking about things to come that have never happened before, they 
put it in terms of things we know, but these are just pictures or shadows of the reality. 
 
Sometimes various images are used to visualize the same thing. For example, Rev 21:3 says 
“Now the dwelling of God is with man.” God and humans will be living together in perfect 
unity. 
 
 
 

                                                             
1 Sandy, D. Brent. Plowshares & Pruning Hooks, page 25. 
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This end-goal is visualized with a variety of metaphors:  
 

• Tree of life 
• Crown of life 
• White stone 
• Authority over nations 
• Morning star 
• Dressed in white 
• Pillar in God’s temple 
• Name of God 
• Name of Jerusalem 
• Sitting on God’s throne 

 
To illustrate the difficulty of describing something unlike anything we’ve ever seen before, 
Dr. Sandy says: 
 

Imagine a twenty something American student describing a whitewater rafting 
experience to a seventy something Bedouin patriarch. The American has something 
exhilarating to tell about, but how can she express it? 
 
The Bedouin ekes out an existence in a water-deprived desert, has barely seen rain, let 
alone a river, and has no framework for conceiving of millions of gallons being 
released at the base of a huge dam. The Bedouin cannot understand concepts like 
whitewater, the deafening roar of crashing water, hydraulics and walls of water. He is 
also baffled by the notion of pumping air inside of cloth, with men (and women!) 
floating in a boat made of such cloth. He is puzzled by the possibility of people having 
the leisure or desire to do such a thing. 
 
For the American to communicate with this man of sand–assuming language is not a 
barrier–she must use things from a Bedouin’s world and conjure up images that will 
let him experience a very different world. The combination of something exciting to 
describe and something impossible to describe will result in something like the 
language of prophecy. The power is what is beholds and in how it describes the 
beholden.2 

 
 

                                                             
2 Ibid, page 31-32. 
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The challenge when interpreting prophecy is often the attempt to determine whether the 
prophet is being literal or figurative. It’s not easy, and there are degrees of literalness. It’s not 
just all-or-nothing. But if all the prophets’ thoughts were expressed with literal language 
only, their words could be reduced to just a few pages of the Bible instead of comprising a 
major section of it. It would be tedious repetition without the poetry. 
 
As with everything in scripture, we need to try to put ourselves in their heads by learning 
about the culture. What are we missing because we live in a time that is so different and 
distant? For example, the language of curses and blessings had certain formulae that were 
familiar in the ancient Near East but aren’t familiar to us, so we don’t recognize them when 
we see them. “If you obey, then this. If you disobey, then this.” No middle-of-the-road 
options ever appear. The intent wasn’t to define the specific details of the bad things that 
would happen, but to make the point that it would be very, very bad. Sometimes it’s so 
extreme that it would be like saying, “I’m going to hang you and then shoot you and then 
send you to the electric chair and then bury you alive.”  
 
Another thing to remember is that different things were seen as blessings to them than to 
us. It was a huge blessing to have lots of kids: “a full quiver.” We might see that as more of a 
challenge now. Being removed from their land was much more personal, where in our 
culture people often move from one part of the country or world to another. They would 
compare a removal from their home to disembodiment; we call it “opportunity.” 
 
When seeking to apply prophecy to our own lives, we need to be careful not to make it say 
what we want it to say instead of what God actually intended. Sometimes the prophecies of 
the prophet’s near future kind of blend into statements about the distant end-times future, 
so that can make it difficult. Any time a passage is talking about end-times, it’s often 
metaphorical by nature so we need to be careful not to force literalism onto it. We also need 
to be careful not to be too zealous about seeing New Testament events in Old Testament 
oracles, as this can produce some strange results. Certainly, many events in the Old 
Testament point to the coming Messiah, but there had to be a meaning to the original 
hearers. Reading prophecy well is always going to involve distinguishing between what the 
original hearer would have thought about it and its personal application to our own lives. 
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LITERATURE LESSON 12: OLD TESTAMENT APOCALYPTIC LITERATURE 

Dr. D. Brent Sandy has compared apocalyptic writers to political cartoonists who sketch 
recent events in politics and prominent world leaders in figurative and bizarre ways.  
 
It will help us to look at his comparison chart for the prophecy and apocalyptic genres.1  
 

                                                             
1 Sandy, D. Brent. Plowshares & Pruning Hooks, page 107. 

Prophecy Apocalyptic 

Laments the sinfulness on the 
earth and urges repentance. 

Asserts that the ever-present wickedness is beyond 
hope. The only solution is total destruction: the earth is 
going to melt with searing heat. 

Reveals God’s displeasure with 
his people—their irreverent 
attitudes and idolatrous 
conduct. 

 

Assumes that the readers are themselves displeased 
with the evil around them and are anxious for God to 
provide a solution. 

Calls the people of God back to 
obedience to God. 

Calls for the few remaining faithful to persevere until the 
end: in the face of difficult odds they are to keep their 
robes pure. 

Announces that God is going to 
judge sin and offer salvation, 
usually to be accomplished 
through natural means or 
human agents. 

Announces that God himself is going to intervene and 
judge the world through supernatural means: he will 
ride out of heaven on a white horse and rule the 
nations. 

Presents its message as direct 
speech from God: “Thus says 
the Lord.” 

Presents its message in graphic images, visions, and 
symbols. The message is sometimes shrouded in 
mystery. 

Predicts both immediate and 
distant judgment and salvation. 

Focuses primarily on final solutions. The situation is too 
serious for short-term answers. The only hope is for God 
to bring the history of man’s sinfulness to conclusion 
and to establish a solution that will last for eternity: 
there will be no more night, and they will reign forever 
and ever. 
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We’ll be able to make more sense of the differences if we keep in mind the basic function of 
apocalyptic literature.  
 

1. Call to worship 
2. Comfort that God is in control 
3. Insight into cosmic issues 
4. Hope for the persecuted 
5. Assurance of God’s victory 
6. Call to purity 

 
To put it in a nutshell, apocalyptic writing serves to explain why the saints are facing so many 
trials and how they should handle them.  
 
When it comes to determining whether something is apocalyptic when you’re reading it or 
knowing what to even do with it when you find it, William Kline and Craig Blomberg have 
some helpful pointers in their book, Introduction to Biblical Interpretation.2   
 

1. You can just read through your Old Testament, especially, and look for the presence or 
absence of those apocalyptic features we just described. You'll find that more space is 
devoted to prophecy as a genre than apocalyptic. Since that's the case, we ought not 
to assume that a prophecy without apocalyptic features is saying anything about the 
final end-times. We need to let scripture's own genres and their usage guide us here.  

 
2. The Bible itself is the best guide for determining which prophecies were fulfilled during 

the Old Testament time period and during the New Testament time period—the 
biblical period itself. When considering a prediction in the Old Testament prophets, if 
the passage is not apocalyptic in genre or if it's clearly quoted or alluded to in the New 
Testament as being fulfilled, then it's unwise to assume that a prophecy in the Old 
Testament Prophets is pointing to our own time period or some yet distant future. We 
need to let the Bible provide parameters for us in those regards. 

 
3. In many (and perhaps most) cases, Old Testament prophecies about Israel and Zion 

find their fulfillment in the Church by the New Testament's own reckoning and 
quotation. The book of Hebrews is a good example of temple and Zion theology 
applied directly to the Church. Since the Church is a historical entity, this is still 
historical, real-time fulfillment, but it's something that's already accomplished. If the 
New Testament is silent about a specific Old Testament prophecy dealing with the 
physical nation of Israel, then that prophecy might anticipate a future historical 

                                                             
2 The five points here are from the transcript of Episode 29 of the Naked Bible Podcast, which is 
quoting Kline and Blomberg. http://nakedbiblepodcast.com/episodes/  
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fulfillment in that direction. Again, we're trying to let the New Testament be our guide 
as to what has been fulfilled and what's still out there.  

 
4. Apocalyptic prophecies' symbols were given to people in the biblical period for their 

own understanding. That is, while symbols are cryptic and weird, the referent point of 
a symbol is something knowable to the audience to whom it came and to whom it was 
given. It might be foreign to us, but they would have understood it. Otherwise, it 
would be meaningless. That means that symbolic language is not to be deciphered by 
what we know in our world, but by what they knew in their world.  

 
5. When the New Testament assigns meaning and fulfillment to an Old Testament 

apocalyptic symbol, we ought not disregard it and assume the symbol stands for 
something in our own world. For example, the locust imagery of the book of 
Revelation ought to be understood the way the Old Testament uses locust imagery: 
for invading human armies—not for helicopters or strange hybrid monster creatures 
from inner earth or outer space. That would have been utterly meaningless to the 
original recipients of that kind of material.  

 
In this type of writing, the details are less important than the whole. Compare impressionistic 
painting to realistic. If you look too closely at it, it doesn’t make sense, but when you step 
back, all the brush strokes combine to make a whole. Likewise, it’s true that some 
pronouncements of the prophets were fulfilled literally, but you could never have known 
beforehand which details would be fulfilled this way or exactly how it would take place. This is 
why the Jews as a whole entirely missed their Messiah. They had preconceived 
interpretations of how the prophecies would be fulfilled, but God had some surprises in 
store. It was all tucked there into the prophecies and we can see it now, but it was all 
impressionistic up-close brush strokes if you lived back in OT times.  
 

Prophecy is always accurate in what it intends to reveal, but rarely does it reveal 
information so that we may know the future in advance.3 

 
So why does God bother telling the future at all if we can’t use these pronouncements to 
determine what and how things are going to happen? It’s because farsightedness offers 
hope, while nearsightedness can produce despair. Knowing that your suffering is part of a 
much bigger picture gives you a measure of relief and purpose. It gives you hope.  
 
If God had told us nothing about the distant future, we would have no expectation that God 
will one day step into this world and fix it. We might doubt his power to do so. By giving us 
the apocalyptic genre, God assures us that what is coming will be startling, unique, and 
wonderful beyond description for those who belong to Him. But if he had made it absolutely 

                                                             
3 Sandy, D. Brent. Plowshares & Pruning Hooks, page 197. 
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literal and detailed, it couldn’t offer the same hope to each generation that it does by 
remaining somewhat ambiguous. I think God intended for all Christians to see their own 
times reflected in apocalyptic literature and to expect his return at any moment! If the details 
couldn’t possibly apply to my time, where is the motivation to live as if the end were near? 
The genius of apocalyptic is that it motivates us to remain pure and gives us the hope that it 
won’t be long, and it has done this for each generation. 
 
It may seem a bit daunting to read this genre, but let’s keep in mind what we can know for 
sure:4  
 

• Jesus may come at any moment, but it also may not happen in our lifetime. 
• When he comes, it will be the most dramatic visitation of earth ever to occur. It’s 

beyond our imagination and requires metaphors to even approach it. 
• The end times will be cataclysmic in every way. 
• God’s wrath against the godless will be merciless. 
• God has wonderful plans for the overcomers. 
• Everyone in every place will revere God’s name and do God’s will when his kingdom 

comes. 
 
The rule of thumb in this sort of material is to let the Bible itself be our guide—to honor the 
genres that God used to communicate things to us in, and also to honor the way the Bible 
itself says this or that was fulfilled. If we do that, it's not going to eliminate the idea of 
predictive prophecy at a future time yet future to us, but it's going to give us some 
guideposts and some boundaries that are going to be really helpful and that will keep us from 
going off the deep-end when we look at this material in the Bible. 

 

                                                             
4 Ibid, page 188. 
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LITERATURE LESSON 13: GOSPELS 

The Gospels have a variety of subgenres that match up with the styles of Greek literature 
that were being written at the same time they were written. You could look at these and 
other themes if you wanted to pursue the similarities and differences: 
 

• Divine Man 
• Comedy (in which an unlikely character brings resolution to a dilemma) 
• Tragedy (in which the hero meets a bad end) 
• Midrash (the retelling of sacred traditions that came earlier) 
• Miracle Story (divine intervention in the affairs of humans) 
• Pronouncement Story (the unusual circumstance of a person, especially related to 

their birth, possible ascension and what happened after their death) 
 
All of these were literary devices and themes that an educated reader of Greek would have 
recognized jumping out of the pages of the Gospels. It’s another area in which the modern 
reader experiences a distance from the original text that must be overcome by learning 
about these themes. 
 
But instead of just focusing on purely the literary forms, we’re going to get practical and 
learn what we really need to think about to interpret the Gospels well. The major 
hermeneutical difficulty with the Gospels is to properly understand what the “kingdom of 
God” means. It’s presented in the context of first-century Judaism, yet it’s critical to all of 
Jesus’ ministry and to our own application.1  
 
When we have trouble interpreting the Gospels it’s usually either because Jesus himself did 
not write them or because there are four of them.  
 
Jesus spoke in Aramaic and knew Hebrew, but his teachings only come to us in Greek 
secondhand. The same saying of Jesus may appear in more than one Gospel in different 
wording or different contexts. This may seem like a threat to the trustworthiness of the 
accounts, but it’s not. The Gospels have actually proven to be more historically reliable than 
any other documents from antiquity.2 We might have preferred a tape-recorded, machine-
produced exact version of everything Jesus said along with a daily calendar of where and 
when he said it, but God didn’t choose to give us Scripture that way. He gave us what we 
know about Jesus through four eyewitness accounts, and it ends up being a pretty brilliant 
format. 
 

                                                             
1 Fee and Stuart, page 127. 
2 For more about the evidence for the historical reliability of the Gospels, see The Case for Christ by 
Lee Strobel or Reinventing Jesus by Komoszewski, Sawyer, and Wallace. 
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Why are there four? We don’t know all the reasons, but it has become clear that the way 
that Mark first wrote things down did not necessarily meet all the needs of believers in other 
communities. So, Matthew and Luke each took what Mark had written and reconfigured and 
added material to meet the needs of those for whom they wanted to give an account of 
Jesus’ life and ministry. These three Gospels all have a lot in common. They’re called the 
Synoptic Gospels. It’s simply improbable that three people would tell the same story in the 
same way and use the exact same wording sometimes, with about 60-percent agreement, 
especially since there are a lot of different ways to say the same thing in Greek. The later 
ones seem to have worked from Mark. John’s is very different, as he wrote independently of 
the other three and seems to have included what he felt still needed to be told or explained. 
None of them is more important than the others, and it helps us understand a lot when we 
look at the historical setting and the purpose each one had for writing. 
 
Outside reading is the only way to really get a grasp on the historical setting. You cannot see 
first century culture all on your own because you didn’t live then. They did things very 
differently, and the authors assume their readers know what they’re talking about from the 
culture they shared at the time.  
 
Jesus used a variety of forms when he taught: parables, hyperbole, proverbs, similes, 
metaphors, poetry, questions, and irony. All of these forms were familiar to his listeners and 
require work from us to understand how his usage would have been different from our own. 
Remember that Jesus’ words (and the stories about his life) didn’t begin to be written down 
until about 30 years after his death, so the contents of the Gospels were largely passed down 
orally until at least that time. People would have told individual stories repeatedly. These 
small sections of scripture are often called “pericopes” by scholars. It means 
“pronouncement stories” and indicates that the pronouncement Jesus made at the end is 
the point of telling the story.  
 
Here’s an example of a pericope (from Luke 20), including the setting information that was 
given at the beginning of the chapter: 
 

One day, as Jesus was teaching the people in the temple and preaching the gospel, the chief 
priests and the scribes with the elders came up 2 and said to him, “Tell us by what authority 
you do these things, or who it is that gave you this authority.”…   

 
19 The scribes and the chief priests sought to lay hands on him at that very hour, for they 
perceived that he had told this parable against them, but they feared the people. 20 So 
they watched him and sent spies, who pretended to be sincere, that they might catch him in 
something he said, so as to deliver him up to the authority and jurisdiction of the 
governor. 21 So they asked him, “Teacher, we know that you speak and teach rightly, 
and show no partiality, but truly teach the way of God. 22 Is it lawful for us to give tribute 
to Caesar, or not?” 23 But he perceived their craftiness, and said to them, 24 “Show me a 
denarius. Whose likeness and inscription does it have?” They said, “Caesar's.” 25 He said to 
them, “Then render to Caesar the things that are Caesar's, and to God the things that are 
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God's.” 26 And they were not able in the presence of the people to catch him in what he said, 
but marveling at his answer they became silent. 
 

In this case we were given the context of the saying (Jesus is teaching in the temple and is 
being tested by the scribes and Pharisees, who are out to get him), and it’s all heading toward 
Jesus’ wise pronouncement and the conclusion that the Jewish leaders weren’t able to trip 
him up. Lots of other sayings were passed on orally without their contexts. The Gospel 
writers took on the job of telling the stories behind all of these sayings that were floating 
around. We can be pretty sure of each one’s interest and concerns by studying the way he 
selected and arranged the materials he had at his disposal.  
 
This is worth taking a closer look. It’s really helpful to note the distinctions and intended 
audience for each Gospel. You may want to summarize this on the opening page of each 
Gospel in your Bible. 
 

• Matthew: Most likely written for a Jewish Christian audience in Antioch Syria (the 
place from which Paul & Barnabas left). Matthew makes use of extensive quotations 
of the Old Testament. He presents Jesus as the fulfillment of Jewish hopes and 
expectations. He anticipates the questions of whether Jesus is Messiah and what the 
Kingdom will be like. 

 
• Mark: Probably based on Peter’s memoirs. He wrote for Gentile Christians in Rome 

when opposition was increasing alarmingly, shortly after Peter’s execution. He 
emphasizes the disciples' fear and misunderstanding, maybe to encourage those who 
were afraid and doubting. He likes to emphasize Jesus as messiah in light of the 
exodus of Israel, portraying Jesus as the one bringing on a second exodus. He also 
emphasizes Jesus’ suffering servant nature and the idea that suffering is a mark of 
true discipleship. That makes sense, since his audience was suffering for their faith. 

 
• Luke: He wrote particularly to Theophilus, and by extension to Gentile Christians 

across the Empire. Luke and Acts are considered to be a two-volume work by Luke 
that charts Jesus' significance in fulfilling God's plan to save the world. They’re meant 
to go together. The purpose was to convince readers of the truth of Jesus' arrival. His 
message is for all nations. It is far less Jewish in flavor than Matthew. 

 
• John: Wrote to Gentile Christians during a time of increased persecution. His Gospel 

is less tied to the immediate circumstances of a specific church, but to the larger 
Roman world. John wants YOU (the reader) to believe that Jesus is messiah and have 
life. Most of his material is about Jesus’ ministry in Jerusalem and Judea, rather than 
focusing on his Galilean ministry like the Synoptics do. 
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When studying a pericope in one Gospel, it’s usually best to be aware of the parallels in the 
others. None of them need each other to be understood, but the fact that God provided four 
perspectives ought to influence our study. We’re not really trying to fill in the details from the 
others so that they can be harmonized and the differences blurred out (although that can be 
a helpful form of study, too). We’re trying to see the distinctives between them and 
determine why the Spirit inspired the content to be transmitted to us that way. The 
differences may help us become aware of the different contexts of the early church to whom 
the authors were writing. They all had to be selective about what material to use. They had to 
arrange it to make their point and they had to adapt it for their audience. We may not like 
this, saying we prefer a history that is purely chronological and unbiased, but the truth is that 
all historians have to do the same thing, and historians in ancient times always cared about 
making their point. They weren’t interested in putting everything in tidy chronological order 
like we prefer today.  
 
So, assuming Mark wrote first and Matthew and Luke were looking at his account and 
thinking of what was needed in their own contexts (with the Spirit’s direction), here’s an 
example how they communicate the same truth in different ways: 
 

Mark 13:14    
But when you see the desolating sacrilege set up where it ought not to be… 
 
Matthew 24:15-16            
So when you see the desolating sacrilege spoken of by the prophet Daniel, standing in the 
holy place… (see how he added details about Daniel and the “where” for his Jewish readers?) 
 
Luke 21:20-21 
But when you see Jerusalem surrounded by armies, then know that its desolation has come 
near… 

 
Luke spells it right out for his Gentile readers and doesn’t expect them to know Jewish places 
and prophecies. 
 
The crucifixion pericopes all have some different details given, and sometimes the details 
seem to contradict each other. Again, this isn’t a mistake. It doesn’t mean we can’t trust the 
Gospels. It means the authors were making intentional points that they wanted their readers 
to pick up on. The details that may seem like background information actually become 
theological teaching points at times.  
 
Here’s a really interesting example that a doctoral student named Hans Mosicke pointed out 
on an episode of the Naked Bible Podcast.3 Mark states that the Roman soldiers put a purple 
cloak on Jesus. Purple was very expensive to produce and was considered the “perfect” color. 
But Matthew changes it (remember that he probably used Mark as a source) and says the 

                                                             
3 https://nakedbiblepodcast.com/podcast/naked-bible-247-sbl-conference-interviews-part-2/  
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cloak was scarlet. Why would he do this? Well, when the scapegoat was sent out into the 
wilderness on the Day of Atonement bearing the sins of the people, it had a scarlet band 
attached to it. Matthew wants his Jewish readers to make that connection as they read his 
account of Jesus bearing the sins of the world. He’s not trying to be historically accurate to 
the last detail like we would be. Neither was Mark, for that matter. He was pointing to 
perfection for a Gentile audience, not scarlet for a Jewish one. It doesn’t matter what color it 
really was because both of these theological points are true.  
 
Interestingly, Matthew makes another tiny change to the same account. While Mark says they 
made a crown of thorns and “put it on him,” Matthew says they “put it on his head.” Again, 
he’s pointing to that scapegoat, because the priests would symbolically transfer the sins of 
the people to the scapegoat by placing a hand on its head and then sending it away into the 
wilderness with all the sins. Matthew wants us to connect that word “thorns” with the thorns 
that are clearly part of the curse on mankind in Genesis 3. He wants us to connect the idea 
that Jesus bore the curse for us and is our scapegoat.  
 
A few other things to remember as you interpret the Gospels: 
 

1. We can’t interpret the imperatives (commands) as law. They sound like laws 
(impossible ones!), but the Christian life ought to be lived based on God’s grace, not 
by keeping laws in order to be saved or to remain a Christian. The imperatives of the 
Gospels are descriptions of how the Christian life should be lived because of God’s 
prior acceptance of us. People who are part of the kingdom of God don’t retaliate 
against oppressors because this is the ethic of the kingdom they belong to. We’re 
supposed to act like our dad. So, Jesus’ imperatives are a word for us, but they’re not 
like Old Testament law in which we would have to obey perfectly in order to be saved. 
 

2. The miracle stories and other narratives (like OT narratives) are not there to teach 
morals or serve as precedents for all behavior in the future. They are illustrating Jesus’ 
power and messiahship. Sometimes the event that is happening in the story is serving 
as an illustration of the very teaching Jesus is trying to do right then. For example, the 
point of the story about the rich young man is not that everyone who follows Jesus 
must sell all their possessions and traipse around the country. Other people in the 
Gospels weren’t required to do this, so it’s not meant to be normative for all 
believers. The point of the story is that we must not be tied to earthly things or 
commitments that prevent us from fully following Christ. Rich people can come to 
follow Christ without selling everything, as evidenced later by Zacchaeus.  Always look 
for the point that is being made, rather than assuming you are supposed to be doing 
something. 

 
3. You really can’t understand the Gospels well without a grasp on what the kingdom of 

God is. There is so much more to be said about the kingdom, but for now just keep in 
mind that Jewish people at the time were thinking ahead. They expected that God 
would step in soon and bring this age to a close and put all things right. So do we! To 
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understand the Gospels, we need to get it straight that Christ already accomplished 
complete victory and inaugurated his kingdom through his death and resurrection, yet 
there remains a significant “not yet” level of fulfillment. The process has begun, but it 
has not yet reached consummation.  
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LITERATURE LESSON 14: PARABLES 

Most parables show up in the New Testament, although scholars generally recognize seven 
parables in the Old Testament.1 
 
Even the parables that seem easiest to understand are often misinterpreted in our modern 
context. It’s often said that there are mysteries in them that only some people can 
understand, but the problem in Jesus’ time wasn’t so much that people couldn’t understand 
what he meant by them. Their problem was that they didn’t like the meanings! They failed to 
hear in a way that led to obedience. 
 
One of the keys for us in understanding the parables is to discover the original audience to 
whom they were spoken and to note the reactions they got from those people. It also helps 
to understand that there are different kinds of things that we call parables. We might more 
accurately use the term “similitude” (an illustration from everyday life) for something like the 
story of the woman working yeast into the dough, or “metaphor” for the time Jesus said his 
followers were the salt of the earth. The Good Samaritan is an example of a true parable—a 
story with a beginning and ending and a bit of a plot.  
 
There are times that a parable approaches being an allegory, like the story of the Wicked 
Tenants (the landowner represents the Father and the landowner’s son represents Jesus), 
but the parables are not true allegories. We need to be careful not to follow the tradition of 
some of the Church Fathers and try to make them so. They function very differently from 
allegories. Their purpose is to change someone’s behavior. A true allegory is a story in which 
each element means something foreign to the story itself. Parables aren’t primarily about the 
details or points of reference themselves; they’re aiming towards the intended response 
from the listener. 
 
There aren’t specific rules that neatly cover how to interpret all the different things that are 
called parables, but we can learn some guidelines that will help. 
 

                                                             
1 Old Testament parables: 

• Nathan's parable to David about the poor man and his little ewe lamb (2 Samuel 12) 
• The woman from Tekoa tells a story about her two sons (2 Samuel 14). 
• The prophet of Yahweh whose performance parable (he actually acts things out) condemns 

king Ahab (1 Kings 20) 
• The song parable of the vineyard in Isaiah 5 
• The eagles and the vine in Ezekiel 17 
• The lioness and her cubs in Ezekiel 19 
• The parable of the vine (also in Ezekiel 19) 
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One of the best ways to help you understand what a parable did for its hearers is to talk 
about what makes a joke funny. The New Testament parable itself was a message that was 
intended by its very nature to call forth a response, much like a joke. The parable teaching 
form to the first century people was just as familiar as lightbulb jokes are to us. They would 
know that a punchline is to be expected. They would have a reaction when they heard it, just 
like we do with jokes, whether we find them funny or offensive. For us to interpret the 
parables now, it’s like needing to have all the elements explained to us. We can still learn 
what the surprise would have been, but it won’t ever have quite the same impact. 
 
Sometimes we are told who the audience was for a given parable and sometimes we have to 
try to figure it out from the reactions Jesus got or from the points of reference he included in 
the story. It usually matters to know who he was talking to. When he told about the Good 
Samaritan, he was talking to an expert in the law who had wanted to make himself look 
good, so he asked, “Who is my neighbor?” A person like this would have expected the priest 
and Levite to go past the injured man. Those aren’t his people. He’s being set up to expect 
that a Pharisee will come by next and help the man, but the unexpected turn—the punchline 
of the joke—is that it was a contemptible Samaritan! This law expert had reduced the law to 
neat little systems that allowed him to love within his own comfortable limits, but Jesus 
exposed his prejudice and hatred, and therefore his lack of obedience to the command to 
love one’s neighbor. His problem wasn’t that he wouldn’t have helped the injured man (he 
likely would have). His lack of love is shown by the contempt he has for Samaritans. 
 
Knowing just how much the Jews hated the Samaritans is a pretty important factor to help 
understand the effect the parable had. It’s yet another instance in which we need to do 
some research to close up the cultural gap between ourselves and the original hearers. 
Cultural customs are what give the original stories their life, so it’s worth spending time 
getting outside help to learn about them. This is where good commentaries or other books 
can really help us. 
 
We need to say a few words about parables relating to the Kingdom of God. When Jesus 
says, “The kingdom of God is like…” a mustard seed or a treasure hidden in a field, etc., we 
shouldn’t read that like we would a simile, as if the two things are being directly compared. It 
would be better to say, “It is like this with the kingdom of God…” The whole parable is telling 
us something about the kingdom, not just the point of reference or detail being used as an 
illustration. Jesus is telling us that the kingdom of God is much greater than it may appear. 
He’s saying it is to be sought above anything else because it’s so wonderful. We shouldn’t get 
fixated on mustard seeds or treasure hunts and try to make allegories out of them. 
 
 Also, be sure to look for the main point. The four kinds of soil in the Parable of the Sower are 
like four responses to the proclamation of the kingdom, but the point of the parable is 
actually the urgency of the hour: “The kingdom is here. Be sure you respond rightly and take 
part in it!” All of Jesus’ parables are in one way another about the kingdom, so this would be 
a highly recommended topic for you to pursue your own study time. 
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When it comes to applying them to our own lives, it’s good to remember that when the 
parables were originally spoken, they seldom needed interpretation, just like a good joke 
doesn’t need to be explained to us. In order for the parables to speak to us in the same way, 
it may help (once we’ve done the exegetical work to discover the main point of the parable) 
to translate that point into our own context using points of reference that are familiar to us. 
Here’s an example from Fee/Stuart.2 It’s a modern rendition of the Good Samaritan parable 
that does a pretty good job of giving us the same reactions the ancient listener would have 
had. 
 

A family of disheveled, unkempt individuals was stranded by the side of a major road 
on a Sunday morning. They were in obvious distress. The mother was sitting on a 
tattered suitcase, hair uncombed, clothes in disarray, with a glazed look to her eyes, 
holding a smelly, poorly clad, crying baby. The father was unshaved, dressed in 
coveralls, a look of despair on his face as he tried to corral two other youngsters. 
Beside them was a run-down old car that had obviously just given up the ghost. 

Down the road came a car driven by the local bishop; he was on his way to church. 
And though the father of the family waved frantically, the bishop could not hold up his 
parishioners, so he acted as though he didn’t see them. 

Soon came another car, and again the father waved furiously. But the car was driven 
by the president of the Kiwanis Club, and he was late for a statewide meeting of 
Kiwanis presidents in a nearby city. He, too, acted as though he did not see them and 
kept his eyes straight on the road ahead of him.  

The next car that came by was driven by an outspoken local atheist, who had never 
been to church in his life. When he saw the family’s distress, he took them into his own 
car. After inquiring as to their need, he took them to a local motel, where he paid for a 
week’s lodging while the father found work. He also paid for the father to rent a car so 
he could look for work and gave the mother cash for food and new clothes. 

 
When we hear that, we’re okay with the bishop and the Kiwanis president going past 
because those aren’t “our people” and we don’t expect them to be unselfish. But we want 
the last guy to be our own pastor, not a hated atheist. We don’t want the truly bad guy to 
turn out to be the hero in the story.  
 
You have to be careful in changing stories like this and you have to make sure your exegesis 
has been done carefully so you’re not distorting important factors, but you can see how you 
came much closer to feeling the same feelings that the law expert would have felt when you 
put it in your own context. 
 
                                                             
2 How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth, page 160-161. 
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In the end, most parables are pretty clear about what Jesus’ main point was. So when we’re 
trying to interpret the meaning, we probably ought to take his own words seriously. He 
doesn’t ever allegorize every little detail of the story, but he does give us a whole series of 
overarching illustrations about what the kingdom is like. He seems to want us to know and 
care. 
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LITERATURE LESSON 15: NEW TESTAMENT NARRATIVE (ACTS) 

Like the narratives we talked about in the Old Testament, it’s a good idea to approach Acts as 
if you’re reading fiction. By that we mean we should notice when details are introduced and 
know that the author is trying to do something to us. He’s directing us toward a goal and how 
to think about what he’s saying by what he includes or doesn’t include. 
 
When we read the narratives in the Old Testament, we don’t often think of them as being 
there for the purpose of setting biblical precedents for our own lives (how we should 
behave). We’re much more likely to be guilty of doing that with the book of Acts, though. For 
example, we don’t put out an actual piece of sheep’s wool to find out what God’s will for us 
may be. Yet several common church practices have been based on something found in Acts, 
like the effort to determine exactly how baptism should be done, or how a church should be 
organized, or how often to have communion, or choosing deacons by voting. A lot of the 
division one finds in the church can be traced back to different ways of interpreting Acts. We 
tend to read it selectively (emphasizing some parts and ignoring others), depending on 
whether we’re trying to read for historical information, evidence for the faith, or devotion. 
 
We’ll find that we should approach New Testament narratives quite similarly to how we read 
Old Testament narratives. Luke gave us a document that turns out to be an excellent 
example of the Hellenistic historiography of his day. This kind of history wasn’t written simply 
to be a chronicle of the past, but was also intended to be entertaining and to moralize or 
offer a defense of the faith. His story really encompasses both the Gospel of Luke and the 
Book of Acts, which we often forget because of the order of our New Testament that puts 
John in between the two. The way he saw it, God’s story began in the Old Testament and 
continued on through the life of Jesus and into the Spirit’s activity in forming the Church. It’s 
important to keep asking yourself why Luke wrote the book, even though this is not 
necessarily an easy question.  
 
If you use Luke’s own brief summary statements scattered throughout the book, you’ll find 
that it’s divided into 6 sections (6:7, 9:31, 12:24, 16:4, 19:20). It moves from a Jewish setting 
based in Jerusalem under Peter’s leadership toward a largely Gentile church under Paul’s 
leadership, with Rome as the goal. Acts is the story of God reclaiming the nations that he had 
once disinherited. By taking people from every tribe, tongue, language, and nation his own 
children, God is establishing his kingdom all over the whole world and taking ownership of 
what is rightfully his (and taking that away from his spiritual enemies). In trying to determine 
Luke’s purpose for writing, you’ll be missing the mark if you don’t include anything about the 
mission to reach the world and bring the Gentiles into the family of God. 
 
 



Let’s Learn!                                                                                                                                             

 72 

Here are some interesting things about Luke’s approach: 
 

1. He doesn’t tell the biographies of the apostles. People drop out of sight from the 
narrative once their role has been played, since he’s staying on task to tell about the 
spread of the gospel. 

 
2. He has little or no interest in how local churches should be organized. He doesn’t tell 

how the leadership of the Jerusalem church passed from Peter and the other apostles 
to James. He tells about how leaders were appointed to take over some of the work, 
but if his goal were really to create a normative procedure for all churches to follow 
in the future, he would have given a lot more detail along these lines. He doesn’t give 
any specific examples of what the Christian or church experience should look like. For 
instance, the Jerusalem church was communal for a while, but this is never the 
description of Gentile churches. 

 
3. He makes a fairly direct line from Jerusalem to Rome when telling about the 

expansion of the kingdom, even though the gospel was also spreading in the other 
direction toward Mesopotamia, Africa, and India. Getting the gospel to Rome was 
synonymous for him with it reaching the whole world, because Rome was the world 
power. 

 
Ask yourself some contextual questions as you read:  
 

• What’s the point of this narrative or speech being included when others weren’t?  
• How does it move the narrative forward?  
• Why is it put here?  

 
These questions aren’t as exciting as personal application, but they’re a crucial starting place 
for understanding.  
 
Fee and Stuart spend some time on the question of whether there is a sense in which Acts 
not only describes the early church but speaks as a norm for the church of all times. Does 
what happened also function to tell us what must happen in the ongoing church? And if it 
does, how do you find out which things apply to us and which ones don’t?  We all tend to 
treat precedent (the first appearance of a topic) as normative authority, although we’re 
seldom consistent about that.  
 
Unless Scripture explicitly tells us we must do something, it is not obligatory for all believers 
if it is only seen in a narrative section—unless it can be demonstrated on other grounds that 
the author intended it to function this way. For example, we see in chapter 6 how the church 
helped a minority group by allowing that group to select their own leadership. Must every 
church do it this way? There’s no reason to believe Luke was trying to say so when he wrote 
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down the narrative, yet the procedure makes good sense and is often effective and there 
doesn’t seem to be a good reason not to do it that way. But this is incidental to Luke’s intent. 
 
Fee and Stuart’s suggestions to help us determine what applies to us1: 
 

1. The Word of God in Acts that may be regarded as normative for Christians is related 
primarily to what any given narrative was intended to teach. 
 

2. The details that are incidental to the primary intent of the narrative do not have the 
same teaching value as what it was intended to teach, although it may serve as 
additional support to what is unequivocally taught elsewhere. But you can’t force 
secondary things to become primary. 

 
3. If it can be shown that the purpose of a given narrative is to establish precedent, then 

this can be regarded as normative.  
 
Honestly, this leaves us with little that can be considered normative for Christian experience 
and practice, which means there is a great deal of room for freedom and diversity for what 
the church may look like in various parts of the world throughout time. That’s really good 
news, because that’s how it IS! There doesn’t turn out to be one biblically “best” way of 
doing church. Avoiding sin should be normative, but the specific religious traditions of 
churches may vary. It’s not a good idea to determine that all Christians must do a certain 
thing or do something a certain way. 
 
When you begin to notice repeated patterns or situations in which there is only one way of 
doing something described and then you put this with the rest of what scripture teaches, you 
can come to some conclusions about things that are disputed among Christians. Examples:  
 

• You can make a strong case that immersion is the type of baptism being described in 
the New Testament.  

• You can make a weak case that people should take communion every Sunday 
together.  

• You can’t make much of a case at all for historical precedent for infant baptism.  
• To say that a Christian minister is able to function as a priest (mediator between God 

and man like the OT priests) fails on all counts. It’s not only unsupportable by 
precedent, but it also contradicts important points of NT theology. 

 
 

                                                             
1 Fee and Stuart, beginning on page 121. 
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But in lots of other matters, there is room for variety.  Some of us dislike not knowing “the 
rules” clearly, but it’s wonderful that God allows so much freedom and diversity within the 
Body! I think he likes seeing what His kids come up with. The areas in which we differ 
become opportunities to love each other well. We can rest easy in our own traditions, 
knowing that there are many different ways to please our Father. 
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LITERATURE LESSON 17: NEW TESTAMENT APOCALYPTIC 

Before we get into apocalyptic literature, we need to briefly cover two other common genres 
found in the New Testament. 
 
Domestic Codes 
 
Domestic Codes are a type of literature that is all about how people are to relate to each 
other within the context of various relationships. The writings of the Second Temple period 
have a lot of codes like this, but the Bible is quite different from the others. It is much more 
focused on the person who is lower in social status. Those at the upper levels of society are 
given more restrictions. In the end, it is much kinder and fairer to the poor, women, and 
slaves, although you won’t see demands for total equality within the context of that time 
period. 
 
Virtue and Vice Lists 
 
Virtue and Vice Lists were also a very common literary form: “Do this list of things and don’t 
do these other ones.” What you’d find if you compared the New Testament to the rest of the 
Greco-Roman world is that the Bible is quite a bit more negative about things like 
homosexuality than the surrounding world was. The authors were making intentional 
statements that went against the norms for them in some cases. It’s also important to note 
that the New Testament doesn’t rank some sins as worse than others when these lists are 
given. The order varies from one list to another. Plus, being a righteous person is seen as 
doing some things, not just avoiding certain practices. In many ways, these codes are much 
more difficult than the Law of Moses because they illustrate that righteousness is all about 
the heart motives and isn’t as simple as just going through certain motions. 
 
Apocalypse 
 
The apocalyptic genre is found primarily in the book of Revelation in the New Testament. A 
lot of the guidelines for interpretation will be the same as for Old Testament apocalyptic. 
 
One of the main things that I like to bring to light as I teach the book of Revelation is that 
there are numerous references back to the Old Testament. It seems that John is seeing 
everything in light of the OT, and he either cites it directly or echoes it hundreds of times.  
 
There’s no other book quite like Revelation in the whole Bible. It contains three genre types: 
apocalypse, prophecy, and letter. There are at least five major schools of interpretation for it, 
with countless variations within each. We really shouldn’t approach it without a high degree 
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of humility that says it’s unlikely that we’ll be the ones to get it all figured out correctly! Yet 
we should approach it.  
 
Apocalyptic literature was popular among Jews and Christians from about 200 BC to 200 AD. 
Most of the writings from this period didn’t make it into the canon of scripture, but they all 
share some common characteristics. 
 

1. These writings are concerned about coming judgment and salvation and how God 
acts within history. The apocalyptic writers were looking forward to the time when 
God would bring a radical end to history as we know it, causing good to triumph and 
evil to be judged worldwide. 
 

2. While the prophetic books are collections of messages that were first delivered orally, 
apocalypse was in the form of literature from the beginning. When it comes to 
Revelation in particular, John was expressly told to write down what he saw. The 
earlier prophets had been told to speak what they had seen or what they were told, 
and they were only rarely told to write it down. 

 
3. Most ancient apocalyptic works were pseudonymous (the author wrote under the 

name of an ancient person to make it look old and more credible). Most of them 
made some kind of statement about sealing up the prophecy for a later time. 
Revelation is quite different because John is identified as himself and it’s for a time 
that is “soon.” 

 
4. Jesus and the prophets often used symbolic language, in which real images are used 

as illustrations for the point being made. Apocalyptic images are closer to fantasy 
than mere symbolism. They may be recognizable images, but they’re combined in 
unearthly ways. 

 
5. It’s common in apocalypses to divide time into neat packages with symbolic numbers. 

The way Revelation is arranged with one numbered set of events following after 
another is typical of the genre, and we’re not told how closely each part of the 
picture follows on the heels of the last. 

 
John isn’t just anticipating the distant end when God fixes everything. He’s writing in light of 
the fact that he knows the end has already begun with the death and resurrection of Christ. 
The kingdom that he is writing about is already here, although many elements will not be 
consummated until the “not yet” part takes place. So he’s not writing only the apocalyptic 
parts, he’s also writing a prophetic word to his current generation in their present situation. 
This historical context of John’s day becomes important to how we interpret the book. 
Teachers either factor it in or ignore it. 
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Here are a few exegetical principles and historical features for helping to get at the basics of 
apocalyptic literature in Revelation: 
 

1. The primary meaning is what John intended it to mean, which must have been 
something his original readers could understand. These readers would have 
immediately recognized his allusions to the Old Testament and understood what he 
was doing with them. We should be open to there also being secondary (further 
future) meaning(s) that were inspired by the Spirit and could not be fully seen by 
John’s readers. 

 
2. When John himself interprets the images he uses, we should use those as a starting 

point for understanding other ones. There are six of these that we should hold firmly 
since he told us what they mean:  

 
• The one like a son of man is Christ (1:13) 
• The golden lampstands are the seven churches (1:20) 
• The seven stars are the seven angels of the churches (1:20)  
• The great dragon is Satan (12:9) 
• The seven heads are the seven hills on which the woman sits (17:9) 
• The prostitute is the great city (17:18) 

 
3. One should view the visions as whole units and not press all the details allegorically. 

They’re not collections of oracles like the prophetic books, so the entire book is 
structured as a whole and each vision contributes to the overall structure. The visions 
are somewhat like parables in the way the entire vision is trying to make a point as a 
unit. For example, it’s possible that the sun turning black like sackcloth and the stars 
looking like they’re falling from the sky may not be pointing to literal things 
happening in the future. They enhance the larger vision of the great earthquake. The 
locusts with crowns of gold, human faces, and women’s long hair would have been 
unmistakable to the original hearers as the barbarian hordes surrounding the Roman 
Empire. It’s not that there can’t be a future fulfillment with some of these literal 
elements, but we really don’t know until it happens. We shouldn’t miss the overall 
structure by trying to turn it into an exact prediction about details. 
 

4. John expects his readers to connect his visions to the Old Testament to clearly make 
the point that this is the completion of that story.  

 
5. John’s main concern is to make sure everybody knows that God is in control of history 

and of the church, even though things look bleak at the moment. Even though the 
church experiences suffering and death, it will be triumphant because Christ will 
judge and save. He’s not trying to give a crystal ball into the details of the future; he’s 
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trying to prepare the church not to capitulate under suffering. His main themes show 
that the church and state are on a collision course and it’s going to look at first like 
the victory belongs to the state. The overall message should be encouraging because 
God is going to pour out his wrath on the perpetrators and bring eternal rest to the 
faithful. It was part of the ancient cultures to be more comfortable with God’s 
judgment than we are today. 

 
6. It’s important to distinguish between the words “tribulation” and “wrath.” The church 

is told to expect tribulation (suffering and death). But God’s people do not have to 
endure his wrath when it is poured out on his enemies. The Church will suffer at the 
hands of God’s enemies (as has been the case throughout history) but will not face 
God’s judgment. 

 
7. We’ve said that there seems to be an “already, but not yet” aspect of fulfillment, but 

there aren’t really any fixed rules about how to tell if something in Revelation only 
had a past fulfillment or if it also has future elements. Believers throughout the 
Church Age have been able to look at the book and feel that their own contemporary 
events are being described.  

 
8. We can still see 19-22 as eschatological (future end-times). But we need to 

remember that these are pictures and that the fulfillment will come in God’s time and 
in his way. There’s a lot of figurative language in there, which is to be expected when 
a human is trying to describe something they’ve never seen before! 

 
After spending some years looking into these things, I would say that humility is the most 
important thing to keep in mind when you’re talking about unfulfilled prophecy related to 
the end. Our nature is to want to know the future so we can feel like we have some measure 
of control, which could be one reason there’s so much interest in mapping out the details of 
apocalypse and trying to equate them to today. We keep trying to take a peek past the veil. 
But God in his wisdom deliberately designed apocalyptic literature to provide hope for his 
people no matter which generation they lived in. Knowing this, we can live with the tension 
between our expectation of his soon return and the humility that says he knows best about 
whether everything is ready or not from a Kingdom perspective. 
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LOGIC LESSON 13: FALLACIES IN THE BIBLE 

We’ll turn our attention in our last three logic lessons to how the fallacies relate to the Bible, 
the way we study it, and the way other people view our faith.  
 
 
Determine which fallacy is being demonstrated in the following passages: 
 
 

1. John 8 
 
45 But because I tell the truth, you do not believe me. 46 Which one of you convicts me 
of sin? If I tell the truth, why do you not believe me? 47 Whoever is of God hears the 
words of God. The reason why you do not hear them is that you are not of God.” 

48 The Jews answered him, “Are we not right in saying that you are a Samaritan 
and have a demon?” 49 Jesus answered, “I do not have a demon, but I honor my 
Father, and you dishonor me.  

 
 

2. Matthew 22 
 
15 Then the Pharisees went and plotted how to entangle him in his words. 16 And they 
sent their disciples to him, along with the Herodians, saying, “Teacher, we know that 
you are true and teach the way of God truthfully, and you do not care about 
anyone's opinion, for you are not swayed by appearances. 17 Tell us, then, what you 
think. Is it lawful to pay taxes to Caesar, or not?”  
 

 
 

3. Matthew 15 
 
Then Pharisees and scribes came to Jesus from Jerusalem and said, 2 “Why do your 
disciples break the tradition of the elders? For they do not wash their hands when 
they eat.”  
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4. John 9 
 
As he passed by, he saw a man blind from birth. 2 And his disciples asked 
him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?”3 Jesus 
answered, “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God 
might be displayed in him.  

 
 

5. John 7 
 
50 Nicodemus, who had gone to him before, and who was one of them, said to 
them, 51 “Does our law judge a man without first giving him a hearing and learning 
what he does?” 52 They replied, “Are you from Galilee too? Search and see that no 
prophet arises from Galilee.” 

 
(It’s only true if one selectively disregards the prophets who come from Galilee! 
Micah, Elijah, and Jonah were all named as being from Galilee. See Micah 1:1, 1 Kings 
17:1, 2 Kings 14:25.)   

 
 

6. John 1 
 
45 Philip found Nathanael and said to him, “We have found him of whom Moses in 
the Law and also the prophets wrote, Jesus of Nazareth, the son of 
Joseph.”46 Nathanael said to him, “Can anything good come out of Nazareth?” Philip 
said to him, “Come and see.”  

 
 

7. Genesis 3:1 
 
Now the serpent was more crafty than any other beast of the field that the Lord God 
had made. 

He said to the woman, “Did God actually say, ‘You shall not eat of any tree in the 
garden’?” 
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STORY TIME: NOW I SEE1 

Throughout the time between the writing of the Old and New Testaments, the rabbis were 
very busy. They discussed the scriptures, gave their opinions, and often wrote these opinions 
down. We are left with a large collection of rabbinical writings that give us insight into what 
Jewish people thought about nearly every passage of the Hebrew scriptures. We shouldn’t 
assume these are correct interpretations, of course, especially since they are notoriously 
argumentative! In fact, the style of some of these books is to list one rabbi’s opinion, 
another’s rebuttal, and another rebuttal to that. However, they give us some helpful insights 
into what the religious climate was like when Jesus came on the scene, as well as what the 
expectations were for the Jewish Messiah.  
 
We could spend a lot of time looking at these expectations, but it’s of particular interest in 
our story today that it was recorded in Jewish literature and widely discussed by scholars 
with their study groups that when Messiah came, he would do three particular miracles that 
nobody else had done. One was to heal a Jewish leper (not just a Syrian, like Naaman). 
Another was to heal someone who had been born blind. As for the last one, I have seen two 
different claims: to raise someone who had been dead more than three days or to cast a 
demon out of a mute person. Either way, Jesus did both of those. 
 
Realizing that the healing of a man born blind was one of those Messiah-markers in 
everybody’s minds helps us understand why such drama resulted when Jesus did this in John 
9, and why the Jewish leaders become incensed and irrational. Let’s look at how the story 
unfolds in verses 1-17: 
 

As he passed by, he saw a man blind from birth. 2 And his disciples asked 
him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 3 Jesus 
answered, “It was not that this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God 
might be displayed in him. 4 We must work the works of him who sent me while it is 
day; night is coming, when no one can work. 5 As long as I am in the world, I am the 
light of the world.” 6 Having said these things, he spit on the ground and made mud 
with the saliva. Then he anointed the man's eyes with the mud 7 and said to him, “Go, 
wash in the pool of Siloam” (which means Sent). So he went and washed and came 
back seeing. 
 
8 The neighbors and those who had seen him before as a beggar were saying, “Is this 
not the man who used to sit and beg?” 9 Some said, “It is he.” Others said, “No, but he 
is like him.” He kept saying, “I am the man.” 10 So they said to him, “Then how were 
your eyes opened?” 11 He answered, “The man called Jesus made mud and anointed 
my eyes and said to me, ‘Go to Siloam and wash.’ So I went and washed and received 
my sight.” 12 They said to him, “Where is he?” He said, “I do not know.” 

                                                             
1 Primary source for background information on this story (very closely followed with little rewriting): 
The Forgotten Jesus (by Robby Gallaty), pages 155-163. 
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13 They brought to the Pharisees the man who had formerly been blind. 14 Now it was a 
Sabbath day when Jesus made the mud and opened his eyes. 15 So the Pharisees 
again asked him how he had received his sight. And he said to them, “He put mud on 
my eyes, and I washed, and I see.” 16 Some of the Pharisees said, “This man is 
not from God, for he does not keep the Sabbath.” But others said, “How can a man 
who is a sinner do such signs?” And there was a division among them. 17 So they said 
again to the blind man, “What do you say about him, since he has opened your eyes?” 
He said, “He is a prophet.” 

 
The first question that the disciples asked Jesus when they passed this man was whether he 
had sinned or his parents. Over the years, the Jewish people had developed a theology of 
suffering that connected it to personal sin. They used some proof texts to come to this 
position, but it forced them to ignore other ones (like the book of Job, for example). It was 
confusing to the people, which is why the disciples even asked the question. I mean, how 
could the man have sinned before he was even born? Believe it or not, some Pharisees 
taught that a child in the womb could actually sin by feeling anger towards its mother or by 
kicking her on the way out! There is a lot of important theology packed into Jesus’ statement 
that neither the man nor his parents had sinned, but that this had happened so that God’s 
work might be displayed in him. God’s work does not always appear obvious, and sometimes 
it takes many years for it to come to the proper time for it to be demonstrated for what it is.  
 
This man had lived in blindness his entire life so that in this particular moment in history, 
Jesus could clearly demonstrate his Messiahship to any who would pay attention and believe. 
Day after day, the man sat near the temple precincts giving people the opportunity to show 
how generous they were by giving him alms. As he sat there, he probably heard a variety of 
rabbis teaching on the scriptures. Jesus had often taught near the temple, so perhaps his 
voice was familiar to the man. A short time earlier, during this very festival, Jesus had stood 
up and loudly proclaimed himself to be the light of the world. Maybe the man heard that and 
had the seeds of faith planted in his heart. It would explain why he sat there and let Jesus put 
spit-mud on his eyes and why he groped his way nearly half a mile to the pool to wash, 
forcing a path through the overwhelming crowds. You would think he must have had some 
good reason to trust that voice!  
 
With the city so full of people for the Feast of Tabernacles, this man served as a walking 
billboard for the Messianic miracle that was about to come to fulfillment. Countless travelers 
would have bumped against a guy with mud caked on his eyes and dripping down his cheeks. 
How could anyone not notice and wonder what was going on? News would have traveled 
fast once he washed off his eyes and loudly exclaimed that he could see for the first time in 
his life! Word quickly came to the religious leaders. They were completely dumbfounded. 
Because of several different scripture passages about God opening the eyes of the blind, this 
was most definitely a miracle reserved for the Messiah. John uses the word “blind” thirteen 
times in the chapter, five of which are “blind from birth.” He didn’t want us to miss the 
significance of this miracle.  
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Right on schedule, the Pharisees tried to downplay it. Using the ad hominem fallacy, they 
verbally attacked Jesus to deflect attention to the amazing thing he had just done. “He does 
not keep the Sabbath so he can’t be from God!” But people were noticing that he had done 
the Messianic sign miracles and they were putting the pieces together. It put the Pharisees in 
an impossible position. They had already decided that Jesus was a blasphemer and a false 
prophet, but they couldn’t deny that he had just healed a blind man. Their first line of attack 
was to try to prove that the man couldn’t have been born blind. I would personally think it 
was pretty remarkable to see any blind person instantaneously healed, but now we know 
why it was so important for them to try to prove that it was an acquired blindness. The story 
continues: 
 

18 The Jews did not believe that he had been blind and had received his sight, until 
they called the parents of the man who had received his sight 19 and asked them, “Is 
this your son, who you say was born blind? How then does he now see?” 20 His 
parents answered, “We know that this is our son and that he was born blind. 21 But 
how he now sees we do not know, nor do we know who opened his eyes. Ask him; he 
is of age. He will speak for himself.” 22 (His parents said these things because they 
feared the Jews, for the Jews had already agreed that if anyone should confess 
Jesus to be Christ, he was to be put out of the synagogue.) 23 Therefore his parents 
said, “He is of age; ask him.” 

 
John kindly gave us a little bit of commentary in the text about why the parents were so 
noncommittal in their answers. They insisted that he was born blind, but claimed no 
knowledge of how the dramatic change in vision status had come about. They deferred all 
questions to the man himself, for fear that they might be excommunicated if the Pharisees 
became displeased with them.  Arnold Fruchtenbaum describes why this would be so 
important to avoid: 
 

In Pharisaic Judaism, there were three specific levels of excommunication. The first 
level … is simply a “rebuke” that lasted anywhere from seven to thirty days and was 
merely disciplinary. It could not be taken unless pronounced by three rabbis. That was 
the lowest level of excommunication… The second level… would last a minimum of 
thirty days and was disciplinary. [It] had to be pronounced by ten rabbis… The third 
and worst type of excommunication is called the cherem, which means to be 
“unsynagogued,” to be put out of the synagogue and to be separated from the Jewish 
community. The rest of the Jews considered someone under the cherem to be dead, 
and no communication or any kind of relationship whatsoever could be carried on 
with the person.  

 
There was no place else to go if you were excommunicated. They couldn’t just drive to the 
next synagogue down the street (or even the next town over) and join a different 
congregation like we can now. Discipline within a community was extremely effective in 
bringing conformity of behavior, since everyone’s livelihood depended on trade and 
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interaction with the people you lived and worshiped with. The parents weren’t willing to risk 
this, but as we’ll see, the man himself smelled a rat. Verse 24: 
 

24 So for the second time they called the man who had been blind and said to 
him, “Give glory to God. We know that this man is a sinner.” 25 He answered, “Whether 
he is a sinner I do not know. One thing I do know, that though I was blind, now I 
see.” 26 They said to him, “What did he do to you? How did he open your eyes?” 27 He 
answered them, “I have told you already, and you would not listen. Why do you want to 
hear it again? Do you also want to become his disciples?”  

 
I don’t know if John was trying to bring a smile to the faces of his readers, but the dripping 
sarcasm comes through loud and clear! In response, the Pharisees attempted to crush him in 
an effort to discredit him and his testimony. Verse 28: 
 

28 And they reviled him, saying, “You are his disciple, but we are disciples of 
Moses. 29 We know that God has spoken to Moses, but as for this man, we do not know 
where he comes from.” 30 The man answered, “Why, this is an amazing thing! You do 
not know where he comes from, and yet he opened my eyes. 31 We know that God does 
not listen to sinners, but if anyone is a worshiper of God and does his will, God listens 
to him. 32 Never since the world began has it been heard that anyone opened the eyes 
of a man born blind. 33 If this man were not from God, he could do nothing.” 34 They 
answered him, “You were born in utter sin, and would you teach us?” And they cast 
him out. 

 
All the man did was bear witness to what had happened to him, and in return he received 
undeserved insults. When the Pharisees accused him of being born in “utter sin,” they were 
likely referring to a marriage between his parents that was prohibited in Leviticus 18. By 
claiming he was illegitimate (which they may have discovered to be true), they sought to 
make him an ineffective witness. Once again, Jesus had chosen an extremely unlikely person 
to be his witness. Jesus recruited a blind, lower-class, possibly illegitimate beggar to educate 
the religious elite of Israel. In doing so, he highlighted the ridiculousness of those whose 
pursuit of power had made them so spiritually blind that they couldn’t even recognize the 
implications of the astounding miracle that had just happened. Fortunately for the blind man, 
his healing was not limited to his eyesight. Verse 35: 
 

35 Jesus heard that they had cast him out, and having found him he said, “Do you 
believe in the Son of Man?” 36 He answered, “And who is he, sir, that I may believe in 
him?” 37 Jesus said to him, “You have seen him, and it is he who is speaking to 
you.”38 He said, “Lord, I believe,” and he worshiped him. 39 Jesus said, “For judgment I 
came into this world, that those who do not see may see, and those who see may 
become blind.” 40 Some of the Pharisees near him heard these things, and said to 
him, “Are we also blind?” 41 Jesus said to them, “If you were blind, you would have no 
guilt; but now that you say, ‘We see,’ your guilt remains. 

 
I wish John would have told us what happened to this young man after he received his sight. 
How did he survive after being excommunicated? Did he become one of Jesus’ disciples, 
traveling around with him for the remainder of his ministry? Was he there receiving the Holy 
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Spirit on the Day of Pentecost? Even though many questions remain, one thing is certain: a 
once hopeless, poor blind man was greatly used by God to prove the Messiahship of Christ 
and to provide a picture of what God has done for us.  Jesus continues to bring people out of 
darkness and into his glorious light—the greatest Messianic miracle of all! 
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FOREIGN LANGUAGE LESSON 8: PRACTICE WITH “SICK”  (15:00) 

A face-value reading of James 5:13-16 makes it look to us like everyone who is sick will be healed 
if the elders pray for them and anoint them with oil. But that doesn’t happen in real life, does it? 
We can either say that Bible is not true, or we can figure out what the author meant that differs 
from our literal English reading.  
 
First, we check our English dictionary.  
 

1a(1):	affected with disease or ill health :	AILING 
    (2):	of, relating to, or intended for use in sicknesstook five sick days this         montha sick ward 
b:	QUEASY, NAUSEATEDsick to one's stomachwas sick in the car 
c:	undergoing menstruation 
2:	spiritually or morally unsound or corrupt 
3a:	sickened by strong emotionsick with fearworried sick 
b:	having a strong distaste from surfeit :	SATIATEDsick of flattery 
c:	filled with disgust or chagringossip makes me sick 
d:	depressed and longing for somethingsick for one's home 
4a:	mentally or emotionally unsound or disordered :	MORBIDsick thoughts 
b:	highly distasteful :	MACABRE, SADISTICsick jokesa sick crime 
5:	lacking vigor :	SICKLY: such as 
a:	badly outclassedmade the competition look sick 
b:	incapable of producing profitable yields of a cropsick soils 
6slang :	outstandingly or amazingly good or impressiveRookie was phenomenal Friday. His goal was 
nice, but the pass to twin brother, Chris, … was downright sick.— Roy Lang III 

 
This is extensive! My face-value reading assumes the very first meaning of “sick,” but the fact 
that there are so many others (including a completely opposite slang meaning #6) should give 
me pause right there that there could be more here than meets the eye.  
 
I checked other translations and they all said “sick” or “ill,” so that’s not going to add insight this 
time. So now we’ll look at our Hebrew lexicon. 
 
We see the Greek word is astheneo, and that it carries the senses of weak, feeble, powerless, 
needy… and sick. When I skim Thayer’s, it seems to emphasize weakness, not sickness. None of 
the references given are from James 5, and I’m not allowed to just pick what I want or assume 
they’re all correct, so I need to keep going.  
 
Let’s skim down through the other occurrences of astheneo.  What I see is that in the Gospels, 
the word seems to be used exclusively of the sick or ill. But in the middle of Acts, it shifts and 
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starts to be translated “weak,” until you get to the last couple of Paul’s letters where it’s “sick” 
again.  
 
We would gain insight by taking each of these passages and doing our four-part analysis of the 
Circumstance, Characters, Actions, and Outcomes.  
 
It’s time for us to access Vine’s Expository Dictionary on BlueLetterBible. This is only available for 
the New Testament because it only covers Greek words. 
 
The section about our word #770 basically says the same thing, emphasizing the “weak” and 
“feeble” senses. But then we see something interesting when we look at the next word, #2577. 
The reason we should even consider this word is because there’s a James 5 reference in there. 
It’s the second verse of our passage, and it turns out that we didn’t catch this the first time 
around, but this actually a Greek word for “sick” in the very next verse! It’s kamno.  
 
Why would James use two different words for “sick?” Vines addresses this question: 

 
The choice of this verb instead of the repetition of No. 1 (ver. 14, see above), is suggestive of the 
common accompaniment of "sickness," "weariness of mind" (which is the meaning of this verb), 
which not infrequently hinders physical recovery; hence this special cause is here intimated in the 
general idea of "sickness." 

 
In other words, it’s saying that the kind of sickness that James has in mind in verse 15 is a 
“weariness of mind” that often hinders physical recovery.  
 
We need to take this back to our passage in its context, which is our last step in the word study 
process.  
 
So the v.14 occurrence could mean physically ill or somehow weak, in which case it would never 
hurt to bring that before the church for special prayer. But it says that the prayer of faith will 
save the one who is weary of mind or who has grown weary. (Look up “save” if you have time!) 
 
As we continue reading, we see that if this person has sinned, they will be forgiven. Then verse 
16 exhorts the church to confess sins to each other and pray for each other, for the purpose of 
being healed. So the idea that healing can be expected when we pray is very much tied into the 
idea that the particular kind of sickness in mind is mental weariness and is probably often tied to 
having unconfessed sins that are eating away at a person mentally and physically.  
 
There’s definitely more to explore, and commentaries would be helpful to make sure we’re not 
developing the false expectation that all depressed people will be healed by a certain ritual. But 
the thing we can take away for sure is that sometimes physical sickness indicates the need for 
confessing sins and corporate prayer. The mechanism James gives for dealing with that instructs 
the sick person to initiate calling people together for prayer (not that others should decide the 
person is sick because of their sin).  
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FOREIGN LANGUAGE LESSON 8: PRACTICE WITH “SICK”  (15:00) 

A face-value reading of James 5:13-16 makes it look to us like everyone who is sick will be healed 
if the elders pray for them and anoint them with oil. But that doesn’t happen in real life, does it? 
We can either say that Bible is not true, or we can figure out what the author meant that differs 
from our literal English reading.  
 
First, we check our English dictionary.  
 

1a(1):	affected with disease or ill health :	AILING 
    (2):	of, relating to, or intended for use in sicknesstook five sick days this         montha sick ward 
b:	QUEASY, NAUSEATEDsick to one's stomachwas sick in the car 
c:	undergoing menstruation 
2:	spiritually or morally unsound or corrupt 
3a:	sickened by strong emotionsick with fearworried sick 
b:	having a strong distaste from surfeit :	SATIATEDsick of flattery 
c:	filled with disgust or chagringossip makes me sick 
d:	depressed and longing for somethingsick for one's home 
4a:	mentally or emotionally unsound or disordered :	MORBIDsick thoughts 
b:	highly distasteful :	MACABRE, SADISTICsick jokesa sick crime 
5:	lacking vigor :	SICKLY: such as 
a:	badly outclassedmade the competition look sick 
b:	incapable of producing profitable yields of a cropsick soils 
6slang :	outstandingly or amazingly good or impressiveRookie was phenomenal Friday. His goal was 
nice, but the pass to twin brother, Chris, … was downright sick.— Roy Lang III 

 
This is extensive! My face-value reading assumes the very first meaning of “sick,” but the fact 
that there are so many others (including a completely opposite slang meaning #6) should give 
me pause right there that there could be more here than meets the eye.  
 
I checked other translations and they all said “sick” or “ill,” so that’s not going to add insight this 
time. So now we’ll look at our Hebrew lexicon. 
 
We see the Greek word is astheneo, and that it carries the senses of weak, feeble, powerless, 
needy… and sick. When I skim Thayer’s, it seems to emphasize weakness, not sickness. None of 
the references given are from James 5, and I’m not allowed to just pick what I want or assume 
they’re all correct, so I need to keep going.  
 
Let’s skim down through the other occurrences of astheneo.  What I see is that in the Gospels, 
the word seems to be used exclusively of the sick or ill. But in the middle of Acts, it shifts and 
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starts to be translated “weak,” until you get to the last couple of Paul’s letters where it’s “sick” 
again.  
 
We would gain insight by taking each of these passages and doing our four-part analysis of the 
Circumstance, Characters, Actions, and Outcomes.  
 
It’s time for us to access Vine’s Expository Dictionary on BlueLetterBible. This is only available for 
the New Testament because it only covers Greek words. 
 
The section about our word #770 basically says the same thing, emphasizing the “weak” and 
“feeble” senses. But then we see something interesting when we look at the next word, #2577. 
The reason we should even consider this word is because there’s a James 5 reference in there. 
It’s the second verse of our passage, and it turns out that we didn’t catch this the first time 
around, but this actually a Greek word for “sick” in the very next verse! It’s kamno.  
 
Why would James use two different words for “sick?” Vines addresses this question: 

 
The choice of this verb instead of the repetition of No. 1 (ver. 14, see above), is suggestive of the 
common accompaniment of "sickness," "weariness of mind" (which is the meaning of this verb), 
which not infrequently hinders physical recovery; hence this special cause is here intimated in the 
general idea of "sickness." 

 
In other words, it’s saying that the kind of sickness that James has in mind in verse 15 is a 
“weariness of mind” that often hinders physical recovery.  
 
We need to take this back to our passage in its context, which is our last step in the word study 
process.  
 
So the v.14 occurrence could mean physically ill or somehow weak, in which case it would never 
hurt to bring that before the church for special prayer. But it says that the prayer of faith will 
save the one who is weary of mind or who has grown weary. (Look up “save” if you have time!) 
 
As we continue reading, we see that if this person has sinned, they will be forgiven. Then verse 
16 exhorts the church to confess sins to each other and pray for each other, for the purpose of 
being healed. So the idea that healing can be expected when we pray is very much tied into the 
idea that the particular kind of sickness in mind is mental weariness and is probably often tied to 
having unconfessed sins that are eating away at a person mentally and physically.  
 
There’s definitely more to explore, and commentaries would be helpful to make sure we’re not 
developing the false expectation that all depressed people will be healed by a certain ritual. But 
the thing we can take away for sure is that sometimes physical sickness indicates the need for 
confessing sins and corporate prayer. The mechanism James gives for dealing with that instructs 
the sick person to initiate calling people together for prayer (not that others should decide the 
person is sick because of their sin).  
 


