Historical Context
Literature Context
Literature Content
Tools

1. Historical Context: What specific
historical events were happening
when the text was being composed
2. Literature Context : Circumstances
that surround a given text and help to
specify its meaning. How a short
passage is significant to the whole and
the whole affects the whole passage.

3. Literature Content: Content has to
do with the meanings of words,
their grammatical relationships in
sentences
4. Tools: Study Bibles, Commentaries
and Websites.
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Historical Context
The historical context, which will differ from
book to book, has to do with several matters:
the time and culture of the author and
audience, that is, the geographical,
topographical, and political factors that are
relevant to the author’s setting; and the
historical occasion of the book, letter, psalm,
prophetic oracle, or other genre. All such
matters are especially important for
understanding.
It makes a considerable difference in
understanding to know the backgrounds.

Jehu,King of Israel, giving tribute
to King Shalmaneser III of Assyria
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• Amos, Hosea, or Isaiah -- eighth-century
BC background
• Haggai prophesied after the exile,
• John the Baptist -- the messianic
expectations of Israel
• Corinth and Philippi -- to understand the
differences between the cities of and
how these differences affected the
churches in each

One’s reading of Jesus’ parables is greatly
enhanced by knowing something about the
customs of Jesus’ day. Surely it makes a
difference in understanding to know that the
“denarius” (“penny” KJV!) offered to the
workers in Matthew 20:1 – 16 was the
equivalent of a full day’s wage. Even matters of
topography are important.
Those raised in the need to interpret — must be
careful not to think of “the mountains [that]
surround Jerusalem” (Ps 125:2) in terms of their
own experience of mountains, since they are
actually low hills and plateaus.

The more important question of historical context,
however, has to do with the occasion and
purpose of each biblical book and/ or its various
parts. Here one wants to have an idea of what
was going on in Israel or the church that called
forth such a document, or what the situation of
the author was that caused him to speak or
write.
Again, this will vary from book to book; it is after
all somewhat less crucial for Proverbs, for
example, than for 1 Corinthians.

• The answer to this question is usually to
be found — when it can be found
within the book itself. But one needs to
learn to read with their eyes open for
such matters. If you want to corroborate
your own findings on these questions,
you might consult your Bible dictionary
again or the introduction to a good
commentary on the book. But make
your own observations first!

The most important contextual question
you will ever ask — and it must be asked
over and over of every sentence and
every paragraph — is: What’s the point?
We must try to trace the author’s train
of thought. What is the author saying,
and why does he say it right here?
Having made that point, what is he
saying next, and why?

Literature Context
The literary context is what most people mean
when they talk about reading something in its
context. Indeed this is the crucial task in
exegesis, and fortunately it is something one
can learn to do well without necessarily having
to consult the “experts.” Essentially, literary
context means first that words only have
meaning in sentences, and second that biblical
sentences for the most part have full and clear
meaning only in relation to preceding and
succeeding sentences.

This question will vary from genre to genre, but it is
always the crucial question. The goal of exegesis, you
remember, is to find out what the original author
intended. To do this task well, it is imperative that
one use a translation that recognizes poetry and
paragraphs.
One of the major causes of inadequate exegesis by
readers of the King James Version and, to a lesser
degree, of the New American Standard Bible, is that
every verse has been printed as a paragraph. Such an
arrangement tends to obscure the author’s own logic.
Above all else, therefore, one must learn to recognize
units of thought, whether paragraphs (for prose) or
lines and sections (for poetry). And, with the aid of an
adequate translation, this is something any good
reader can do with practice.

4 Love

is patient, love is kind. It does not
envy, it does not boast, it is not
proud. 5 It does not dishonor others, it
is not self-seeking, it is not easily
angered, it keeps no record of
wrongs. 6 Love does not delight in
evil but rejoices with the truth. 7 It
always protects, always trusts, always
hopes, always perseveres. 8 Love never
fails. (1 Corinthians 13)

• If I speak in the tongues of men or of angels, but do
not have love, I am only a resounding gong or a
clanging cymbal. 2 If I have the gift of prophecy and
can fathom all mysteries and all knowledge, and if I
have a faith that can move mountains, but do not
have love, I am nothing. . . . , but do not have love, I
gain nothing.

•

4 Love

is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it
does not boast, it is not proud. 5 It does not
dishonor others, it is not self-seeking, it is not easily
angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. 6 Love does
not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. 7 It
always protects, always trusts, always hopes,
always perseveres. 8 Love never fails.
(1 Corinthians 13)

Paragraph (Ephesians 5:21 or 22)
Ephesians 5 (NIV Online Version 2011)
“Instructions for Christian Households”
21 Submit

to one another out of reverence for Christ.
22 Wives, submit yourselves to your own
husbands as you do to the Lord.23 For the husband
is the head of the wife as Christ is the head of the
church, his body, of which he is the Savior. 24 Now
as the church submits to Christ, so also wives
should submit to their husbands in everything.
25 Husbands, love your wives, just as Christ loved the
church and gave himself up for her

The Questions of Content
The Questions of Content The second major
category of questions one needs to ask of any
text relates to the author’s actual content.
“Content” has to do with the meanings of
words, their grammatical relationships in
sentences, and the choice of the original text
where the manuscripts (handwritten copies)
differ from one another. It also includes a
number of the items mentioned above under
“historical context,” for example, the meaning of
a denarius, or a Sabbath day’s journey, or high
places, etc. For the most part, these are the
questions of me

Luke 19
Jesus entered Jericho and was passing
through. 2 A man was there by the name of
Zacchaeus; he was a chief tax collector 8 . . .
9 Jesus said to him, “Today salvation has come
to this house, because this man, too, is a son
of Abraham. 10 For the Son of Man came to
seek and to save the lost.”
“The Parable of the Minas” (50 Shekels, $2,000)
12 He said: “A man of noble birth went to a
distant country to have himself appointed
king and then to return.

4 Love

is patient, love is kind. It does
not envy, it does not boast, it is not
proud. 5 It does not dishonor
others, it is not self-seeking, it is
not easily angered, it keeps no
record of wrongs. 6 Love does not
delight in evil but rejoices with the
truth. 7 It always protects, always
trusts, always hopes, always
perseveres. 8 Love never fails.
(1 Corinthians 13)

Paragraph (Ephesians 5:21 or 22)
NIV 1984 version & Chinese version
Instead, be filled with the Spirit, 19 speaking to one another
with psalms, hymns, and songs from the Spirit. Sing and
make music from your heart to the Lord,20 always giving
thanks to God the Father for everything, in the name of our
Lord Jesus Christ. 21 Submit to one another out of reverence
for Christ.
“Wives and Husbands”
22 Wives,

submit yourselves to your own husbands as you do
to the Lord.23 For the husband is the head of the wife as
Christ is the head of the church, his body, of which he is the
Savior. 24 Now as the church submits to Christ, so also wives
should submit to their husbands in everything. 25 Husbands,
love your wives, just as Christ loved the church

Seek Outside Help.
Again, the quality of one’s answers to such
questions will usually depend on the quality
of the sources being used. This is the place
where you will finally want to consult a good
exegetical commentary. But note that from
our view, consulting a commentary, as
essential as this will be at times, is the last
task you perform. The Tools For the most
part, then,

The Tools
The Tools For the most part, then, you can do
good exegesis with a minimum amount of
outside help, provided that the help is of the
highest quality. We have mentioned three
such tools: a good translation, a good Bible
dictionary, and good commentaries. There are
other kinds of tools, of course, especially for
topical or thematic kinds of study. But for
reading or studying the Bible book by book,
these are the essential ones.

NIV Study Bible 新国际版研读本
Life Application Study Bible (New Living Translation)
(Vine's Expository Dictionary of New Testament
Words)
The NIV Application Commentary
The Expositor’s Bible Commentary
https://www.biblegateway.com/versions/
http://biblehub.com/lexicon/luke/15-9.htm
http://www2.mf.no/bibel/vines.html

