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Take a next step in Reading the Bible 
Session 1: Exegesis (not eisegesis)  
 

Reading the Bible wisely involves understanding: 

a) how the original audience understood the text 

                      (exegesis) 

b) how the text relates to the Gospel of Jesus 

                     (theological reflection) 

c) how the message of the text relates to my life today                           

                     (prayerful application) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In exegesis, we are seeking to understand what the Bible writer intended to say to his original 

audience. Exegesis can be complicated, but we think that there are three critical tools that can help 

all of us become more skilful readers (exegetes). The three tools we recommend for helping you 

grow in doing everyday exegesis are:  

a) Genre and text-type.  

b) Context.  

c) Words—repeated words, linking words, and ‘bible vocab’ words.  
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Here’s what we mean:1 

a) Genre and Text-Type: Genres are categories of literature that have distinctive 

characteristics. As a result, particular genres require particularised reading strategies. Most 

people would not read a newspaper the same way as a novel, or a recipe, or a letter, or song 

lyrics. The Bible has several different genres within it, including Old Testament History, 

Prophetic Literature, Wisdom Literature, Apocalyptic Literature, Gospels and Acts, and 

Epistles. 

 

Text types are slightly different from genres. Text types refer only to the form of the 

passage. In the Bible, there are three major text types: narrative (or stories), discourse (or 

speeches) and poetry. Importantly, each of these text types appears in each of the genres. 

That is, there is narrative and discourse and poetry in each of the genres listed above—Old 

Testament History, Prophetic Literature, Wisdom Literature, Apocalyptic Literature, Gospels 

and Acts, and Epistles. 

 

Identifying the genre and text-type helps you discern how to read the particular text.  

 

b) Context: We must understand the context to see how the original audience understood the 

text.  

 

It is tempting to isolate a text when reading. When we do, we rip it from its context and we 

run the risk of missing the point the author was trying to make. Of course, we’ll then also 

end up with the wrong application! But, by understanding the text in its context (how it 

would have been understood by the original audience), we are better prepared to 

understand the author’s main idea and the right application of the text to our audience.  

 

In particular, we want to consider three levels of context:  

 Literary context: the flow of the argument or story by looking at the larger section in 

which our passage is positioned.   

 Historical context: the circumstances or situation of the original audience.   

 Biblical context: citations/allusions or historical connections to other books that the 

author is (or could be) making. 

 

c) Words—repeated, linking, and vocab.  

 Repeated words: sometimes an author repeats themselves to make sure we don’t 

miss it. Sometimes an author repeats themselves to make sure we don’t miss it. So 

when this happens, don’t miss it!  

 Linking words: whenever you see a ‘therefore’ ask what it’s there for! The same goes 

for words like ‘because’, ‘so that’, ‘for’ etc. these linking words help you see the flow 

of an argument or the development of an idea.  

 Vocab: Bible words have important meanings. Sometimes the author will use a 

weighty theological term or refer to a group of people who have a biblical backstory 

(for example, the Edomites). Sometimes the author might even use a familiar term 

                                                           
1 This material has been based on, and adapted from, material produced by The Simeon Trust and Andrew Sach. See simeontrust.org for 
more information, as well as books and articles by Andrew Sach.  



 

Kyle Johnston © 2019 
 

in an unusual way. Whatever the particular case, we want to be sensitive to the 

biblical vocabulary, and if something comes up, follow it to see where it leads.  

 

Example: Habakkuk 1 v 5   

1) What’s the genre and text-type?  

 

 

 

2) Context.  

Read Habakkuk 1:1-11  

What comes before verse 5?  

 

 

What comes after verse 5?  

 

 

3) Words.  

What repeated words and ideas are in verses 2-4?  

 

 

What repeated words and ideas are found in verses 6-11?  

 

 

Linking words?  

 

 

Bible vocab?  
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Exercise: Mark 13  

 

a) What is the genre and text-type? How is this going to help you understand this passage?  

 

 

 

 

b) Without looking at the context, how might we apply these verses?  

 

 

 

c) What themes are present in Mark 11-12? Try to be specific (cite verses when giving your answer) 

 

 

 

d) In the light of your answers to (c) above, how does the literary context inform the meaning of the 

passage?  

 

 

 

e) Looking at the words—what are the repeated words, what are the linking words, and what are the 

‘bible vocab’ words?  

 

 

 

f) What is the main idea of the passage? What might the primary application of the passage be? 
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Homework: read the book of Jonah  

 

a) What is the genre and text-type(s)?  

 

 

b) What is the book of Jonah about?  

 

[Hint: why does Jonah run away from God?]  

 

 

c) Are there any repetitions in the book? Repeated words, repeated scenes, etc? What might these 

repetitions be emphasising? 


