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Reading and Understanding the Genres of Biblical Literature: A Starter’s Guide 

 
 
Because Christians are people of the book, it is important for us to regularly read Scripture and learn 
how to best understand what we read. We believe that all Scripture has been “breathed out by God” 
and is good for our correction and edification (2 Timothy 3:16). We believe that Scripture is our 
authoritative guide for what we believe and how we live. 
 
Because these things are true, we have a genuine opportunity before us when we read and understand 
the Word of God. 
 
This document will introduce the basic types of literature contained in Scripture and give some tips on 
how to interpret them. Theologically, this is called exegesis. The word literally means, “to read out of”. 
When we do good exegesis, we read out of the text the meaning that was put there for us. Without 
basic exegetical tools, we tend to commit an error called “eisegesis”. That word means “to read into”. 
This mistake happens when we read into Scripture the things we want to see there or that we already 
believe. Scripture reveals God and reality to us, and we learn from it, not the other way around. 
 
What are the basic genres of literature, and how should we approach them when we read? 
 
History: Many books of the Bible are history, and most books of the Bible contain at least some history. 
Scripture begins with the creation account, tells the story of early humanity, and quickly gets to 
Abraham and the beginning of the people of God, the Jewish nation. Biblical history is both actual 
history and what is called “redemptive history”. The Bible’s history is factually accurate, but the stories 
and epics that are told are chosen to track the relationship between God and his people. Biblical history 
tells the story of redemption, beginning with our sin, leading to Jesus Christ, and ending with God’s 
eternal kingdom. Reading biblical history through the eyes of what God is doing can help make sense of 
the stories in Scripture. Over time, a basic knowledge of the surrounding history (Egypt, Babylon, Rome, 
etc.) will also be a great help. 
 
Poetry: Many books of the Bible contain poetry (e.g. Exodus 15, Judges 5), and a few books are poetry, 
most notably the Psalms (also, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations and Song of Songs). Reading biblical poetry 
often follows the same kinds of rules we learn in reading poetry in our own language. Poetry has 
patterns, repetitions, notable structures, uses metaphor to express truth, and so on. None of this means 
poetry is less inspired than, say, the Epistles, but it does mean that we will read it best when we can 
make sense of poetic structure. We do not often take poetry “literally”, but we can take it seriously. 
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Does the sun literally run across the sky “like a strong man” (Psalm 19:5)? It does not, and David did not 
believe it did either. But that is a beautiful and provocative way of praising God for how he structured 
orbital mechanics. 
 
Prophesy and Apocalypse: Many books of the Old Testament are entirely devoted to the writings of the 
prophets (Isaiah through Malachi). There are prophets that show up in the history books of the Old 
Testament, and the New Testament book, Revelation, is usually called an apocalypse. It is important to 
note that the primary role of the prophet was to remind God’s people of God’s Law and ethical 
expectations and warn them of judgement if they did not repent. In this way the prophets are rich with 
insight into the workings of the human heart, God’s righteousness, and steadfast love. But it is also true 
that God will also talk about the future through the prophets. Some of that future is now history to us, 
but some of it is still to come. These passages of Scripture are most susceptible to eisegesis, so we need 
to be careful in making hard and fast declarations without study. 
 
Apocalyptic literature is among the most fascinating Scripture we read, and thus grabs our attention 
easily. The word “apocalypse” literally means “to reveal” or “to peal back”. The book of Revelation’s title 
in the Greek is, “The Apocalypse”. That does not directly mean “the devastating end of all things”, but it 
does mean that God uses this kind of literature (including passages in the Old Testament, like Zechariah 
14 and Daniel 6-12) to reveal his plan for the culmination of human history. The best interpretive rule 
for reading this kind of literature is a rule of thumb for interpreting all of Scripture: Scripture is best 
interpreted by Scripture – understand the difficult passages through the lens of the easier to understand 
passages. 
 
Wisdom: Wisdom literature is designed to pass along ways of living that honor God and are good for us. 
Biblical wisdom can be described as: knowing the sacred order and living according to it. The book of 
Proverbs is entirely devoted to wisdom, though parts of the Psalms, Ecclesiastes, and Job are often 
classified this way as well. These books should be read with the direction of God and experience of 
normal human beings in mind. Ecclesiastes is written by someone who has struggled and been 
disappointed by many things but can still find meaning in following God. Proverbs is written from the 
point of view of a parent passing along wisdom to their children (1:8) and contains many things that are 
what we might call, generally true. A proverb is a truism that, when properly applied to life, will lead us 
well. The theme of Proverbs, however, is universally true: the fear of the Lord is the beginning of 
knowledge (1:7). 
 
Gospels: The New Testament Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) are a unique blend of biography 
and theology. They tell the story of Jesus Christ, the second member of the Trinity, coming to earth in 
the form of a human baby, his life and teaching, his death on a cross, and his resurrection from the 
dead. The history and biography in the Gospels are actual historical accounts, but the stories they tell 
are intended to teach us who Jesus is and how we can have faith in him and live (John 20:30-31). The 
life, death, and resurrection of Jesus is the center of God’s redemptive plan, and the clearest insight we 
get into God himself (1 John 1:1-4). If you are new to reading Scripture, or need a place to begin, the 
Gospels are the right place to start. The theology of the Old Testament comes to fruition in Jesus 
(Matthew cites many Old Testament prophesies fulfilled in Jesus’s life), and the foundation of the 
church is laid in Jesus’s disciples. As such, studying the Gospels is a good way to begin studying the rest 
of the Bible. 
 
Epistles: Epistles are formal letters written from an apostle or a church leader to a specific group of 
Christians who were dealing with a specific set of issues. The letters in the New Testament from Romans 
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to Jude are the Epistles, and they cover a wide array of Christian theology and practice. We read these 
books today to learn both about what Christian theology is and how to apply it to our lives. They all have 
the same basic structure of letters written from an individual or a team of leaders (Paul, Peter, John, 
James, Jude, etc.) to a church or a church leader. They address Christian theology, and then address 
issues of belief and behavior among Christians. The Epistles are of tremendous value to Christians today 
as we seek to be clear about who we believe Jesus is (Colossians 1:15-20), what salvation means 
(Romans 10:9-13, Ephesians 2:4-10), and how to live as followers of Jesus (every Epistle). Because they 
are written in a teaching and straight-forward format, they can be read and interpreted that way. 
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