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CHAPTER 3: 
NARRATIVES 

WHAT: 

Narratives are passages of Scripture that describe the story or sequence of events that 
has occurred.  

WHERE: 

Narratives books are books like Genesis, Ruth, 1&2 Samuel, 1&2 Kings, 1&2 
Chronicles, Gospels, Acts, etc., just to name a few. These books as a whole describe 
the stories and accounts of the people of God. However, narrative passages are not 
only consigned to narrative books, and can also be found in other books, like in the 
prophetic book of Daniel.  

QUALITIES: 

As every narrative occurs in a specific setting, it is useful to know the historical 
setting of the particular narrative. This can be done through the use of good Bible 
dictionaries, encyclopaedias, and atlases. Different locations have different 
significances that may be pertinent to the study of the passage.  

For example: To understand the book of Nehemiah, you must know when Nehemiah 
was written, and which part of Israel’s history that falls under. 
Nehemiah was written during the post-exilic period of Israel’s history. 
This was when the people of Israel were involved in the rebuilding of 
the nation (People, Temple, Walls). Israel’s brief history is as follows: 

  Patriarchs => Egypt => Wilderness Wandering => Occupation of Land 
(Joshua, Judges) => United Kingdom => Divided Kingdom => 
Destruction of Northern Kingdom by Assyria => Babylonian Captivity 
of Southern Nation => Persian Rule (Return to the Land) => Greek 
Rule => Roman Rule (Gospels, Acts) 

Each moment in Israel’s history has its challenges, successes, failures, 
and characteristics. Studying the book in its context will help us to 
understand the reasons why certain things were mentioned in the book. 

Knowing the author of the book and the purpose of writing can also be beneficial to 
one’s understanding of narratives.  

For example: Ezra wrote the book of Chronicles to the people who were returning 
from exile to motivate and encourage them to rebuild the city of 
Jerusalem. Moses wrote the book of Deuteronomy to encourage the 
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people before they crossed over the river Jordan into the Promised 
Land to prepare them for the challenges that they would face by 
reminding them of God’s goodness and of God’s commands.   

FOCUS: 

The key focus of studying a narrative would be to draw the right principles from the 
events that occur, as well as be the character(s) involved in the narrative. This can be 
done in studying how God’s hand is working in the lives of the characters involved, 
how these characters respond to the situations in their lives, and evaluating it in light 
of what is taught in the larger context of Scripture.  

From the life of believers, we can learn how God relates to believers, how believers 
relate to God, how believers relate to other believers, and how believers relate to 
unbelievers. From the life of unbelievers, we can also learn their attitude towards 
God, God’s dealings with them, and their characteristics. Narratives show us that even 
the most holy of men were not perfect, and had their fair share of failures. 
Nevertheless, the Lord is pleased to use broken instruments to fulfil His will. This 
should bring much encouragement to our souls.  

An understanding of systematic theology is vital. Narratives are not normative. They 
are not designed to be didactic in the same sense that epistles are. They are didactic in 
the principles that can be drawn, but not in the sense whereby we are to follow in the 
physical steps of Abraham, leaving our home country to go to the Promised Land. 
One must use his understanding of systematic theology to guard the drawing of 
principles from narratives to ensure that wrong principles are not drawn.  

Another cautionary point is that we must abstain from arguing from silence. In a 
narrative, just because something is not mentioned, it does not mean it did not happen. 
Narratives only tell us explicitly what did or did not happen. Although some things 
that are not mentioned in the text can be drawn from the context, generally speaking, 
we must be careful not to say more than what the Bible has said. Where the Bible is 
silent, we must also be silent.  

For example: When Abraham was called by God to sacrifice Isaac in Genesis 22, the 
Bible said in verse 3, “Abraham rose up early in the morning, and 
saddled his ass, and took two of his young men with him, and Isaac his 
son, and clave the wood for the burnt offering, and rose up, and went 
unto the place of which God had told him.” Some interpret this and 
say that Abraham did not tell Sarah about all these things, but simply 
went. They apply this and say that there are certain matters that the 
husbands cannot share with the wives and must just make the 
decisions by himself. But this is an argument from silence. The Bible 
did not say whether Abraham confided in Sarah or not. He could have, 
just as he could have not. The Bible is silent. Therefore, this is not the 
principle to be drawn from this text. The principle to be drawn is 
Abraham’s obedience and test of faith (as seen in the context of this 
passage).   
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ACTIVITY 2: UNDERSTANDING NARRATIVES 

SAMPLE STUDY FROM RUTH 1:1-22 

What is the historical setting of this passage? What was characteristic of the 
people living in this time? Who wrote this book (if known)? 

 

 

 

 

What are the key verses of this passage?  

 

 

 

 

From this key verse, what is the main theme of this passage? 

 

 

 

 

What are some principles I can draw from the passage that relates to this theme? 

 

 

 

 

In light of these principles, how can I apply them into my life? 
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CHAPTER 4:     
EPISTLES 

WHAT: 

Epistles are letters written to churches or individual believers, usually to address 
specific problems faced. 

WHERE: 

Epistles are only found in the New Testament, making up the bulk of the New 
Testament. Epistles would include books like Romans, 1&2 Corinthians, Galatians, 
Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, etc.  

QUALITIES: 

1) Epistles, being letters, are personal. They are written personally, and addressed 
personally. In other words, there is a relationship between the writer and the reader. 
Understanding that these were not just statements or commands, but sincere letters 
that came from a heart that loved and cared for the people and desired their holiness 
will help us gain greater insight into the epistles. The background of these writers and 
recipients can be found in the Gospels and in Acts. An understanding of these books 
will also help in the understanding of the epistles.  

2) As mentioned, they are also used to deal with certain issues faced by the readers, 
which will be apparent in the epistles themselves.  

3) They are also didactic and theological in nature, meaning that unlike narratives, 
they teach the principles and theology directly through the words, and seek to apply 
these principles into Christian life. It is very much like a sermon in and of itself. 
Therefore, epistles should be studied in smaller portions as compared to narratives. 

4) They are structured by clauses – main clauses, and subordinate clauses. Words are 
specifically chosen with a certain purpose and intention. Conditional clauses must be 
taken note of. The different types of conditional clauses that can be found in the New 
Testament are as follows: 

 1st Class Condition: Condition of Fact 

Colossians 3:1  “If ye then be risen with Christ, seek those things which 
are above, where Christ sitteth on the right hand of 
God.” 

This can be understood as “Since you have been risen with Christ, therefore 
seek those things…” The conditional clause is describing a true condition. 
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 2nd Class Condition: Condition Contrary to Fact 

Galatians 1:10  “For do I now persuade men, or God? or do I seek to 
please men? for if I yet pleased men, I should not be the 
servant of Christ.” 

In this case, the conditional clause is describing a false statement. Paul was not 
preaching to please men. But using it as an argument, he says that if he ever 
did, he would not be a servant of Christ.  

 3rd Class Condition: Condition of Possibility/Future Condition 

Colossians 3:13  “Forbearing one another, and forgiving one another, if 
any man have a quarrel against any: even as Christ 
forgave you, so also do ye.” 

This type of conditional clause would point to something that could happen 
some time in the future but has not yet happened. In other words, in the church 
in Colossae, there had not been a specific quarrel necessarily happening, but if 
at any point in time such a thing would happen, Paul’s command was to 
forgive. 

5) They are written in various time periods, settings and locations. Some were written 
under persecution. Others were written while in prison (Philippians, Ephesians, 
Colossians, Philemon) or exile (Revelation). This gives greater insight into the heart 
of the authors for the people whom they were writing to.  

For example: When Paul exhorted the Philippian Christians to rejoice in their 
sufferings (Philippians 4:4), he himself was in prison. This was not a 
mere telling them what they ought to do, but this came from a heart of 
experience, putting into practice what he taught.  

FOCUS: 

Therefore, a key focus in epistles would be the definition of individual words used in 
light of the context. Different words would have different meanings, emphases, and 
nuances, and the writer chooses these specific words in order to convey a particular 
thought or doctrine. This would be a crucial aspect to study in epistles.  

For example: There are different words in the Greek language that can be translated 
into the word “blessed”. In Ephesians 1:3, the word “blessed” there 
literally means to say a good word (where we get the word “eulogy”). 
However, there is another word for “blessed” used in the Bible, where 
it means happy, like in the Beatitudes. The emphasis of the former is 
the action of blessing, or the conferring of blessings. The emphasis of 
the latter is the inner state of blessedness.  

Because epistles are sermon-like, it is also important to understand the context of the 
epistle – what is spoken before and after the selected passage. This will help us 
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understand the writer’s development in his arguments, and will consequently help us 
to understand the passage better.  

For example: The book of Ephesians can be divided into two parts, 1) Doctrine 
(Chapters 1-3), and 2) Application (Chapters 4-6). Within these 
sections, there are further divisions of Paul’s argument. For example in 
the first section, he talks about how Gentiles are saved. And in the 
second section, he explains how this doctrine of salvation must cause 
us to be united, to put away sin, and to live a holy life.  

Another thing to take note of as well is that as epistles were written to specific groups 
of people living in a specific context, understanding the historical background may 
also aid in the understanding of the text.   
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ACTIVITY 3: UNDERSTANDING EPISTLES 

SAMPLE STUDY FROM 1 TIMOTHY 1:1-2 

Who is the author of this epistle? Who is the recipient of this letter? 

 

 

 

Why was this letter written? 

 

 

 

What are the main clauses and subordinate clauses in this passage? 

 

 

 

What are some keywords in this passage that require further study? 

 

 

 

Why were these words used instead of other words?  

 

 

 

In light of these lessons, how can I apply them into my life? 

  


