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How to Understand the Bible: Genres - Historical Narratives 

April 24th, 2022 | Stephen Anderson 

I. Review: 9 Different Types (Genres) of Writing 
A. Historical Narratives — Ex. Genesis, Joshua, Acts 
B. Law — Ex. Leviticus, Deuteronomy 
C. Poetry (Wisdom) — Ex. Job, Proverbs 
D. Songs (Psalms) — Ex. Psalms, Lamentations, Exodus 15 
E. Prophecy — Ex. Isaiah, Micah 
F. Biographies (Gospels) — Ex. Matthew, John 
G. Parables — Ex. Mark 4, Luke 15 
H. Letters (Epistles) — Ex. Romans, Hebrews, 1 Peter 
I. Revelation (Apocalypse) — Ex. Daniel, Revelation 4-22 

 
II. Historical (Theological) Narratives 

A. What Are They? 
1. Historical = they are actual events embedded in history 

a) Compared to parables 
2. Theological = they look at past events to shape how we think about and live in the 

present. 
a) Not moral fables 
b) Supposed to form our collective imagination 

(1) Ex. Paul Revere’s Midnight Ride 
3. Narratives = they are told as stories in sequence 

a) Often very little is explained outright 
b) They expect you to know a lot already (like what is right and wrong etc.) 

(1) Ex. Samson eating honey out of a lion carcass is unclean (Judges 14) 
c) The conventions of storytelling have to guide our understanding 

(1) Ex. movie montages 
d) Function on different levels 

(1) Highest level—the whole story of Scripture (God’s creation- 
redemption) 

(2) Lowest level—the individual story 
 
III. How to Study/Understand Historical Narratives 

A. Narrator 
1. Tells the story to draw you in and make you see the point 
2. Look for the viewpoint of the narrator 
3. How do the elements of the story connect with the OT law? 
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B. Setting 
1. What information is given about the setting? 
2. How is the setting connected with other stories? Does it have significance? 
3. What kind of mood does this setting give off? Describe it with an emotion. 

C. Characters 
1. Who are the characters in the story? 
2. How are they described? 

a) Especially note any physical descriptions since they are rare 
b) Ex. Isaac in Genesis 27:1 

3. How would the characters be viewed (revered/despised or pagan/Israelite etc)? 
4. As the story unfolds how do the characters fit or not fit those views? 
5. Are the characters doing good things or bad things? 
6. Are there characters that contrast each other? 

a) Ex. Eli/Samuel - old/young (1 Samuel 2:22, 26) 
D. Quoted Speech (Direct Speech) 

1. When does the narrator directly quote versus summarizing? 
a) Pay close attention to these, especially opening and closing speeches 
b) Tip: try reading the first quote and the last quote. How does it summarize the story? 

2. Do the characters’ words fit with their characteristics (ex. pagans saying things 
you would expect Israelites to say and vice versa)? 
a) Ex. Rahab - Joshua 2:8ff 

3. How would the other characters view these words? 
4. How would the narrative view them (agree/disagree)? 
5. How would God view them? 

E. Tension (Plot) 
1. What is the tension of the story (what is causing the “problem”)? 
2. How does the tension move through the story (ups and downs)? 
3. Is a person responsible for the tension? 
4. What provides the resolution? 

F. Geography 
1. What geography is involved (mountains, rivers, wilderness, countries, cities/ towns, 

peoples, significant places)? 
2. What is the significance of the geography? 

a) Ex. Jacob in Genesis 32:22 (cf. Deuteronomy 3:16 and Genesis 28:20) 
3. What other stories does it connect with? Are they related in content or theme? 

a) Start with the stories that are closest and work your way out 
b) Ex. Joshua 4 (crossing the Jordan) 

G. Scenes 
1. How is the story broken up into scenes? 
2. Think about how you would depict the scenes if you put them into a play. 
3. What details are there that you could pick up on? 
4. Try to visualize them. What would it look, feel, smell like? 

H. The LORD 
1. Where is Yahweh mentioned (most Bible represent this with capital LORD)? 
2. Where is He mentioned by the narrator? 
3. Where is He mentioned by the characters? 
4. Where is God present? How is He working that is and isn’t noticed? 

I. Special Structures 
1. Repetitions: are there repeated elements? 
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2. Book ends (inclusion): are there parallel elements at the beginning and end? 
3. Chiasms (pivots in the center): Ex. home, travel, destination, travel home 

 
IV. The Meaning 

A. How do all these observations intersect? Do they all point in one direction? 
B. Putting them all together, what is the story about? 
C. How does that translate to our situations? 

 
V. Exercise 

A. Exercise: Read Ruth 1 and 4:13-22 
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