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In this revised and expanded edition of Elements of Biblical Exegesis: A Basic Guide for
Students and Ministers, Michael J. Gorman presents a straightforward approach to the complex
task of biblical exegesis.Designed for students, teachers, and ministers, this hands-on guide
breaks the task down into seven distinct elements. For each of these, Gorman supplies a clear
explanation, practical hints, and suggested exercises to help the reader develop exegetical
proficiency. The new edition addresses more fully the meaning of theological interpretation and
provides updated print and internet resources for those who want to pursue further study in any
aspect of exegesis. Appendixes offer three sample exegesis papers and practical guidelines for
writing a research exegesis paper.

About the AuthorWilliam W. Klein (PhD, Aberdeen) is professor of New Testament at Denver
Seminary. He is author of The New Chosen People: A Corporate View of Election and a
commentary on Ephesians in the Expositor’s Bible Commentary: Revised Edition and serves as
both editor and co-author of Introduction to Biblical Interpretationwith Craig Blomberg and
Robert Hubbard. Bill and his wife have two daughters and reside in Littleton, Colorado. XCraig L.
Blomberg (PhD, Aberdeen) is distinguished professor of New Testament at Denver Seminary.
He is the author, co-author, or co-editor of numerous books and more than 130 articles in
journals or multi-author works. A recurring topic of interest in his writings is the historical
reliability of the Scriptures. Craig and his wife Fran have two daughters and reside in Centennial,
Colorado. Robert L. Hubbard, Jr. (PhD, Claremont Graduate School) is emeritus professor of
biblical literature at North Park Theological Seminary in Chicago, IL. He is author of several
books, including The Book of Ruth: New International Commentary on the Old Testament and
Joshua in the NIV Application Commentary series and co-author of Introduction to Biblical
Interpretation with William Klein and Craig Blomberg. He and his wife Pam reside in Denver, CO.
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daughter Amy, performer of ScriptureTable of ContentsAcknowledgments REVISED AND
EXPANDED EDITIONAcknowledgments FIRST EDITIONIntroduction REVISED AND
EXPANDED EDITIONIntroduction FIRST EDITIONPart One: OrientationThe Task CHAPTER
ONEThe Text CHAPTER TWOPart Two: The Elements1st Element—Survey CHAPTER
THREE2nd Element—Contextual Analysis CHAPTER FOUR3rd Element—Formal Analysis
CHAPTER FIVE4th Element—Detailed Analysis of the Text CHAPTER SIX5th Element—
Synthesis CHAPTER SEVEN6th Element—Reflection: Theological Interpretation CHAPTER
EIGHT7th Element—Expansion and Refinement of the Exegesis CHAPTER NINEPart Three:
Hints and ResourcesExegesis and the Exegete—Errors to Avoid, Discoveries to Make
CHAPTER TENResources for Exegesis CHAPTER ELEVENTables of Exegetical Methods
APPENDIX APractical Guidelines for Writing a Research Exegesis Paper APPENDIX BThree
Sample Exegesis Papers APPENDIX CSelected Internet Resources for Biblical Studies
APPENDIX DAcknowledgmentsRevised and Expanded EditionAs the second edition of this
book goes to press, I of course wish to repeat the expressions of gratitude I made in the
Acknowledgments for the first edition. In re-reading them, I am saddened to note the passing of
my mentor, Bruce Manning Metzger, in early 2007. Until the end of his long and fruitful life, he



was an active scholar (publishing his last book in late 2006) and a revered Christian gentleman. I
dedicate this edition especially to his memory.I dedicate it also to my daughter Amy, who is by
any account a theological interpreter and a performer of Scripture. I love and admire her
greatly.Since Elements of Biblical Exegesis first appeared, in 2001, it has apparently filled a void
in introductory biblical studies at both college and seminary levels, and even in certain courses
in church settings. Used throughout the United States and in other countries as well (including
Korea, where it has been translated into Korean), Elements seems to provide just the right
combination of exegetical method and basic hermeneutics (interpretive theory), at least
according to its users. For this edition, therefore, I add my deep gratitude to the students and
their instructors who have utilized the first edition, found it to be helpful, and conveyed to me
both their positive feedback and their recommendations for improvement. Among the professors
who have helped to make the book better are my colleagues Tim Cargal, Dennis Edwards, and
Ed Hostetter; my former colleague Paul Zilonka; and faculty members at other institutions,
including especially J. Richard Middleton (Roberts Wesleyan College) and Fr. Michael Byrnes
(Sacred Heart Major Seminary).In 2005, Hendrickson issued a companion volume to this book,
which I edited, entitled Scripture: An Ecumenical Introduction to the Bible and Its Interpretation. I
am grateful to my current and former colleagues in the Ecumenical Institute of Theology at St.
Mary’s Seminary & University in Baltimore for their contributions to that book and for the
privilege of working together with them in theological education and interpretation.I wish also to
express again my gratitude to the many keen readers of Scripture I am privileged to know as
colleagues and friends. I note for special recognition three who have led the way in the much-
needed return to the theological interpretation of Scripture: Steve Fowl of Loyola College in
Maryland, Richard Hays of Duke Divinity School, and Joel Green of Fuller Theological Seminary.
I am grateful in particular to Joel for reading the revision of chapter 8 and making several
insightful recommendations.I also wish to thank my students, who have reacted to the book with
both appreciation and suggestions. Terrye Ashby reminded me that my practice of doing
exegesis in the context of prayer needed to be stated explicitly in the book. My current research
assistant, Lenore Turner, contributed much to this edition by reading and commenting on the
entire revised manuscript, with special attention to chapter 8, and by verifying and updating all
print and electronic resources as well as the index. To both of them I say a special “thank
you.”For this edition, I am grateful to Amanda Hanselman, a student of Richard Middleton, for
allowing me to include her exegesis paper, and to Richard for suggesting the inclusion of an Old
Testament paper and for connecting me with Amanda.Finally, I once again express deep
gratitude to my editor (and now, after all these years of working together, friend) at Hendrickson,
Shirley Decker-Lucke. As I said in 2001, her belief in the project and astute suggestions have
contributed immensely to its completion (now twice) and its success.AcknowledgmentsFirst
EditionI willingly acknowledge the input of others, especially my own teachers, in the
development of the method described in this book. Among those who were especially formative
were John Herzog, Gordon Fee, David Adams, Paul Meyer, and Bruce Metzger. Special thanks



are due to the late Professor J. Christiaan Beker of Princeton Theological Seminary, whose clear
procedure was surpassed only by the depth of the results obtained when he employed it. I am
grateful to my former colleagues at the Council for Religion in Independent Schools who read
the earliest manuscript and made helpful suggestions: Catherine Sands, the late Nancy Davis,
and Daniel Heischman. I am also grateful to two friends from graduate school and teaching days
at Princeton Seminary: Bart Ehrman, now of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, and
Duane Watson, of Malone College, each of whom reacted favorably to earlier versions of this
book.Likewise, I thank colleagues at St. Mary’s Seminary and University who appreciated and
made use of earlier forms of this book: Peter Culman of the homiletics department; Sr. Sarah
Sharkey and Fr. Pat Madden, both formerly of the Scripture department; and Fr. Paul Zilonka and
Steve McNeely, my current colleagues in New Testament. I owe a special debt of gratitude to
Paul Zilonka, who carefully read every word of the manuscript in draft form and made many
helpful suggestions. In addition, I am grateful to my colleagues in Hebrew Bible/Old Testament,
Fr. Michael Barré, Ed Hostetter, and David Leiter, who provided assistance in preparing the
bibliography.I am also grateful to my friends and colleagues at other institutions who constantly
force me to think carefully about both how and why I read the Bible, and whose interpretive
abilities, in many cases, are extraordinary. I acknowledge particularly Steve Fowl (Loyola College
in Maryland) and Greg Jones (Duke Divinity School), both of whom have been colleagues with
me in the Ecumenical Institute of Theology; Richard Hays and Stanley Hauerwas, both of Duke;
Jim Brownson of Western Theological Seminary; and Frances Taylor Gench of Union
Theological Seminary in Virginia. I of course do not hold them, or any of the other people
mentioned in this book, responsible for my perspectives or for the execution of them in print or in
the classroom. (Nor do I, of course, concur with each or any of them at every point along the
way.)I am especially grateful to my students at Princeton Theological Seminary and at St. Mary’s
Seminary and University (both the School of Theology and the Ecumenical Institute of Theology)
for what they have taught me. Extra thanks goes to one of my students, Bill Garrison, who served
as my research assistant throughout the writing of this book. He helped particularly with the
bibliographical sections of the book and made a thorough critique of several drafts. His
invaluable suggestions have improved both the content and the format. Seminarian George
Gannon, my new research assistant, helped with the proofreading and indexing. Last but not
least, very special thanks are due Annette Chappell and Bryan Lowe, two excellent students
who both used early versions of the book and contributed their fine exegetical work to the final
product.Finally, I express gratitude to my editor at Hendrickson, Shirley Decker-Lucke. Her belief
in the project and astute suggestions have contributed immensely to its
completion.IntroductionRevised and Expanded EditionMuch has happened in the field of biblical
studies since the original publication of this book. There have been archaeological discoveries
and rumors of archaeological discoveries (ossuaries and tombs being among the most notable).
There have been new skirmishes in the Bible wars, especially over the interpretation of certain
ethical issues. Some new translations have appeared, and some methodologies of biblical study



have been revamped or fine-tuned.However, arguably the most important development in the
field of biblical studies since the turn of the twenty-first century has been the turn (or, rather,
return) to the theological interpretation of Scripture. This development expresses a deep desire
on the part of many biblical scholars and theologians to explore and articulate ways of biblical
interpretation that attend to the biblical text primarily as theological text, as vehicle of divine
revelation and address. To many outside the theological guild but inside the church (and
perhaps even outside it), such a focus is altogether self-evident and natural. To many inside the
guild, however, years of exposure to nontheological interpretation have made reading the Bible
as Scripture seem almost abnormal, and those of us who wish to change this bias are aware of
the challenges before us as we attempt to move forward in the appropriately theological task of
biblical interpretation.1Already discussed and embraced in the first edition of Elements
(especially in chapters 1 and 8), theological interpretation receives much more attention in this
edition, accounting for the most significant change: the considerable expansion and renaming of
chapter 8. That chapter is now called, not merely “Reflection,” but “Reflection: Theological
Interpretation.” Three points about these changes need to be made here.First, theological
interpretation does not own a particular exegetical method or methodology. Its practitioners can,
and do, make use of a variety of methods. My own approach (expressed in this book) is still
rather eclectic but largely synchronic, as discussed in chapter 1.Second, the revised chapter 8 is
longer and more theoretical than most of the other chapters, and deliberately so because of the
subject matter. The chapter still makes practical suggestions, but it does so within a more fully
developed framework than a purely “nuts-and-bolts” approach would do.Third, despite the
location of the extended discussion of theological interpretation near the end of the book,
readers should not conclude that theological interpretation is an afterthought, or that it takes
place only after all the “real work” of critical or scientific (historical and literary) exegesis is
finished. Rather, theological interpretation involves an attitude, a modus operandi, and a goal
(telos) that permeate the entire process. In sum, theological interpretation means reading the
scriptural text as closely and carefully as possible, employing the best methodologies available,
because theological interpreters believe that during and after that process they can hear God
speak in and through the text.This increased emphasis on theological interpretation does not in
any way negate the basic historical and literary aspects of sound exegesis that any interpreter of
the Bible needs to consider. In fact, interpreters who are not committed to a theological reading
of the biblical texts will still profit from the basic approach and method advocated in this book.
That is to say, whether one considers theological interpretation the main course or an
unnecessary dessert, there are certain staples of an exegetical meal that are common to all
careful readers of the Bible, and those staples constitute the building blocks both of this book
and of any good exegetical method.Another major addition to this edition is the inclusion of a
much-needed sample exegesis paper on a text from the Old Testament/ Hebrew Bible. Other
alterations to this edition are relatively minor but significant: changes to a few exercises,
clarification and/or elaboration on several matters, and especially the addition of new resources.



The purpose of the book, and its intended audience, remain the same: Elements provides
students and ministers with an unapologetically practical approach to exegesis that is built on a
strong theoretical foundation.1 This paragraph is drawn, with minor modifications, from the
opening paragraph of my article “A ‘Seamless Garment’ Approach to Biblical Interpretation?”
Journal of Theological Interpretation 1 (2007): 117–28.IntroductionFirst EditionFather Robert
Leavitt, the president-rector [until 2007] of the institution I serve, is an avid golfer with a three
handicap. After he returned from a summer golf school at the famous Pebble Beach golf course
in California, he surprised me by saying that his class included students of all abilities, from
beginners to near-pros like himself. When asked how the instructors could meet the needs of
such a diverse class membership, he responded, “They taught the basics.” In fact, he said, that’s
what they do when PGA pros return to Pebble Beach for off-season instruction: they go back to
the basics.Preventing Exegetical IlliteracyThis book is about basics, about fundamentals.
Designed for students, teachers, pastors, and others wishing to think and write about the Bible
carefully, it began as a guide for seminary students learning to do careful analysis of the New
Testament for classes, ordination exams, and preaching. First presented to classes and to study
groups preparing for ordination exams in the Presbyterian Church (some of whom had failed
their first attempt at the exam, usually because they lacked a clear method!), the material proved
to be a simple-to-learn and helpful tool. It was then put down in writing as a brief hands-on guide
to biblical exegesis.In 1990 the Council for Religion in Independent Schools published a form of
the guide as Texts and Contexts: A Guide to Careful Thinking and Writing about the Bible, which
served many students in various settings. A revised edition, published first at St. Mary’s
Seminary and then by Wipf & Stock Publishers, served hundreds of students at St. Mary’s
Seminary and University, with much success.This book is a thoroughly revised work, though the
basic principles of the method have remained the same even as I have tried to incorporate new
insights from the never-static field of biblical interpretation. I am told that students are still failing
exegesis exams, and I know from personal experience that much of today’s preaching still
reveals ignorance of the basic principles of exegesis.This book is offered, therefore, for use at
several levels and in several ways. The concepts and method are understandable to beginning
Bible students in colleges, universities, pretheology programs, and seminaries. For these
students, both the discussion of the method and the practice exercises at the end of each
chapter are recommended. The book is useful as introductory or collateral reading in a course
on the Bible or on any part of the Bible, or it can be given to students for independent reading
and reference. Its use does not require, nor does it preclude, knowledge of the Bible’s original
languages.For more experienced students and for ordained preachers, the discussion of a clear,
logical method for studying the Bible may give them something they have not found elsewhere.
Most biblical scholars use something like the method presented in this book in their own
thinking, writing, and teaching, but I am afraid that this strategy is often not communicated
methodically to students.My experience with pastors as well as seminary students has
confirmed this hunch. Furthermore, many of the exegetical handbooks in print are too detailed



and complex for most students and preachers to use on a regular basis. This book suggests
how to read the biblical text carefully, whether one is preparing to discuss a passage in class,
write an exegetical paper, or venture into the pulpit. It can thus be used as a reference in classes
or seminars in biblical studies, exegesis, or homiletics. For seasoned preachers, this book will
not so much provide tips on how to preach the text as it will offer advice (or reminders) about
how to read the text more responsibly.CautionsThree words of caution may be in order before
we begin. First, although the elements or steps are simple, mastering this process is not easy. It
requires hard work and trial and error—but the hard work will pay off.Second, I do not want to
create the impression that I believe the method presented in this book is the only way to think
and write about the Bible. There are many other ways that can be used by the modern
interpreter. The method presented here is for the basic but careful historical, literary, and
theological analysis of a relatively short text, though its principles can apply to reading Scripture
(and almost anything else) in general. The method presented here is chosen as the starting
place by a wide variety of readers; it can also be useful to those who wish to supplement it with
other interpretive strategies.Third, therefore, this book is not intended to replace more detailed
books on interpretation of the Bible, on specific literary genres, or on hermeneutics. I am
convinced, however, that the already difficult task of biblical exegesis and interpretation is
becoming so complex, with the unending array of new methods and methodologies (not to
mention new historical discoveries), that many students and preachers are tempted to abandon
any hope of being “scholarly” or even careful in their reading and use of the Bible. When that
happens, students and preachers—not to mention the houses of worship and the general public
—will (and do) suffer immense losses. This book is deliberately basic, not to curtail further study
but to stimulate it and, in the meantime, to prevent disaster in the classroom and the pulpit. My
agenda, therefore, is quite simple and straightforward: to help prevent exegetical illiteracy among
everyday readers, teachers, and preachers of biblical texts.Readers will notice that the length of
the chapters varies considerably in proportion to the nature of the topic under consideration. The
chapter “Detailed Analysis,” for example, is much longer than the very short chapter “Survey.”
Readers will also notice that both sample exegesis papers, written by two of my students, are
based on New Testament texts. That is solely because New Testament is the area in which I
teach. [An Old Testament paper has been added for the revised and expanded
edition.]Suggestions for Teachers1. It is beneficial to have students work through the entire text,
both readings and exercises.2. The book can be used in an introductory unit in a biblical studies
course. Perhaps assign one section of the method, including at least one of the suggested
exercises and the appropriate section on resources for expanding and refining that step, per
class. This results in a base unit of about eight classes for the students to work through the
method. Then allow ample time for writing a draft and final copy of an exegetical paper, perhaps
in conjunction with the main biblical books read in the course. Alternatively, the book can also be
spaced out over a longer period of time, integrated with the course content.3. Encourage
students to think for themselves as they read the Bible. Emphasize the fact that all students, no



matter what their background, can make a valuable contribution to the group’s understanding of
the Bible. One way to stress this is to assign a nonbiblical text, such as a newspaper editorial or
excerpt from a historical document, for individual or class “exegesis” before beginning the study
of the Bible.4. Devote extra time to any section of this book that especially perplexes your
students and, of course, to any section that you deem particularly important for your students. In
my own view, the material on historical and literary contexts and on form, structure, and
movement are the most crucial for students to grasp.5. In class, you may wish to have students
discuss, and even defend, their answers to the exercises. If time permits, do additional exercises
together in class. The more students practice, the better their exegetical work will be.6. Have
students read the sections of the sample exegesis papers that correspond to each assignment,
but only after reading the “theory” and doing the exercises themselves.7. When assigning
exegetical papers, start small, with perhaps an essay of three to four pages (750–1,000 words).
Students may eventually be encouraged to write a substantial paper of 2,000–3,000 words or
more, depending on the level of the course.PartOneOrientationCHAPTER ONEThe TaskTake up
and read, take up and read.—A child at play, overheard by Augustine,according to the
Confessions 8.12And now the end has come. So listen to my piece ofadvice: exegesis,
exegesis, and yet more exegesis!—Karl Barth, in his farewell to his studentsbefore his 1935
expulsion from GermanyWhat is exegesis?Whether you are reading the Bible for the first time or
you have been reading it since early childhood, there will be passages that seem nearly
impossible to understand. There will also be passages that you think you understand but that
your instructors, classmates, fellow church members, or parishioners interpret quite differently.
These kinds of experiences occur when people read any kind of literature, but we become
particularly aware of them when we read religious literature—literature that makes claims on us.
As we know, the Bible is the all-time best seller, a book read, interpreted, and quoted by millions
of people in countless ways.It would be easy to abandon any hope of understanding the Bible
with some degree of confidence.Such despair, however, is unnecessary. Although there are
many approaches to the Bible, there is also a fair amount of common ground among responsible
readers of the Bible. The purpose of this small book is to help you read, think about, and write
about the Bible carefully and systematically using some of these common strategies. Although it
is useful for the study of a portion of the Bible of any size, it is designed primarily for intense,
precise study of a small section—a brief narrative, psalm, lament, prophetic oracle, speech,
parable, miracle story, vision, or chapter-length argument, etc.—most of which consist of no
more than several closely connected paragraphs. The technical term for such careful analysis of
a biblical text is exegesis, from the Greek verb meaning “to lead out” (ex, “out” + “to lead”). In
this chapter we consider the task of exegesis and survey the method proposed in this
book.Exegesis as Investigation, Conversation, and ArtExegesis may be defined as the careful
historical, literary, and theological analysis of a text. Some would call it “scholarly reading” and
describe it as reading in a way that “ascertains the sense of the text through the most complete,
systematic recording possible of the phenomena of the text and grappling with the reasons that



speak for or against a specific understanding of it.”1 Another appropriate description of exegesis
is “close reading,” a term borrowed from the study of literature. “Close” reading means the
deliberate, word-by-word and phrase-by-phrase consideration of all the parts of a text in order to
understand it as a whole. Those who engage in the process of exegesis are called
exegetes.2Many people over the years have understood the goal of exegesis to be the discovery
of the biblical writer’s purpose in writing, or what is called the “authorial intention.” While a
laudable goal, this is often difficult to achieve. Many interpreters today reject authorial intention
as the goal of exegesis. It can be hard enough to grasp our own intentions in writing something,
let alone those of another person from another time and culture.3 A more modest and
appropriate primary goal would be to achieve a credible and coherent understanding of the text
on its own terms and in its own context. Even that goal is a difficult one. This primary objective is
often, though not always, pursued with a larger (and ultimately more important) existential goal—
that somehow the text in its context may speak to us in our different-yet-similar context.Exegesis
is therefore an investigation. It is an investigation of the many dimensions, or textures, of a
particular text. It is a process of asking questions of a text, questions that are often provoked by
the text itself. As one of my professors in seminary used to put it, the basic question we are
always asking is, “What’s going on here?” In some ways, that question is enough, but it will be
helpful to “flesh it out,” to give this basic question some greater form and substance. Exegetes
must learn to love to ask questions.To engage in exegesis is to ask historical questions of a text,
such as “What situation seems to have been the occasion for the writing of this text?” Exegesis
also means asking literary questions of the text, such as “What kind of literature is this text, and
what are its literary aims?” Furthermore, exegesis means asking questions about the religious,
or theological, dimensions of the text, such as “What great theological question or issue does
this text engage, and what claims on its readers does it make?” Exegesis means not being afraid
of difficult questions, such as “Why does this text seem to contradict that one?” Finally, exegesis
means not fearing discovery of something new or puzzlement over something apparently
insoluble. Sometimes doing exegesis means learning to ask the right questions, even if the
questions are not immediately resolved. In fact, exegesis may lead to greater ambiguity in our
understanding of the text itself, of its meaning for us, or both.It would be a mistake, however, to
think that we are the first or the only people to raise these questions of the biblical text as we
seek to analyze and engage it carefully. Exegesis may also be defined as a conversation. It is a
conversation with readers living and dead, more learned and less learned, absent and present. It
is a conversation about texts and their contexts, about sacred words and their claims—and the
claims others have made about them. As conversation, exegesis entails listening to others, even
others with whom we disagree. It is a process best carried out in the company of other people
through reading and talking with them—carefully, critically, and creatively—about texts. The
isolated reader is not the ideal biblical exegete.Nevertheless, we often read the Bible alone,
whether by choice or by virtue of our “profession.” Students are normally required to write
exegesis papers on their own. Pastors or other ministers usually prepare and preach sermons or



homilies, grounded in careful study of the text (we hope), on their own. Whatever outside
resources students or ministers may or may not consult, they need a method for the careful
study of their chosen or assigned text. They need a way to enter the ongoing conversation about
this or that text with confidence and competence, so that they too may contribute to the
conversation. Hence the need for an exegetical method.The word method, however, should not
be equated precisely with “scientific method” or “historical method.” Good reading—like good
conversation or any sort of good investigation—is an art more than it is a science. Exegesis, as
we will see throughout this book, is therefore an art. To be sure, there are certain principles and
steps to follow, but knowing what to ask of a text, what to think about a text, and what to say
about a text can never be accomplished with complete certainty or done with method alone.
Rather, an exegete needs not only principles, rules, hard work, and research skills, but also
intuition, imagination, sensitivity, and even a bit of serendipity on occasion. The task of exegesis
requires, therefore, enormous intellectual and even spiritual energy.Exegesis, then, is
investigation, conversation, and art. As conversation and art, exegesis requires an openness to
others and to the text that method alone cannot provide. However, without a method, exegesis is
no longer an investigation. Thus the principal focus of this book is on developing an exegetical
method.Choosing an Approach to the TaskHandbooks on “studying the Bible” and on
“exegetical method” are plentiful. Some are simplistic, others incredibly complex. The method of
exegesis presented in the following pages is neither. It may be similar to methods you have
learned for reading and writing explications of poetry or other literature. For example, as a
student of French in high school and college, I learned how to examine French literature closely,
just as students in France do.The process and result was called an explication de texte. As
noted above, this way of careful reading of a small portion of literature is sometimes known as
“close reading.” If you have never learned such a method, this book will also help you to be a
more careful reader of literature in general.The approach to exegesis advocated in this book is
grounded in the conviction that we can read a text responsibly only if we attempt to understand
the unique setting (historical context) in which it was produced and in which it is situated (literary
context). Furthermore, we can understand a text only if we pay careful attention to both the
whole and the parts (details), the proverbial forest as well as the trees. Before considering in
detail the approach to exegesis proposed in this book, we need to understand something about
the options available. In order to do that, we must become familiar with some rather technical
terms.Exegesis can be, in fact, a very technical field of inquiry. Interpreters of the Bible employ a
variety of general approaches and specific methods to understand and engage the text. Some of
these methods are called criticisms. The use of the term criticism, as in redaction criticism, does
not necessarily imply negative judgment; the primary meaning of the term is analysis, though it
may also mean judgment—whether negative, positive, or both—about the historical, literary, or
theological value of a text.There are perhaps three basic approaches to exegesis today. We will
call them synchronic, diachronic, and existential.The Synchronic ApproachOne approach to
exegesis is called synchronic (meaning “with[in] time,” i.e., “same time”; cf. “synchronize”). It may



be compared to a cross section of a plant’s stem depicted in a biology textbook. This approach
looks only at the final form of the text, the text as it stands in the Bible as we have it. It is not
interested in the “long view” or “prehistory” of the text—any oral traditions, earlier versions, or
possible written sources (such as the hypothetical sources called J, E, D, and P in the
Pentateuch or Q in the gospels4). Rather, the synchronic approach uses methods designed to
analyze the text itself and the text in relation to the world in which it first existed as a text. The
most common labels for this approach are narrative-critical, social-scientific, and socio-
rhetorical. (Rhetoric is the art of effective communication.) Socio-rhetorical criticism, for
example, may be defined as an approach that “integrates the ways people use language with
the ways they live in the world.”5 This book will devote significant attention to synchronic
methods of exegesis, but without a lot of the technical language that sometimes accompanies
the discussion of these methods. They include:6• literary criticism—the quest to understand the
text as literature by employing either traditional or more recent models of literary criticism that
are employed in the study of literature generally; corollaries of literary criticism are genre and
form analysis, the quests to classify a text as to its type• narrative criticism—as a subset of
literary criticism, the quest to understand the formal and material features of narrative texts
(stories) or other texts that have an implicit or underlying narrative within or behind them•
rhetorical criticism—the quest to understand the devices, strategies, and structures employed in
the text to persuade and/or otherwise affect the reader, as well as the overall goals or effects of
those rhetorical elements• lexical, grammatical, and syntactical analysis—the quest to
understand words, idioms, grammatical forms, and the relationships among these items
according to the norms of usage at the time the text was produced• semantic or discourse
analysis—the quest to understand the ways in which a text conveys meaning according to
modern principles and theories of linguistics• social-scientific criticism—the quest for the social
identity, perceptions of the world, and cultural characteristics of the writers, readers/ hearers,
and communities suggested by the text; usually divided into two distinct subdisciplines, social
description and social-scientific analysis7If these terms and the methods to which they refer
seem at first foreign or complex, readers should bear in mind that they have probably already
been introduced to them in the study of literature. The synchronic approach to the text is quite
similar to the way in which literary critics analyze a poem or other short text. Literary critics, when
explicating a poem, for example, may consider the following features of it:• genre and implied
situation—the type of literature the text is, and the life situation implied by the text• intellectual
core—the topic and theme (“slant”) of the text• structure and unity—the arrangement of the text•
literary (e.g., poetic) texture—the details of the text• artistry—the beauty of the text8As we will
see, these are all very similar to the elements of exegesis presented in this book. Many
advocates of a primarily synchronic approach to texts also incorporate some of the methods of
diachronic exegesis discussed below.A synchronic approach to the Sermon on the Mount
(Matthew 5–7) might ask questions such as the following:• What are the various sections of the
Sermon, and how do they fit together to make a literary whole?• What does the narrator of this



gospel communicate by indicating the setting of the Sermon, the composition of the audience
before and after the Sermon, and the audience’s reaction to it?• What is the function of the
Sermon in the gospel’s portrayal of Jesus and of discipleship?• How would a first-century reader/
hearer understand and be affected by this Sermon?The Diachronic Approach (The Historical-
Critical Method)The second approach to exegesis is the diachronic (meaning “across time”)
approach, and it focuses on the origin and development of a text, employing methods designed
to uncover these aspects of it. It takes the “long view” of a text and may be compared to a
longitudinal perspective on a plant stem in a biology text. As a constellation of methods, this
approach is often referred to as the historical-critical method, and it was the approach of choice
by many, if not most, biblical scholars of the twentieth century. This book will give some, but
limited, attention to the so-called historical-critical methods of exegesis. They include:9• textual
criticism—the quest for the original wording of the text (and the ways later scribes altered it)•
historical linguistics—the quest to understand words, idioms, grammatical forms, and the
relationships among these items, often with attention to their historical development within a
language• form criticism—the quest for the original type of oral or written tradition reflected in the
text, and for the sort of situation in the life of Israel or the early church out of which such a
tradition might have developed10• tradition criticism—the quest for understanding the growth of
a tradition over time from its original form to its incorporation in the final text• source criticism—
the quest for the written sources used in the text• redaction criticism—the quest for perceiving
the ways in which the final author of the text purposefully adopted and adapted sources•
historical criticism—the quest for the events that surrounded the production of the text, including
the purported events narrated by the text itself11A diachronic approach to the Sermon on the
Mount might ask questions such as the following:• What written or oral sources did the
evangelist (gospel-writer) adopt, adapt, and combine to compose this “Sermon”?• What are the
various components of the Sermon (beatitudes, prayers, parables, pithy sayings, etc.), and what
is their origin and development in Jewish tradition, the career of the earthly Jesus, and/or the life
of the early church?• What does the evangelist’s use of sources reveal about his theological
interests?• To what degree do these teachings represent the words or ideas of the historical
Jesus?There are some critics of the diachronic method who want to retain its historical
emphasis but find the presuppositions of some of its practitioners (e.g., those who deny the
possibility of miracles or the role of God’s Spirit in the production of the Bible) inappropriate for
the study of Scripture. They might propose a modified historical-critical method, one that
accepts some of the goals of the method but not its “alien” aspects. One such scholar has
proposed using the term “historical biblical criticism.”12Practitioners of the diachronic approach
are also interested in some of the questions raised by advocates of a more synchronic approach
to the text. They may, for example, combine rhetorical criticism with more traditional historical-
critical methods. Indeed, few exegetes today are “pure” practitioners of a diachronic
approach.The focus of investigation in both the diachronic and the synchronic approaches to the
text is twofold: the world of or within the text and the world behind the text. That is, exegetes who



investigate the text with these methods are literary and historical critics—analysts of the
historical and literary features of the text. There is clearly some overlap in the two approaches.
For example, practitioners of both approaches are interested in the historical or sociopolitical
contexts in which texts come to life and in the kind of literature texts are. But these are not the
only possible focal points of investigation of a text. Some readers want to focus on the world in
front of the text, the world that the text “creates.”The Existential ApproachA third approach,
which has no commonly used name, may perhaps be labeled existential. Since it is an
increasingly common but also occasionally criticized approach to exegesis,13 we will consider it
now in more detail than the others noted above, which are thoroughly discussed in many
handbooks14 and which will be considered as part of the exegetical procedure outlined in
subsequent chapters.Proponents of the existential approach to reading the Bible are primarily
interested not in the text per se—whether understood in terms of its formation (diachronically) or
its final form (synchronically)—but in the text as something to be engaged. Existential methods
are therefore “instrumental” methods: they allow the text to be read as a means to an end, not as
an end in itself. The end, or goal, of this kind of reading is often an encounter with a reality
beyond the text to which the text bears witness. This “something beyond” may be a set of
relations among people, a “spiritual” truth beyond the “literal” truth, God, and so on. The exegete
may desire either to embrace or to resist the reality, depending on the nature of the reality
perceived and encountered. Those who approach the text fundamentally to encounter God
through the mediation of the text may refer to this approach as theological and
transformative.More generally, we may describe this approach to exegesis as self-involving;15
readers do not treat the text as a historical or literary artifact but as something to engage
experientially—something that could or should affect their lives. The text is taken seriously with
respect to human existence now, both individual existence and life in community (the private self
and the corporate self). The reader wants to engage not merely the world behind the text or the
world of the text but the world before the text. Powerful texts in general, and religious texts in
particular, have the ability to create an alternative world and to invite their readers to engage
it.By using methods that allow their own participation in the exegesis, existential readers enlarge
the contexts within which the biblical text is read:16• theological exegesis, missional
interpretation, and spiritual (or sacred) reading (lectio divina)—exegesis is done in the context of
a specific religious tradition and for religious purposes.• canonical criticism—exegesis is done in
the context of the Bible as a whole.• embodiment or actualization—exegesis is done in the
context of attempting to appropriate and embody the text in the world.• ideological criticism
(including postcolonial criticism), advocacy criticism, and liberationist exegesis—exegesis is
done in the context of the struggle against unequal power relations and injustice and for justice
or liberation.These contexts significantly affect the methods, goals, and results of exegesis.The
existential approach to reading texts also challenges the ideologies of education and knowledge
that have been pervasive in the West since the Enlightenment. Such ideologies tend to equate
knowledge and education with the acquisition of information. Existential, transformative



approaches to knowledge and education are at least equally interested in the formation of a
certain kind of people. This kind of knowing is sometimes called “embodied knowing.” It will ring
true to those who have theological interests in “studying” the Bible.The existential approach to
the text might ask the following kinds of questions of the Sermon on the Mount:• To what kind of
contemporary faith and practice does the Sermon call contemporary readers?• How might the
text about “turning the other cheek” be a potential source of difficulty or even oppression for the
politically or socially downtrodden?• Does love of enemies rule out the use of resistance or
violence in every situation? What does it mean practically to embody the teachings about
nonviolence in the Sermon?• What spiritual practices are necessary for individuals and
churches to live the message of the Sermon in the contemporary world?Readers who approach
the text in this way use diverse methods and have a wide variety of goals or agendas. Both
diachronic and synchronic methods can be appropriated, and others may be introduced as well.
Practitioners of existential exegesis judge the adequacy of any specific method on the basis of
its ability to assist in achieving the overall goal of exegesis—its telos. This goal may be
described as something rather general, such as transformation or spiritual formation, or as
something more specific, such as liberation or an encounter with God.17Excursus: Some Types
of Existential ExegesisExistential approaches to the biblical text can be divided into two basic
types, those that operate with a fundamental trust in or consent to the text, and those that
operate with a basic suspicion of the text. Theological exegesis, lectio divina, missional
interpretation, canonical criticism, and embodiment are types of existential approaches listed
above that are approaches marked fundamentally by trust/consent. Ideological criticism,
advocacy criticism, and liberationist exegesis are approaches marked by suspicion.Trust/
ConsentThe most ancient existential approach is that of theological exegesis or theological
interpretation, which is currently undergoing a great revival.18 Practitioners of theological
exegesis read the text primarily as a reliable vehicle of, source of, or witness to God’s revelation
and will, which are discerned especially in communal reading and conversation. These
interpreters read the Bible as a means of religious formation, both attitudinal and behavioral,
experiencing the exegetical process, in some sense, as an encounter with God. This approach
may make use of any or all of the diachronic and synchronic methods, but it also often involves
expanding both the contexts within which the text is read and the kinds of methods used. This is
because the biblical text is understood as more than a historical artifact or literary work; it is
viewed as sacred text, as Scripture.Theological exegetes may also take into account the
perceived purposes of God—the divine mission (missio Dei)—in salvation history, the
incarnation, or the paschal mystery (the death and resurrection of Jesus) as contexts for
interpretation. Practitioners of missional interpretation specifically read the biblical text as
witness to God’s purposes in the world and as invitation to participate in that divine
activity.Theological exegetes often practice some form of canonical criticism by taking into
account the canonical context—the place of the text in the entire Bible as the religious
community’s book—whereas a purely diachronic or historical-critical approach would find that



anachronistic (since the entire Bible did not exist as one book when a particular biblical
document was composed). They may also appeal to tradition or “the rule of faith” (i.e., the
confessional framework of orthodox belief, such as the Nicene Creed) as the context for and
guide to appropriate exegesis. In each case, theological interpretation enlarges the context of
biblical interpretation beyond a text’s immediate historical and literary context to include the
church’s canon and/or confession.Further, advocates of theological exegesis sometimes appeal
to pre-modern or precritical ways of Jewish and Christian reading of the Bible that allow for a
variety of meanings in the text. The additional ways, which may include allegorical reading, yield
meanings that are sometimes referred to as spiritual or figurative rather than literal meanings.19
The current revival of interest in the “fourfold sense of Scripture” is especially important. This
medieval way of reading the Bible insisted that scriptural texts had (normally three) meanings in
addition to the “literal” or “plain” sense. Although the methods currently used differ from their
medieval counterparts, the questions asked by the methods are the same: What are we to
believe (faith), to expect (hope), and to do (love)?20A less academic variation of theological
exegesis is the ancient and revered practice of spiritual reading, or lectio divina (literally, divine
or sacred reading). In some circles this term may be unfamiliar, but similar practices may be
called devotional reading. Lectio divina is an approach to reading the Bible that uses
contemplation and meditation in the context of prayer to encounter God and God’s word to the
individual or community. Since the goal of spiritual reading is contemplation and formation
(spiritual growth), not information or analysis, exegetical methods might seem superfluous. But
they are not. Meditation on a text means “chewing on it”21 and requires asking questions of the
text that are similar to the ones asked by exegetes who use synchronic, and even some
diachronic, methods.Finally, many recent approaches to the Bible stress that, since the ultimate
goal of biblical exegesis is not information but transformation, true exegesis is accomplished
only when individuals and communities engage in the embodiment or actualization of the text.
The reading community, we might say, is to become a “living exegesis” of the text. (We will have
more to say about all of this in chapter 8.)SuspicionA quite different, and much more recent,
existential approach is known as ideological criticism. Practitioners of ideological criticism see
the text as a witness to relations of power that can be harmful, especially to certain groups of
marginalized people. Often using recently developed social-scientific methods, they seek to
uncover and eventually to disarm the relations of oppressive power that the text both signifies
and sanctions. The text is read and then “un-read” as a means of naming and being freed from
oppression.Postcolonial criticism, a type of ideological criticism, is the analysis of texts by those
who have been affected by, or sensitized to the effects of, colonization. It focuses especially on
the presence of both affirmations and criticisms of empire and colonization in the Bible, and on
ways in which the Bible has been read (or is currently read) to underwrite various forms of
empire and colonization. Postcolonial criticism includes the critique of powerful colonizers’
interpretation of biblical texts.Somewhere between theological and ideological exegesis, but
usually embodying a spirit of suspicion, lie advocacy criticism and its most common



manifestation, liberationist exegesis. This type of exegesis is often theological in that it may bring
an ethical or theological goal and criterion to the process of reading: the thing advocated or the
liberation sought is often, though not always, understood as God’s purpose in self-revelation.
Texts are judged by their perceived ability to liberate (or to be used more generally for advocacy)
or not. Like ideological criticism, liberationist exegesis often draws on social-scientific methods
and models and is concerned to name and address oppression. Similarly, some forms of
postcolonial criticism engage in advocacy and do so for explicitly theological reasons.The
Approach of This BookAt this point, what can the average careful reader of the Bible do? The
range of options can seem overwhelming. What we need is a model of exegesis that takes
account of all these approaches but does not require a Ph.D. in biblical studies (or in history,
sociology, and linguistics) to execute. We need a model that recognizes the common features of
biblical texts as ordinary devices of human communication while also recognizing the
importance of distinctly “sacred” features of biblical texts.The approach advocated in this book is
somewhat of an eclectic and yet integrated one, drawing on the insights and methods of all of
the three basic approaches mentioned above, but maintaining that there is no one “right” way. In
fact, the approach of this book is compatible with all three clusters of methods in use today and
can serve as a foundation for more detailed or sophisticated work that does stress one approach
over the others.22Nonetheless, of the three approaches, the first, or synchronic one, is
predominant in this book, especially vis-à-vis the diachronic, or historical-critical, approach.
There are several reasons for this emphasis. The most important reason is that all exegetes,
whether beginners or professionals, deal directly with the final form of the text. It is this text that
readers read, preachers preach, and hearers hear. Another reason is that the other two
approaches may require technical historical and linguistic skills or sophisticated theological
perspectives that not all readers possess. Furthermore, the value (and even the possibility) of a
purely historical-critical method has been questioned by many in recent years. Finally, even
those whose primary goal in reading the text of Scripture is spiritual formation, the establishment
of doctrine and practice, or human liberation must read in a way that is attentive to the form and
substance of the words and images of the text. Indeed, existentialist approaches generally use
many of the synchronic methods of biblical exegesis.Having said all that, I would be remiss if I
did not acknowledge that, as much as I enjoy careful textual analysis as a task in itself, my own
ultimate aim in reading Scripture is theological—and I suspect that it is as well for many readers
of this book. In my experience, an eclectic but largely synchronic approach best serves this
existential telos.The guidelines presented in this book rest on several assumptions. Chief among
these is the assumption that the Bible must be read in its various contexts—those things that
accompany, or go “with” (Latin con), the text itself. This assumption, and the method of
interpretation it produces, attempts to take many factors into account:• that the Bible is the work
of many people, written over a period of more than one thousand years in many different specific
historical situations (the historical, social, and cultural contexts)• that every biblical passage is
located within a larger work and that it contributes to the aims of that work (the literary and



rhetorical contexts)• that the Bible, like other sacred texts, gives expression to humanity’s thirst
for meaning and value in life (the human context)• that for Christians and Jews the Bible is a
unique and authoritative revelation of and/or witness to God’s activity in history (the biblical/
canonical and religious contexts)• that all readers of the Bible, no matter how novice or
sophisticated, interpret the Bible from within their own social situations and world-views, and
these social and intellectual locations affect the ways in which they understand the Bible (the
contemporary context)Each of these contexts has significant impact on the interpretation of
biblical texts, and the careful reader must be aware of all of them.A corollary to the last
assumption ought also to be noted here: because of each reader’s own unique experiences and
“location,” he or she will have insight into the Bible that no one else will have. Each reader can
learn to bring together literary and historical perspectives as well as personal experience to
understand a written text in a way that is unique to that individual and that contributes to the
ongoing conversation about the text. Although the isolated individual is not the ideal interpreter
of Scripture, there can be no conversation without unique individuals contributing to the
discussion.At the same time, however, there are necessary safeguards to ensure that one’s
exegesis of the Bible is not really eisegesis—reading into the text (the Greek eis meaning
“into”).23 A sound exegetical method is one such safeguard. Other safeguards include both the
basic tools of biblical knowledge and research (Bible dictionaries, maps, concordances, etc.)
and the fruits of research and reflection produced by biblical scholars and other interpreters of
the Bible (in commentaries, journal articles, etc.). These publications can answer basic
questions (who? what? when? where?) during the initial exegetical process. For example, they
will provide answers to such basic inquiries as “Who was Josiah?” or “What is a denarius?”More
important, scholarly resources also verify, sharpen, and correct your work after you have done
your own exegesis. Thus one important aspect of the exegetical process is the confirmation and
correction of your own discoveries and insights, the refinement and expansion of your ideas
through conversation and research.An Overview of the MethodThus far we have examined
rationale and theory. The remainder of this book is largely devoted to the nuts and bolts of
exegesis— the careful reading of and writing about the Bible. A close, careful reading or
exegesis of a biblical passage requires a process. The process proposed in this book has seven
basic elements. These are briefly outlined here and will be developed in more detail in
subsequent chapters.For purposes of reading a biblical text, the elements in this process cannot
and should not always be followed slavishly; these steps are, rather, the necessary elements of
a careful reading, or exegesis. (Thus the title of this book is Elements of Biblical Exegesis.) The
actual process of reading and interpretation is more like a circle than an outline, as you move
back and forth from part to whole, text to context, original meaning to contemporary relevance,
and so on. This process is sometimes referred to as a “hermeneutical circle,” hermeneutics
being the art of interpretation. Interpretation is indeed more like a circular than a linear process; it
has been aptly described as a process of “going forward by circling around.”24 The image of a
circle is not, therefore, meant to suggest lack of progress, as in a vicious or endless circle from



which there is no escape. (Some interpreters have suggested that a better image is that of a
spiral, the action of which is tighter and tighter.)25 Another helpful analogy is that of weaving:
exegesis is the weaving together of unique but interrelated strands or elements of a careful
reading of the text. Nevertheless, it will be extremely beneficial to think carefully through each of
the discrete elements of, or steps in, the method.For purposes of writing about a biblical text
(e.g., an exegetical paper), the following method can be successfully used as it stands to yield
high-quality written interpretations. It can also be altered according to the needs and wishes of
individual students and instructors.The seven elements of the method are:• survey—preparation
and overview, or introduction• contextual analysis—consideration of the historical and literary
contexts of the text• formal analysis—of the form, structure, and movement of the text• detailed
analysis—of the various parts of the text• synthesis—of the text as a whole• reflection—on the
text today• expansion and refinement—of the initial exegesis26It is important to note that some
exegetes would consider the element of reflection to be something supplemental to exegesis
itself. They might suggest that any notion of personal or theological reflection on a text is
unscientific at best and an invitation to eisegesis at worst. However, as Rudolf Bultmann, the
great German biblical scholar of the first half of the twentieth century, said, there is no exegesis
without presuppositions.27 We all come to the text with interests in it, maybe even an agenda.
Biblical texts compel us to ask not only “What?” but “So what?” Historical and literary critics we
may be, or wish to become, but we are also human beings seeking an encounter with truths and
realities to which sacred texts point.Refusing to consider responsible reflection on and with the
text as an aspect of exegesis is shortsighted and unnecessary. Most exegetes have their eyes
on “two horizons”—the horizon, or world, of the biblical text itself, and the horizon, or world, of
their own personal and corporate experience. This is both normal and appropriate, though there
are ways of engaging these two horizons that are more responsible than others. Exegetes who
have no interest in the contemporary significance of biblical texts are, of course, free to refrain
from reflection on them. Most people, however, even if they do not consider themselves
religious, find it difficult to avoid reflecting on great literature, religious or otherwise. We do not
have to be committed spiritual readers or liberation theologians to have this legitimate interest,
but neither do we have to hide our religious commitments when we approach the text even in an
academic setting. (Although it is of course easier and generally considered more appropriate to
be explicit about such commitments in a religiously affiliated institution, there is no reason,
especially in a postmodern context, that those in secular institutions must refrain from
expressing their own interests and commitments, as long as they do so with intellectual humility
and with respect for the views of others.)Some Observations on the ProcessThree observations
about executing this method as a whole are now in order. First, readers may enter the process of
exegesis at any of the first six steps (except, by definition, synthesis), including reflection on the
contemporary context, but the process is not complete until all elements have been considered
and all strands woven together. In an exegesis paper, these elements are carefully
interconnected and systematically presented.Second, the elements outlined here are



fundamentally the same as those used by the majority of professional biblical scholars (although
some hesitate to include element six, reflection) as well as literary critics. Although the work of
biblical scholars and literary critics is more technical, as are the terms used to describe it (see
Appendix A), scholars are basically asking the very questions about texts and their contexts that
are raised by these seven elements.Third, the reader of biblical texts who follows the basic
process presented in this book can both contribute to the ongoing conversation about the Bible
and benefit from that conversation. This last point implies something about the way in which
students, preachers, and others proceed as they engage a text exegetically. The great
temptation is to turn an exegesis paper into a research report that merely lays out for the reader
the major points of view on this or that passage, verse, or key word. Students who succumb to
this temptation are often intimidated by the vast quantity and technical nature of biblical
scholarship, especially in comparison to their own paucity of knowledge and skill. Then they
make the mistake of thinking that, if they just read all the important commentaries and articles,
they will finally understand the passage. Unfortunately, some instructors reinforce this notion.It is
much, much better for all readers—students, preachers, and other serious readers—to learn the
habit of first reading the text largely on their own. Even the most sophisticated advocates and
practitioners of the most complex historical-critical methods emphasize this:Before reaching for
the secondary sources, such as the commentaries, one should try to formulate a provisional
analysis of the text.28By working through a text on your own, guided by a careful exegetical
method, you will learn to engage the text itself, and not merely the interpreters or interpretations
of the text. You will also be prepared to handle the biblical text responsibly in the absence of
secondary sources. You will use secondary resources to expand, correct, and refine your own
initial exegesis in a way that will enable you to learn from and contribute to the conversation
about the text in your own unique ways more efficiently than those who begin with the
interpretations of the text rather than with the biblical text itself.For this reason, the last step in
the exegetical process is called “Expansion and Refinement of the Exegesis.” Although this is a
discrete step in the exegetical process, it does not translate into a separate section of an
exegesis paper. Rather, a paper should constantly, throughout each section of the paper, weave
together one’s own insights with the insights and corrective influences of others. Thus expansion
and refinement of one’s exegesis must occur for every element of the process.In writing an
exegesis paper that follows the elements of this process, a student must write precisely and
concisely, for the process of investigation and conversation will uncover a lot of information
about, and perspectives on, the text. Sometimes students are tempted to spend nearly half of
their paper on contextual analysis, or on contextual and formal analysis, to the neglect of
detailed analysis. While context and form are very important, they cannot replace careful, in-
depth examination. The following general page-count guidelines for a 15-page (approximately
4,000 words) exegesis paper, as well as their approximate equivalents in percentage of the
entire paper, may therefore be helpful:• survey/introduction—1 page or less, or about 250 words
(approximately 5% of the paper)• contextual analysis/historical and literary contexts—2–3



pages, or about 500–800 words (approximately 10–20% of the paper)• formal analysis/form,
structure, and movement—1–2 pages, or about 250–600 words (approximately 5–15% of the
paper)• detailed analysis—8–10 pages, or about 2,000–2,750 words (approximately 50–65% of
the paper)• synthesis—1 page or less, or about 250 words (approximately 5% of the paper)•
reflection—0–3 pages, or as much as 750 words (if included, up to 20% of the paper)This is
another way of saying that generally about one-half to two-thirds of the paper will be devoted to
detailed analysis. Another way to imagine the paper is in three main parts: a “prelude” to the
detailed analysis (steps 1–3), the detailed analysis itself, and a “postlude” (steps 5–6). Step 7
(expansion and refinement) is intertwined throughout the paper.Variations on this rule of thumb
are inevitable. Appropriate adjustments must be made if the passage presents peculiar
problems in one area, if reflection is omitted or expanded, and so on. The division of space for
shorter or longer papers may be calculated proportionately following these guidelines.In addition
to deciding how to allocate space in your exegesis paper, you will need to decide how precisely
to approach the research and writing task itself. The primary goal of this book is to explain and
illustrate the various elements of the exegetical process. Much of this process involves
significant time spent in reading, thinking, taking notes, and “playing with” the text—much like
any other paper. Some hints about how to do that are offered throughout the book. Additionally,
Appendix B, “Practical Guidelines for Writing a Research Exegesis Paper,” presents a step-by-
step outline of five phases in the preparation of such a paper. This appendix serves as a useful
summary of the entire book.Moving ForwardChapters 3–9 of this book each introduce a
particular element of exegesis. Theoretically, once one of these chapters is mastered, a reader
could execute that aspect of the exegetical process on a desert island. Readers who learn the
entire exegetical process qualify as desert-island exegetes. Some final hints on the process are
offered in chapter 10. Chapter 11 deals with expanding and refining each particular element of
the exegetical process by using other resources and tools. In other words, chapter 11 is for those
who have returned to civilization from the desert island and once again have a library, computer,
fellow readers, and other resources at their disposal. At the end of the book are appendixes that
contain supplemental summary information as well as three sample exegesis papers.Now that
we have briefly examined the task of exegesis, we are prepared to study each of the steps more
carefully. Before we can do that, however, we must consider the text that is the focus of our
exegesis, namely, the Bible itself. That is the subject of the next chapter.We conclude this
introductory chapter with a quote from a literary critic. We may substitute the words “exegete”
and “exegesis” for “explicator” and “explication”:An explicator is a tour guide or traveling
companion. The goal is to help a reader see what is really present in the [text]. A good
explication is a lens that brings the text into focus.29Review & StudyChapter Summary•
Exegesis, a word deriving from the Greek verb “to lead out,” is the careful historical, literary, and
theological analysis of a text.• Exegesis is investigation, conversation, and art.• There are three
basic approaches to exegesis: synchronic, diachronic (“historical-critical”), and existential (which
includes both theological and ideological perspectives).• The method advocated in this book is



eclectic and integrated but gives priority to the synchronic approach, with an ultimately
theological goal. It emphasizes the importance of contexts.• The seven elements of exegesis,
and the steps in writing an exegesis paper, are: (1) survey (preparation for reading, or
introduction); (2) contextual analysis (of the text’s historical and literary contexts); (3) formal
analysis (of the text’s form, structure, and movement); (4) detailed analysis; (5) synthesis; (6)
reflection; and (7) expansion and refinement of the exegesis.• Wise exegetes prepare a careful
initial exegesis of the text on their own before consulting the experts.Practical Hints1. I have
always found it beneficial and have often required students to print out or photocopy biblical
passages for exegesis in order to “play with the text” or “think on paper.” This means placing the
text on a sheet of paper, with wide margins, and marking it up—underlining key phrases, circling
recurrent terms, drawing lines between items, recording observations in the margins, and noting
questions to be pursued. If you have access to electronic versions of the original languages or
translations, you can download and rearrange your text however you like. (I suggest double-
spacing the text at 12 points in a 3-inch centered column.)2. Remember, as you begin the
process of exegesis, that there is much that can be and has been said about the Bible, some
insightful and helpful, some of dubious value or extraneous. At first, observe and record
whatever comes to mind. As you move through the hermeneutical circle, or weave the various
strands of the exegetical process together, you will begin to sift the wheat from the chaff and
begin looking for what really expresses the careful reading of the text that you are doing.
Eventually, you will do the same as you read and take notes on what other interpreters have said.
In the end, if you write an exegesis paper, you will have to decide what is and is not worth
including from both your own thoughts and those of others. What you can present will be like the
proverbial tip of the iceberg in relation to all that you have discovered. You will want to ask
yourself, “Of all that I could say about this text in this paper, what truly expresses and supports
the overall interpretation of the text that is emerging and that I find compelling?”3. When you
begin writing an exegesis paper, do not attempt to execute methods that are beyond your ability.
A beginning student should not attempt to do, say, tradition criticism without the skills to do it, or
to discuss the intricacies of Hebrew grammar and vocabulary on the basis of an interlinear Bible.
Rather, play to your strengths. Develop and use the skills any careful reader needs to have:
observing, questioning, making connections, recognizing patterns, and so on. These will take
you a long way.For Further Insight and Practice1. Attempt a close reading of an editorial or a
political cartoon (preferably a multi-paneled one) in a newspaper or online. What is its topic?
What prompted the editorial or cartoon? How is it structured? What key words, images, and
themes appear in it? What sources or authorities, if any, does it quote? What is its main point? Is
it effective? How and why? How do you react to it? Does it make you want to think or act
differently?2. Review chapter 11, section 1, pp. 182–89, “Resources for Understanding the Task,”
and peruse at least one of the books listed.1 Wilhelm Egger, How to Read the New Testament:
An Introduction to Linguistic and Historical-Critical Methodology (ed. Hendrikus Boers; trans.
Peter Heinegg; Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1996), 3.2 However, exegetes should resist the



temptation to create a new verb “to exegete,” as in “to exegete a text.”ELEMENTSOF
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acknowledge particularly Steve Fowl (Loyola College in Maryland) and Greg Jones (Duke
Divinity School), both of whom have been colleagues with me in the Ecumenical Institute of
Theology; Richard Hays and Stanley Hauerwas, both of Duke; Jim Brownson of Western
Theological Seminary; and Frances Taylor Gench of Union Theological Seminary in Virginia. I of
course do not hold them, or any of the other people mentioned in this book, responsible for my
perspectives or for the execution of them in print or in the classroom. (Nor do I, of course, concur
with each or any of them at every point along the way.)I am especially grateful to my students at
Princeton Theological Seminary and at St. Mary’s Seminary and University (both the School of
Theology and the Ecumenical Institute of Theology) for what they have taught me. Extra thanks
goes to one of my students, Bill Garrison, who served as my research assistant throughout the
writing of this book. He helped particularly with the bibliographical sections of the book and
made a thorough critique of several drafts. His invaluable suggestions have improved both the
content and the format. Seminarian George Gannon, my new research assistant, helped with the
proofreading and indexing. Last but not least, very special thanks are due Annette Chappell and
Bryan Lowe, two excellent students who both used early versions of the book and contributed
their fine exegetical work to the final product.Finally, I express gratitude to my editor at
Hendrickson, Shirley Decker-Lucke. Her belief in the project and astute suggestions have
contributed immensely to its completion.IntroductionRevised and Expanded EditionMuch has
happened in the field of biblical studies since the original publication of this book. There have
been archaeological discoveries and rumors of archaeological discoveries (ossuaries and
tombs being among the most notable). There have been new skirmishes in the Bible wars,
especially over the interpretation of certain ethical issues. Some new translations have
appeared, and some methodologies of biblical study have been revamped or fine-
tuned.However, arguably the most important development in the field of biblical studies since
the turn of the twenty-first century has been the turn (or, rather, return) to the theological
interpretation of Scripture. This development expresses a deep desire on the part of many
biblical scholars and theologians to explore and articulate ways of biblical interpretation that
attend to the biblical text primarily as theological text, as vehicle of divine revelation and address.
To many outside the theological guild but inside the church (and perhaps even outside it), such a
focus is altogether self-evident and natural. To many inside the guild, however, years of exposure
to nontheological interpretation have made reading the Bible as Scripture seem almost



abnormal, and those of us who wish to change this bias are aware of the challenges before us
as we attempt to move forward in the appropriately theological task of biblical
interpretation.1Already discussed and embraced in the first edition of Elements (especially in
chapters 1 and 8), theological interpretation receives much more attention in this edition,
accounting for the most significant change: the considerable expansion and renaming of chapter
8. That chapter is now called, not merely “Reflection,” but “Reflection: Theological Interpretation.”
Three points about these changes need to be made here.First, theological interpretation does
not own a particular exegetical method or methodology. Its practitioners can, and do, make use
of a variety of methods. My own approach (expressed in this book) is still rather eclectic but
largely synchronic, as discussed in chapter 1.Second, the revised chapter 8 is longer and more
theoretical than most of the other chapters, and deliberately so because of the subject matter.
The chapter still makes practical suggestions, but it does so within a more fully developed
framework than a purely “nuts-and-bolts” approach would do.Third, despite the location of the
extended discussion of theological interpretation near the end of the book, readers should not
conclude that theological interpretation is an afterthought, or that it takes place only after all the
“real work” of critical or scientific (historical and literary) exegesis is finished. Rather, theological
interpretation involves an attitude, a modus operandi, and a goal (telos) that permeate the entire
process. In sum, theological interpretation means reading the scriptural text as closely and
carefully as possible, employing the best methodologies available, because theological
interpreters believe that during and after that process they can hear God speak in and through
the text.This increased emphasis on theological interpretation does not in any way negate the
basic historical and literary aspects of sound exegesis that any interpreter of the Bible needs to
consider. In fact, interpreters who are not committed to a theological reading of the biblical texts
will still profit from the basic approach and method advocated in this book. That is to say,
whether one considers theological interpretation the main course or an unnecessary dessert,
there are certain staples of an exegetical meal that are common to all careful readers of the
Bible, and those staples constitute the building blocks both of this book and of any good
exegetical method.Another major addition to this edition is the inclusion of a much-needed
sample exegesis paper on a text from the Old Testament/ Hebrew Bible. Other alterations to this
edition are relatively minor but significant: changes to a few exercises, clarification and/or
elaboration on several matters, and especially the addition of new resources. The purpose of the
book, and its intended audience, remain the same: Elements provides students and ministers
with an unapologetically practical approach to exegesis that is built on a strong theoretical
foundation.1 This paragraph is drawn, with minor modifications, from the opening paragraph of
my article “A ‘Seamless Garment’ Approach to Biblical Interpretation?” Journal of Theological
Interpretation 1 (2007): 117–28.IntroductionRevised and Expanded EditionMuch has happened
in the field of biblical studies since the original publication of this book. There have been
archaeological discoveries and rumors of archaeological discoveries (ossuaries and tombs
being among the most notable). There have been new skirmishes in the Bible wars, especially



over the interpretation of certain ethical issues. Some new translations have appeared, and
some methodologies of biblical study have been revamped or fine-tuned.However, arguably the
most important development in the field of biblical studies since the turn of the twenty-first
century has been the turn (or, rather, return) to the theological interpretation of Scripture. This
development expresses a deep desire on the part of many biblical scholars and theologians to
explore and articulate ways of biblical interpretation that attend to the biblical text primarily as
theological text, as vehicle of divine revelation and address. To many outside the theological
guild but inside the church (and perhaps even outside it), such a focus is altogether self-evident
and natural. To many inside the guild, however, years of exposure to nontheological
interpretation have made reading the Bible as Scripture seem almost abnormal, and those of us
who wish to change this bias are aware of the challenges before us as we attempt to move
forward in the appropriately theological task of biblical interpretation.1Already discussed and
embraced in the first edition of Elements (especially in chapters 1 and 8), theological
interpretation receives much more attention in this edition, accounting for the most significant
change: the considerable expansion and renaming of chapter 8. That chapter is now called, not
merely “Reflection,” but “Reflection: Theological Interpretation.” Three points about these
changes need to be made here.First, theological interpretation does not own a particular
exegetical method or methodology. Its practitioners can, and do, make use of a variety of
methods. My own approach (expressed in this book) is still rather eclectic but largely synchronic,
as discussed in chapter 1.Second, the revised chapter 8 is longer and more theoretical than
most of the other chapters, and deliberately so because of the subject matter. The chapter still
makes practical suggestions, but it does so within a more fully developed framework than a
purely “nuts-and-bolts” approach would do.Third, despite the location of the extended
discussion of theological interpretation near the end of the book, readers should not conclude
that theological interpretation is an afterthought, or that it takes place only after all the “real work”
of critical or scientific (historical and literary) exegesis is finished. Rather, theological
interpretation involves an attitude, a modus operandi, and a goal (telos) that permeate the entire
process. In sum, theological interpretation means reading the scriptural text as closely and
carefully as possible, employing the best methodologies available, because theological
interpreters believe that during and after that process they can hear God speak in and through
the text.This increased emphasis on theological interpretation does not in any way negate the
basic historical and literary aspects of sound exegesis that any interpreter of the Bible needs to
consider. In fact, interpreters who are not committed to a theological reading of the biblical texts
will still profit from the basic approach and method advocated in this book. That is to say,
whether one considers theological interpretation the main course or an unnecessary dessert,
there are certain staples of an exegetical meal that are common to all careful readers of the
Bible, and those staples constitute the building blocks both of this book and of any good
exegetical method.Another major addition to this edition is the inclusion of a much-needed
sample exegesis paper on a text from the Old Testament/ Hebrew Bible. Other alterations to this



edition are relatively minor but significant: changes to a few exercises, clarification and/or
elaboration on several matters, and especially the addition of new resources. The purpose of the
book, and its intended audience, remain the same: Elements provides students and ministers
with an unapologetically practical approach to exegesis that is built on a strong theoretical
foundation.1 This paragraph is drawn, with minor modifications, from the opening paragraph of
my article “A ‘Seamless Garment’ Approach to Biblical Interpretation?” Journal of Theological
Interpretation 1 (2007): 117–28.IntroductionFirst EditionFather Robert Leavitt, the president-
rector [until 2007] of the institution I serve, is an avid golfer with a three handicap. After he
returned from a summer golf school at the famous Pebble Beach golf course in California, he
surprised me by saying that his class included students of all abilities, from beginners to near-
pros like himself. When asked how the instructors could meet the needs of such a diverse class
membership, he responded, “They taught the basics.” In fact, he said, that’s what they do when
PGA pros return to Pebble Beach for off-season instruction: they go back to the
basics.Preventing Exegetical IlliteracyThis book is about basics, about fundamentals. Designed
for students, teachers, pastors, and others wishing to think and write about the Bible carefully, it
began as a guide for seminary students learning to do careful analysis of the New Testament for
classes, ordination exams, and preaching. First presented to classes and to study groups
preparing for ordination exams in the Presbyterian Church (some of whom had failed their first
attempt at the exam, usually because they lacked a clear method!), the material proved to be a
simple-to-learn and helpful tool. It was then put down in writing as a brief hands-on guide to
biblical exegesis.In 1990 the Council for Religion in Independent Schools published a form of
the guide as Texts and Contexts: A Guide to Careful Thinking and Writing about the Bible, which
served many students in various settings. A revised edition, published first at St. Mary’s
Seminary and then by Wipf & Stock Publishers, served hundreds of students at St. Mary’s
Seminary and University, with much success.This book is a thoroughly revised work, though the
basic principles of the method have remained the same even as I have tried to incorporate new
insights from the never-static field of biblical interpretation. I am told that students are still failing
exegesis exams, and I know from personal experience that much of today’s preaching still
reveals ignorance of the basic principles of exegesis.This book is offered, therefore, for use at
several levels and in several ways. The concepts and method are understandable to beginning
Bible students in colleges, universities, pretheology programs, and seminaries. For these
students, both the discussion of the method and the practice exercises at the end of each
chapter are recommended. The book is useful as introductory or collateral reading in a course
on the Bible or on any part of the Bible, or it can be given to students for independent reading
and reference. Its use does not require, nor does it preclude, knowledge of the Bible’s original
languages.For more experienced students and for ordained preachers, the discussion of a clear,
logical method for studying the Bible may give them something they have not found elsewhere.
Most biblical scholars use something like the method presented in this book in their own
thinking, writing, and teaching, but I am afraid that this strategy is often not communicated



methodically to students.My experience with pastors as well as seminary students has
confirmed this hunch. Furthermore, many of the exegetical handbooks in print are too detailed
and complex for most students and preachers to use on a regular basis. This book suggests
how to read the biblical text carefully, whether one is preparing to discuss a passage in class,
write an exegetical paper, or venture into the pulpit. It can thus be used as a reference in classes
or seminars in biblical studies, exegesis, or homiletics. For seasoned preachers, this book will
not so much provide tips on how to preach the text as it will offer advice (or reminders) about
how to read the text more responsibly.CautionsThree words of caution may be in order before
we begin. First, although the elements or steps are simple, mastering this process is not easy. It
requires hard work and trial and error—but the hard work will pay off.Second, I do not want to
create the impression that I believe the method presented in this book is the only way to think
and write about the Bible. There are many other ways that can be used by the modern
interpreter. The method presented here is for the basic but careful historical, literary, and
theological analysis of a relatively short text, though its principles can apply to reading Scripture
(and almost anything else) in general. The method presented here is chosen as the starting
place by a wide variety of readers; it can also be useful to those who wish to supplement it with
other interpretive strategies.Third, therefore, this book is not intended to replace more detailed
books on interpretation of the Bible, on specific literary genres, or on hermeneutics. I am
convinced, however, that the already difficult task of biblical exegesis and interpretation is
becoming so complex, with the unending array of new methods and methodologies (not to
mention new historical discoveries), that many students and preachers are tempted to abandon
any hope of being “scholarly” or even careful in their reading and use of the Bible. When that
happens, students and preachers—not to mention the houses of worship and the general public
—will (and do) suffer immense losses. This book is deliberately basic, not to curtail further study
but to stimulate it and, in the meantime, to prevent disaster in the classroom and the pulpit. My
agenda, therefore, is quite simple and straightforward: to help prevent exegetical illiteracy among
everyday readers, teachers, and preachers of biblical texts.Readers will notice that the length of
the chapters varies considerably in proportion to the nature of the topic under consideration. The
chapter “Detailed Analysis,” for example, is much longer than the very short chapter “Survey.”
Readers will also notice that both sample exegesis papers, written by two of my students, are
based on New Testament texts. That is solely because New Testament is the area in which I
teach. [An Old Testament paper has been added for the revised and expanded
edition.]Suggestions for Teachers1. It is beneficial to have students work through the entire text,
both readings and exercises.2. The book can be used in an introductory unit in a biblical studies
course. Perhaps assign one section of the method, including at least one of the suggested
exercises and the appropriate section on resources for expanding and refining that step, per
class. This results in a base unit of about eight classes for the students to work through the
method. Then allow ample time for writing a draft and final copy of an exegetical paper, perhaps
in conjunction with the main biblical books read in the course. Alternatively, the book can also be



spaced out over a longer period of time, integrated with the course content.3. Encourage
students to think for themselves as they read the Bible. Emphasize the fact that all students, no
matter what their background, can make a valuable contribution to the group’s understanding of
the Bible. One way to stress this is to assign a nonbiblical text, such as a newspaper editorial or
excerpt from a historical document, for individual or class “exegesis” before beginning the study
of the Bible.4. Devote extra time to any section of this book that especially perplexes your
students and, of course, to any section that you deem particularly important for your students. In
my own view, the material on historical and literary contexts and on form, structure, and
movement are the most crucial for students to grasp.5. In class, you may wish to have students
discuss, and even defend, their answers to the exercises. If time permits, do additional exercises
together in class. The more students practice, the better their exegetical work will be.6. Have
students read the sections of the sample exegesis papers that correspond to each assignment,
but only after reading the “theory” and doing the exercises themselves.7. When assigning
exegetical papers, start small, with perhaps an essay of three to four pages (750–1,000 words).
Students may eventually be encouraged to write a substantial paper of 2,000–3,000 words or
more, depending on the level of the course.IntroductionFirst EditionFather Robert Leavitt, the
president-rector [until 2007] of the institution I serve, is an avid golfer with a three handicap. After
he returned from a summer golf school at the famous Pebble Beach golf course in California, he
surprised me by saying that his class included students of all abilities, from beginners to near-
pros like himself. When asked how the instructors could meet the needs of such a diverse class
membership, he responded, “They taught the basics.” In fact, he said, that’s what they do when
PGA pros return to Pebble Beach for off-season instruction: they go back to the
basics.Preventing Exegetical IlliteracyThis book is about basics, about fundamentals. Designed
for students, teachers, pastors, and others wishing to think and write about the Bible carefully, it
began as a guide for seminary students learning to do careful analysis of the New Testament for
classes, ordination exams, and preaching. First presented to classes and to study groups
preparing for ordination exams in the Presbyterian Church (some of whom had failed their first
attempt at the exam, usually because they lacked a clear method!), the material proved to be a
simple-to-learn and helpful tool. It was then put down in writing as a brief hands-on guide to
biblical exegesis.In 1990 the Council for Religion in Independent Schools published a form of
the guide as Texts and Contexts: A Guide to Careful Thinking and Writing about the Bible, which
served many students in various settings. A revised edition, published first at St. Mary’s
Seminary and then by Wipf & Stock Publishers, served hundreds of students at St. Mary’s
Seminary and University, with much success.This book is a thoroughly revised work, though the
basic principles of the method have remained the same even as I have tried to incorporate new
insights from the never-static field of biblical interpretation. I am told that students are still failing
exegesis exams, and I know from personal experience that much of today’s preaching still
reveals ignorance of the basic principles of exegesis.This book is offered, therefore, for use at
several levels and in several ways. The concepts and method are understandable to beginning



Bible students in colleges, universities, pretheology programs, and seminaries. For these
students, both the discussion of the method and the practice exercises at the end of each
chapter are recommended. The book is useful as introductory or collateral reading in a course
on the Bible or on any part of the Bible, or it can be given to students for independent reading
and reference. Its use does not require, nor does it preclude, knowledge of the Bible’s original
languages.For more experienced students and for ordained preachers, the discussion of a clear,
logical method for studying the Bible may give them something they have not found elsewhere.
Most biblical scholars use something like the method presented in this book in their own
thinking, writing, and teaching, but I am afraid that this strategy is often not communicated
methodically to students.My experience with pastors as well as seminary students has
confirmed this hunch. Furthermore, many of the exegetical handbooks in print are too detailed
and complex for most students and preachers to use on a regular basis. This book suggests
how to read the biblical text carefully, whether one is preparing to discuss a passage in class,
write an exegetical paper, or venture into the pulpit. It can thus be used as a reference in classes
or seminars in biblical studies, exegesis, or homiletics. For seasoned preachers, this book will
not so much provide tips on how to preach the text as it will offer advice (or reminders) about
how to read the text more responsibly.CautionsThree words of caution may be in order before
we begin. First, although the elements or steps are simple, mastering this process is not easy. It
requires hard work and trial and error—but the hard work will pay off.Second, I do not want to
create the impression that I believe the method presented in this book is the only way to think
and write about the Bible. There are many other ways that can be used by the modern
interpreter. The method presented here is for the basic but careful historical, literary, and
theological analysis of a relatively short text, though its principles can apply to reading Scripture
(and almost anything else) in general. The method presented here is chosen as the starting
place by a wide variety of readers; it can also be useful to those who wish to supplement it with
other interpretive strategies.Third, therefore, this book is not intended to replace more detailed
books on interpretation of the Bible, on specific literary genres, or on hermeneutics. I am
convinced, however, that the already difficult task of biblical exegesis and interpretation is
becoming so complex, with the unending array of new methods and methodologies (not to
mention new historical discoveries), that many students and preachers are tempted to abandon
any hope of being “scholarly” or even careful in their reading and use of the Bible. When that
happens, students and preachers—not to mention the houses of worship and the general public
—will (and do) suffer immense losses. This book is deliberately basic, not to curtail further study
but to stimulate it and, in the meantime, to prevent disaster in the classroom and the pulpit. My
agenda, therefore, is quite simple and straightforward: to help prevent exegetical illiteracy among
everyday readers, teachers, and preachers of biblical texts.Readers will notice that the length of
the chapters varies considerably in proportion to the nature of the topic under consideration. The
chapter “Detailed Analysis,” for example, is much longer than the very short chapter “Survey.”
Readers will also notice that both sample exegesis papers, written by two of my students, are



based on New Testament texts. That is solely because New Testament is the area in which I
teach. [An Old Testament paper has been added for the revised and expanded
edition.]Suggestions for Teachers1. It is beneficial to have students work through the entire text,
both readings and exercises.2. The book can be used in an introductory unit in a biblical studies
course. Perhaps assign one section of the method, including at least one of the suggested
exercises and the appropriate section on resources for expanding and refining that step, per
class. This results in a base unit of about eight classes for the students to work through the
method. Then allow ample time for writing a draft and final copy of an exegetical paper, perhaps
in conjunction with the main biblical books read in the course. Alternatively, the book can also be
spaced out over a longer period of time, integrated with the course content.3. Encourage
students to think for themselves as they read the Bible. Emphasize the fact that all students, no
matter what their background, can make a valuable contribution to the group’s understanding of
the Bible. One way to stress this is to assign a nonbiblical text, such as a newspaper editorial or
excerpt from a historical document, for individual or class “exegesis” before beginning the study
of the Bible.4. Devote extra time to any section of this book that especially perplexes your
students and, of course, to any section that you deem particularly important for your students. In
my own view, the material on historical and literary contexts and on form, structure, and
movement are the most crucial for students to grasp.5. In class, you may wish to have students
discuss, and even defend, their answers to the exercises. If time permits, do additional exercises
together in class. The more students practice, the better their exegetical work will be.6. Have
students read the sections of the sample exegesis papers that correspond to each assignment,
but only after reading the “theory” and doing the exercises themselves.7. When assigning
exegetical papers, start small, with perhaps an essay of three to four pages (750–1,000 words).
Students may eventually be encouraged to write a substantial paper of 2,000–3,000 words or
more, depending on the level of the
course.PartOneOrientationPartOnePartOneOrientationCHAPTER ONEThe TaskTake up and
read, take up and read.—A child at play, overheard by Augustine,according to the Confessions
8.12And now the end has come. So listen to my piece ofadvice: exegesis, exegesis, and yet
more exegesis!—Karl Barth, in his farewell to his studentsbefore his 1935 expulsion from
GermanyWhat is exegesis?Whether you are reading the Bible for the first time or you have been
reading it since early childhood, there will be passages that seem nearly impossible to
understand. There will also be passages that you think you understand but that your instructors,
classmates, fellow church members, or parishioners interpret quite differently. These kinds of
experiences occur when people read any kind of literature, but we become particularly aware of
them when we read religious literature—literature that makes claims on us. As we know, the
Bible is the all-time best seller, a book read, interpreted, and quoted by millions of people in
countless ways.It would be easy to abandon any hope of understanding the Bible with some
degree of confidence.Such despair, however, is unnecessary. Although there are many
approaches to the Bible, there is also a fair amount of common ground among responsible



readers of the Bible. The purpose of this small book is to help you read, think about, and write
about the Bible carefully and systematically using some of these common strategies. Although it
is useful for the study of a portion of the Bible of any size, it is designed primarily for intense,
precise study of a small section—a brief narrative, psalm, lament, prophetic oracle, speech,
parable, miracle story, vision, or chapter-length argument, etc.—most of which consist of no
more than several closely connected paragraphs. The technical term for such careful analysis of
a biblical text is exegesis, from the Greek verb meaning “to lead out” (ex, “out” + “to lead”). In
this chapter we consider the task of exegesis and survey the method proposed in this
book.Exegesis as Investigation, Conversation, and ArtExegesis may be defined as the careful
historical, literary, and theological analysis of a text. Some would call it “scholarly reading” and
describe it as reading in a way that “ascertains the sense of the text through the most complete,
systematic recording possible of the phenomena of the text and grappling with the reasons that
speak for or against a specific understanding of it.”1 Another appropriate description of exegesis
is “close reading,” a term borrowed from the study of literature. “Close” reading means the
deliberate, word-by-word and phrase-by-phrase consideration of all the parts of a text in order to
understand it as a whole. Those who engage in the process of exegesis are called
exegetes.2Many people over the years have understood the goal of exegesis to be the discovery
of the biblical writer’s purpose in writing, or what is called the “authorial intention.” While a
laudable goal, this is often difficult to achieve. Many interpreters today reject authorial intention
as the goal of exegesis. It can be hard enough to grasp our own intentions in writing something,
let alone those of another person from another time and culture.3 A more modest and
appropriate primary goal would be to achieve a credible and coherent understanding of the text
on its own terms and in its own context. Even that goal is a difficult one. This primary objective is
often, though not always, pursued with a larger (and ultimately more important) existential goal—
that somehow the text in its context may speak to us in our different-yet-similar context.Exegesis
is therefore an investigation. It is an investigation of the many dimensions, or textures, of a
particular text. It is a process of asking questions of a text, questions that are often provoked by
the text itself. As one of my professors in seminary used to put it, the basic question we are
always asking is, “What’s going on here?” In some ways, that question is enough, but it will be
helpful to “flesh it out,” to give this basic question some greater form and substance. Exegetes
must learn to love to ask questions.To engage in exegesis is to ask historical questions of a text,
such as “What situation seems to have been the occasion for the writing of this text?” Exegesis
also means asking literary questions of the text, such as “What kind of literature is this text, and
what are its literary aims?” Furthermore, exegesis means asking questions about the religious,
or theological, dimensions of the text, such as “What great theological question or issue does
this text engage, and what claims on its readers does it make?” Exegesis means not being afraid
of difficult questions, such as “Why does this text seem to contradict that one?” Finally, exegesis
means not fearing discovery of something new or puzzlement over something apparently
insoluble. Sometimes doing exegesis means learning to ask the right questions, even if the



questions are not immediately resolved. In fact, exegesis may lead to greater ambiguity in our
understanding of the text itself, of its meaning for us, or both.It would be a mistake, however, to
think that we are the first or the only people to raise these questions of the biblical text as we
seek to analyze and engage it carefully. Exegesis may also be defined as a conversation. It is a
conversation with readers living and dead, more learned and less learned, absent and present. It
is a conversation about texts and their contexts, about sacred words and their claims—and the
claims others have made about them. As conversation, exegesis entails listening to others, even
others with whom we disagree. It is a process best carried out in the company of other people
through reading and talking with them—carefully, critically, and creatively—about texts. The
isolated reader is not the ideal biblical exegete.Nevertheless, we often read the Bible alone,
whether by choice or by virtue of our “profession.” Students are normally required to write
exegesis papers on their own. Pastors or other ministers usually prepare and preach sermons or
homilies, grounded in careful study of the text (we hope), on their own. Whatever outside
resources students or ministers may or may not consult, they need a method for the careful
study of their chosen or assigned text. They need a way to enter the ongoing conversation about
this or that text with confidence and competence, so that they too may contribute to the
conversation. Hence the need for an exegetical method.The word method, however, should not
be equated precisely with “scientific method” or “historical method.” Good reading—like good
conversation or any sort of good investigation—is an art more than it is a science. Exegesis, as
we will see throughout this book, is therefore an art. To be sure, there are certain principles and
steps to follow, but knowing what to ask of a text, what to think about a text, and what to say
about a text can never be accomplished with complete certainty or done with method alone.
Rather, an exegete needs not only principles, rules, hard work, and research skills, but also
intuition, imagination, sensitivity, and even a bit of serendipity on occasion. The task of exegesis
requires, therefore, enormous intellectual and even spiritual energy.Exegesis, then, is
investigation, conversation, and art. As conversation and art, exegesis requires an openness to
others and to the text that method alone cannot provide. However, without a method, exegesis is
no longer an investigation. Thus the principal focus of this book is on developing an exegetical
method.Choosing an Approach to the TaskHandbooks on “studying the Bible” and on
“exegetical method” are plentiful. Some are simplistic, others incredibly complex. The method of
exegesis presented in the following pages is neither. It may be similar to methods you have
learned for reading and writing explications of poetry or other literature. For example, as a
student of French in high school and college, I learned how to examine French literature closely,
just as students in France do.The process and result was called an explication de texte. As
noted above, this way of careful reading of a small portion of literature is sometimes known as
“close reading.” If you have never learned such a method, this book will also help you to be a
more careful reader of literature in general.The approach to exegesis advocated in this book is
grounded in the conviction that we can read a text responsibly only if we attempt to understand
the unique setting (historical context) in which it was produced and in which it is situated (literary



context). Furthermore, we can understand a text only if we pay careful attention to both the
whole and the parts (details), the proverbial forest as well as the trees. Before considering in
detail the approach to exegesis proposed in this book, we need to understand something about
the options available. In order to do that, we must become familiar with some rather technical
terms.Exegesis can be, in fact, a very technical field of inquiry. Interpreters of the Bible employ a
variety of general approaches and specific methods to understand and engage the text. Some of
these methods are called criticisms. The use of the term criticism, as in redaction criticism, does
not necessarily imply negative judgment; the primary meaning of the term is analysis, though it
may also mean judgment—whether negative, positive, or both—about the historical, literary, or
theological value of a text.There are perhaps three basic approaches to exegesis today. We will
call them synchronic, diachronic, and existential.The Synchronic ApproachOne approach to
exegesis is called synchronic (meaning “with[in] time,” i.e., “same time”; cf. “synchronize”). It may
be compared to a cross section of a plant’s stem depicted in a biology textbook. This approach
looks only at the final form of the text, the text as it stands in the Bible as we have it. It is not
interested in the “long view” or “prehistory” of the text—any oral traditions, earlier versions, or
possible written sources (such as the hypothetical sources called J, E, D, and P in the
Pentateuch or Q in the gospels4). Rather, the synchronic approach uses methods designed to
analyze the text itself and the text in relation to the world in which it first existed as a text. The
most common labels for this approach are narrative-critical, social-scientific, and socio-
rhetorical. (Rhetoric is the art of effective communication.) Socio-rhetorical criticism, for
example, may be defined as an approach that “integrates the ways people use language with
the ways they live in the world.”5 This book will devote significant attention to synchronic
methods of exegesis, but without a lot of the technical language that sometimes accompanies
the discussion of these methods. They include:6• literary criticism—the quest to understand the
text as literature by employing either traditional or more recent models of literary criticism that
are employed in the study of literature generally; corollaries of literary criticism are genre and
form analysis, the quests to classify a text as to its type• narrative criticism—as a subset of
literary criticism, the quest to understand the formal and material features of narrative texts
(stories) or other texts that have an implicit or underlying narrative within or behind them•
rhetorical criticism—the quest to understand the devices, strategies, and structures employed in
the text to persuade and/or otherwise affect the reader, as well as the overall goals or effects of
those rhetorical elements• lexical, grammatical, and syntactical analysis—the quest to
understand words, idioms, grammatical forms, and the relationships among these items
according to the norms of usage at the time the text was produced• semantic or discourse
analysis—the quest to understand the ways in which a text conveys meaning according to
modern principles and theories of linguistics• social-scientific criticism—the quest for the social
identity, perceptions of the world, and cultural characteristics of the writers, readers/ hearers,
and communities suggested by the text; usually divided into two distinct subdisciplines, social
description and social-scientific analysis7If these terms and the methods to which they refer



seem at first foreign or complex, readers should bear in mind that they have probably already
been introduced to them in the study of literature. The synchronic approach to the text is quite
similar to the way in which literary critics analyze a poem or other short text. Literary critics, when
explicating a poem, for example, may consider the following features of it:• genre and implied
situation—the type of literature the text is, and the life situation implied by the text• intellectual
core—the topic and theme (“slant”) of the text• structure and unity—the arrangement of the text•
literary (e.g., poetic) texture—the details of the text• artistry—the beauty of the text8As we will
see, these are all very similar to the elements of exegesis presented in this book. Many
advocates of a primarily synchronic approach to texts also incorporate some of the methods of
diachronic exegesis discussed below.A synchronic approach to the Sermon on the Mount
(Matthew 5–7) might ask questions such as the following:• What are the various sections of the
Sermon, and how do they fit together to make a literary whole?• What does the narrator of this
gospel communicate by indicating the setting of the Sermon, the composition of the audience
before and after the Sermon, and the audience’s reaction to it?• What is the function of the
Sermon in the gospel’s portrayal of Jesus and of discipleship?• How would a first-century reader/
hearer understand and be affected by this Sermon?The Diachronic Approach (The Historical-
Critical Method)The second approach to exegesis is the diachronic (meaning “across time”)
approach, and it focuses on the origin and development of a text, employing methods designed
to uncover these aspects of it. It takes the “long view” of a text and may be compared to a
longitudinal perspective on a plant stem in a biology text. As a constellation of methods, this
approach is often referred to as the historical-critical method, and it was the approach of choice
by many, if not most, biblical scholars of the twentieth century. This book will give some, but
limited, attention to the so-called historical-critical methods of exegesis. They include:9• textual
criticism—the quest for the original wording of the text (and the ways later scribes altered it)•
historical linguistics—the quest to understand words, idioms, grammatical forms, and the
relationships among these items, often with attention to their historical development within a
language• form criticism—the quest for the original type of oral or written tradition reflected in the
text, and for the sort of situation in the life of Israel or the early church out of which such a
tradition might have developed10• tradition criticism—the quest for understanding the growth of
a tradition over time from its original form to its incorporation in the final text• source criticism—
the quest for the written sources used in the text• redaction criticism—the quest for perceiving
the ways in which the final author of the text purposefully adopted and adapted sources•
historical criticism—the quest for the events that surrounded the production of the text, including
the purported events narrated by the text itself11A diachronic approach to the Sermon on the
Mount might ask questions such as the following:• What written or oral sources did the
evangelist (gospel-writer) adopt, adapt, and combine to compose this “Sermon”?• What are the
various components of the Sermon (beatitudes, prayers, parables, pithy sayings, etc.), and what
is their origin and development in Jewish tradition, the career of the earthly Jesus, and/or the life
of the early church?• What does the evangelist’s use of sources reveal about his theological



interests?• To what degree do these teachings represent the words or ideas of the historical
Jesus?There are some critics of the diachronic method who want to retain its historical
emphasis but find the presuppositions of some of its practitioners (e.g., those who deny the
possibility of miracles or the role of God’s Spirit in the production of the Bible) inappropriate for
the study of Scripture. They might propose a modified historical-critical method, one that
accepts some of the goals of the method but not its “alien” aspects. One such scholar has
proposed using the term “historical biblical criticism.”12Practitioners of the diachronic approach
are also interested in some of the questions raised by advocates of a more synchronic approach
to the text. They may, for example, combine rhetorical criticism with more traditional historical-
critical methods. Indeed, few exegetes today are “pure” practitioners of a diachronic
approach.The focus of investigation in both the diachronic and the synchronic approaches to the
text is twofold: the world of or within the text and the world behind the text. That is, exegetes who
investigate the text with these methods are literary and historical critics—analysts of the
historical and literary features of the text. There is clearly some overlap in the two approaches.
For example, practitioners of both approaches are interested in the historical or sociopolitical
contexts in which texts come to life and in the kind of literature texts are. But these are not the
only possible focal points of investigation of a text. Some readers want to focus on the world in
front of the text, the world that the text “creates.”The Existential ApproachA third approach,
which has no commonly used name, may perhaps be labeled existential. Since it is an
increasingly common but also occasionally criticized approach to exegesis,13 we will consider it
now in more detail than the others noted above, which are thoroughly discussed in many
handbooks14 and which will be considered as part of the exegetical procedure outlined in
subsequent chapters.Proponents of the existential approach to reading the Bible are primarily
interested not in the text per se—whether understood in terms of its formation (diachronically) or
its final form (synchronically)—but in the text as something to be engaged. Existential methods
are therefore “instrumental” methods: they allow the text to be read as a means to an end, not as
an end in itself. The end, or goal, of this kind of reading is often an encounter with a reality
beyond the text to which the text bears witness. This “something beyond” may be a set of
relations among people, a “spiritual” truth beyond the “literal” truth, God, and so on. The exegete
may desire either to embrace or to resist the reality, depending on the nature of the reality
perceived and encountered. Those who approach the text fundamentally to encounter God
through the mediation of the text may refer to this approach as theological and
transformative.More generally, we may describe this approach to exegesis as self-involving;15
readers do not treat the text as a historical or literary artifact but as something to engage
experientially—something that could or should affect their lives. The text is taken seriously with
respect to human existence now, both individual existence and life in community (the private self
and the corporate self). The reader wants to engage not merely the world behind the text or the
world of the text but the world before the text. Powerful texts in general, and religious texts in
particular, have the ability to create an alternative world and to invite their readers to engage



it.By using methods that allow their own participation in the exegesis, existential readers enlarge
the contexts within which the biblical text is read:16• theological exegesis, missional
interpretation, and spiritual (or sacred) reading (lectio divina)—exegesis is done in the context of
a specific religious tradition and for religious purposes.• canonical criticism—exegesis is done in
the context of the Bible as a whole.• embodiment or actualization—exegesis is done in the
context of attempting to appropriate and embody the text in the world.• ideological criticism
(including postcolonial criticism), advocacy criticism, and liberationist exegesis—exegesis is
done in the context of the struggle against unequal power relations and injustice and for justice
or liberation.These contexts significantly affect the methods, goals, and results of exegesis.The
existential approach to reading texts also challenges the ideologies of education and knowledge
that have been pervasive in the West since the Enlightenment. Such ideologies tend to equate
knowledge and education with the acquisition of information. Existential, transformative
approaches to knowledge and education are at least equally interested in the formation of a
certain kind of people. This kind of knowing is sometimes called “embodied knowing.” It will ring
true to those who have theological interests in “studying” the Bible.The existential approach to
the text might ask the following kinds of questions of the Sermon on the Mount:• To what kind of
contemporary faith and practice does the Sermon call contemporary readers?• How might the
text about “turning the other cheek” be a potential source of difficulty or even oppression for the
politically or socially downtrodden?• Does love of enemies rule out the use of resistance or
violence in every situation? What does it mean practically to embody the teachings about
nonviolence in the Sermon?• What spiritual practices are necessary for individuals and
churches to live the message of the Sermon in the contemporary world?Readers who approach
the text in this way use diverse methods and have a wide variety of goals or agendas. Both
diachronic and synchronic methods can be appropriated, and others may be introduced as well.
Practitioners of existential exegesis judge the adequacy of any specific method on the basis of
its ability to assist in achieving the overall goal of exegesis—its telos. This goal may be
described as something rather general, such as transformation or spiritual formation, or as
something more specific, such as liberation or an encounter with God.17Excursus: Some Types
of Existential ExegesisExistential approaches to the biblical text can be divided into two basic
types, those that operate with a fundamental trust in or consent to the text, and those that
operate with a basic suspicion of the text. Theological exegesis, lectio divina, missional
interpretation, canonical criticism, and embodiment are types of existential approaches listed
above that are approaches marked fundamentally by trust/consent. Ideological criticism,
advocacy criticism, and liberationist exegesis are approaches marked by suspicion.Trust/
ConsentThe most ancient existential approach is that of theological exegesis or theological
interpretation, which is currently undergoing a great revival.18 Practitioners of theological
exegesis read the text primarily as a reliable vehicle of, source of, or witness to God’s revelation
and will, which are discerned especially in communal reading and conversation. These
interpreters read the Bible as a means of religious formation, both attitudinal and behavioral,



experiencing the exegetical process, in some sense, as an encounter with God. This approach
may make use of any or all of the diachronic and synchronic methods, but it also often involves
expanding both the contexts within which the text is read and the kinds of methods used. This is
because the biblical text is understood as more than a historical artifact or literary work; it is
viewed as sacred text, as Scripture.Theological exegetes may also take into account the
perceived purposes of God—the divine mission (missio Dei)—in salvation history, the
incarnation, or the paschal mystery (the death and resurrection of Jesus) as contexts for
interpretation. Practitioners of missional interpretation specifically read the biblical text as
witness to God’s purposes in the world and as invitation to participate in that divine
activity.Theological exegetes often practice some form of canonical criticism by taking into
account the canonical context—the place of the text in the entire Bible as the religious
community’s book—whereas a purely diachronic or historical-critical approach would find that
anachronistic (since the entire Bible did not exist as one book when a particular biblical
document was composed). They may also appeal to tradition or “the rule of faith” (i.e., the
confessional framework of orthodox belief, such as the Nicene Creed) as the context for and
guide to appropriate exegesis. In each case, theological interpretation enlarges the context of
biblical interpretation beyond a text’s immediate historical and literary context to include the
church’s canon and/or confession.Further, advocates of theological exegesis sometimes appeal
to pre-modern or precritical ways of Jewish and Christian reading of the Bible that allow for a
variety of meanings in the text. The additional ways, which may include allegorical reading, yield
meanings that are sometimes referred to as spiritual or figurative rather than literal meanings.19
The current revival of interest in the “fourfold sense of Scripture” is especially important. This
medieval way of reading the Bible insisted that scriptural texts had (normally three) meanings in
addition to the “literal” or “plain” sense. Although the methods currently used differ from their
medieval counterparts, the questions asked by the methods are the same: What are we to
believe (faith), to expect (hope), and to do (love)?20A less academic variation of theological
exegesis is the ancient and revered practice of spiritual reading, or lectio divina (literally, divine
or sacred reading). In some circles this term may be unfamiliar, but similar practices may be
called devotional reading. Lectio divina is an approach to reading the Bible that uses
contemplation and meditation in the context of prayer to encounter God and God’s word to the
individual or community. Since the goal of spiritual reading is contemplation and formation
(spiritual growth), not information or analysis, exegetical methods might seem superfluous. But
they are not. Meditation on a text means “chewing on it”21 and requires asking questions of the
text that are similar to the ones asked by exegetes who use synchronic, and even some
diachronic, methods.Finally, many recent approaches to the Bible stress that, since the ultimate
goal of biblical exegesis is not information but transformation, true exegesis is accomplished
only when individuals and communities engage in the embodiment or actualization of the text.
The reading community, we might say, is to become a “living exegesis” of the text. (We will have
more to say about all of this in chapter 8.)SuspicionA quite different, and much more recent,



existential approach is known as ideological criticism. Practitioners of ideological criticism see
the text as a witness to relations of power that can be harmful, especially to certain groups of
marginalized people. Often using recently developed social-scientific methods, they seek to
uncover and eventually to disarm the relations of oppressive power that the text both signifies
and sanctions. The text is read and then “un-read” as a means of naming and being freed from
oppression.Postcolonial criticism, a type of ideological criticism, is the analysis of texts by those
who have been affected by, or sensitized to the effects of, colonization. It focuses especially on
the presence of both affirmations and criticisms of empire and colonization in the Bible, and on
ways in which the Bible has been read (or is currently read) to underwrite various forms of
empire and colonization. Postcolonial criticism includes the critique of powerful colonizers’
interpretation of biblical texts.Somewhere between theological and ideological exegesis, but
usually embodying a spirit of suspicion, lie advocacy criticism and its most common
manifestation, liberationist exegesis. This type of exegesis is often theological in that it may bring
an ethical or theological goal and criterion to the process of reading: the thing advocated or the
liberation sought is often, though not always, understood as God’s purpose in self-revelation.
Texts are judged by their perceived ability to liberate (or to be used more generally for advocacy)
or not. Like ideological criticism, liberationist exegesis often draws on social-scientific methods
and models and is concerned to name and address oppression. Similarly, some forms of
postcolonial criticism engage in advocacy and do so for explicitly theological reasons.The
Approach of This BookAt this point, what can the average careful reader of the Bible do? The
range of options can seem overwhelming. What we need is a model of exegesis that takes
account of all these approaches but does not require a Ph.D. in biblical studies (or in history,
sociology, and linguistics) to execute. We need a model that recognizes the common features of
biblical texts as ordinary devices of human communication while also recognizing the
importance of distinctly “sacred” features of biblical texts.The approach advocated in this book is
somewhat of an eclectic and yet integrated one, drawing on the insights and methods of all of
the three basic approaches mentioned above, but maintaining that there is no one “right” way. In
fact, the approach of this book is compatible with all three clusters of methods in use today and
can serve as a foundation for more detailed or sophisticated work that does stress one approach
over the others.22Nonetheless, of the three approaches, the first, or synchronic one, is
predominant in this book, especially vis-à-vis the diachronic, or historical-critical, approach.
There are several reasons for this emphasis. The most important reason is that all exegetes,
whether beginners or professionals, deal directly with the final form of the text. It is this text that
readers read, preachers preach, and hearers hear. Another reason is that the other two
approaches may require technical historical and linguistic skills or sophisticated theological
perspectives that not all readers possess. Furthermore, the value (and even the possibility) of a
purely historical-critical method has been questioned by many in recent years. Finally, even
those whose primary goal in reading the text of Scripture is spiritual formation, the establishment
of doctrine and practice, or human liberation must read in a way that is attentive to the form and



substance of the words and images of the text. Indeed, existentialist approaches generally use
many of the synchronic methods of biblical exegesis.Having said all that, I would be remiss if I
did not acknowledge that, as much as I enjoy careful textual analysis as a task in itself, my own
ultimate aim in reading Scripture is theological—and I suspect that it is as well for many readers
of this book. In my experience, an eclectic but largely synchronic approach best serves this
existential telos.The guidelines presented in this book rest on several assumptions. Chief among
these is the assumption that the Bible must be read in its various contexts—those things that
accompany, or go “with” (Latin con), the text itself. This assumption, and the method of
interpretation it produces, attempts to take many factors into account:• that the Bible is the work
of many people, written over a period of more than one thousand years in many different specific
historical situations (the historical, social, and cultural contexts)• that every biblical passage is
located within a larger work and that it contributes to the aims of that work (the literary and
rhetorical contexts)• that the Bible, like other sacred texts, gives expression to humanity’s thirst
for meaning and value in life (the human context)• that for Christians and Jews the Bible is a
unique and authoritative revelation of and/or witness to God’s activity in history (the biblical/
canonical and religious contexts)• that all readers of the Bible, no matter how novice or
sophisticated, interpret the Bible from within their own social situations and world-views, and
these social and intellectual locations affect the ways in which they understand the Bible (the
contemporary context)Each of these contexts has significant impact on the interpretation of
biblical texts, and the careful reader must be aware of all of them.A corollary to the last
assumption ought also to be noted here: because of each reader’s own unique experiences and
“location,” he or she will have insight into the Bible that no one else will have. Each reader can
learn to bring together literary and historical perspectives as well as personal experience to
understand a written text in a way that is unique to that individual and that contributes to the
ongoing conversation about the text. Although the isolated individual is not the ideal interpreter
of Scripture, there can be no conversation without unique individuals contributing to the
discussion.At the same time, however, there are necessary safeguards to ensure that one’s
exegesis of the Bible is not really eisegesis—reading into the text (the Greek eis meaning
“into”).23 A sound exegetical method is one such safeguard. Other safeguards include both the
basic tools of biblical knowledge and research (Bible dictionaries, maps, concordances, etc.)
and the fruits of research and reflection produced by biblical scholars and other interpreters of
the Bible (in commentaries, journal articles, etc.). These publications can answer basic
questions (who? what? when? where?) during the initial exegetical process. For example, they
will provide answers to such basic inquiries as “Who was Josiah?” or “What is a denarius?”More
important, scholarly resources also verify, sharpen, and correct your work after you have done
your own exegesis. Thus one important aspect of the exegetical process is the confirmation and
correction of your own discoveries and insights, the refinement and expansion of your ideas
through conversation and research.An Overview of the MethodThus far we have examined
rationale and theory. The remainder of this book is largely devoted to the nuts and bolts of



exegesis— the careful reading of and writing about the Bible. A close, careful reading or
exegesis of a biblical passage requires a process. The process proposed in this book has seven
basic elements. These are briefly outlined here and will be developed in more detail in
subsequent chapters.For purposes of reading a biblical text, the elements in this process cannot
and should not always be followed slavishly; these steps are, rather, the necessary elements of
a careful reading, or exegesis. (Thus the title of this book is Elements of Biblical Exegesis.) The
actual process of reading and interpretation is more like a circle than an outline, as you move
back and forth from part to whole, text to context, original meaning to contemporary relevance,
and so on. This process is sometimes referred to as a “hermeneutical circle,” hermeneutics
being the art of interpretation. Interpretation is indeed more like a circular than a linear process; it
has been aptly described as a process of “going forward by circling around.”24 The image of a
circle is not, therefore, meant to suggest lack of progress, as in a vicious or endless circle from
which there is no escape. (Some interpreters have suggested that a better image is that of a
spiral, the action of which is tighter and tighter.)25 Another helpful analogy is that of weaving:
exegesis is the weaving together of unique but interrelated strands or elements of a careful
reading of the text. Nevertheless, it will be extremely beneficial to think carefully through each of
the discrete elements of, or steps in, the method.For purposes of writing about a biblical text
(e.g., an exegetical paper), the following method can be successfully used as it stands to yield
high-quality written interpretations. It can also be altered according to the needs and wishes of
individual students and instructors.The seven elements of the method are:• survey—preparation
and overview, or introduction• contextual analysis—consideration of the historical and literary
contexts of the text• formal analysis—of the form, structure, and movement of the text• detailed
analysis—of the various parts of the text• synthesis—of the text as a whole• reflection—on the
text today• expansion and refinement—of the initial exegesis26It is important to note that some
exegetes would consider the element of reflection to be something supplemental to exegesis
itself. They might suggest that any notion of personal or theological reflection on a text is
unscientific at best and an invitation to eisegesis at worst. However, as Rudolf Bultmann, the
great German biblical scholar of the first half of the twentieth century, said, there is no exegesis
without presuppositions.27 We all come to the text with interests in it, maybe even an agenda.
Biblical texts compel us to ask not only “What?” but “So what?” Historical and literary critics we
may be, or wish to become, but we are also human beings seeking an encounter with truths and
realities to which sacred texts point.Refusing to consider responsible reflection on and with the
text as an aspect of exegesis is shortsighted and unnecessary. Most exegetes have their eyes
on “two horizons”—the horizon, or world, of the biblical text itself, and the horizon, or world, of
their own personal and corporate experience. This is both normal and appropriate, though there
are ways of engaging these two horizons that are more responsible than others. Exegetes who
have no interest in the contemporary significance of biblical texts are, of course, free to refrain
from reflection on them. Most people, however, even if they do not consider themselves
religious, find it difficult to avoid reflecting on great literature, religious or otherwise. We do not



have to be committed spiritual readers or liberation theologians to have this legitimate interest,
but neither do we have to hide our religious commitments when we approach the text even in an
academic setting. (Although it is of course easier and generally considered more appropriate to
be explicit about such commitments in a religiously affiliated institution, there is no reason,
especially in a postmodern context, that those in secular institutions must refrain from
expressing their own interests and commitments, as long as they do so with intellectual humility
and with respect for the views of others.)Some Observations on the ProcessThree observations
about executing this method as a whole are now in order. First, readers may enter the process of
exegesis at any of the first six steps (except, by definition, synthesis), including reflection on the
contemporary context, but the process is not complete until all elements have been considered
and all strands woven together. In an exegesis paper, these elements are carefully
interconnected and systematically presented.Second, the elements outlined here are
fundamentally the same as those used by the majority of professional biblical scholars (although
some hesitate to include element six, reflection) as well as literary critics. Although the work of
biblical scholars and literary critics is more technical, as are the terms used to describe it (see
Appendix A), scholars are basically asking the very questions about texts and their contexts that
are raised by these seven elements.Third, the reader of biblical texts who follows the basic
process presented in this book can both contribute to the ongoing conversation about the Bible
and benefit from that conversation. This last point implies something about the way in which
students, preachers, and others proceed as they engage a text exegetically. The great
temptation is to turn an exegesis paper into a research report that merely lays out for the reader
the major points of view on this or that passage, verse, or key word. Students who succumb to
this temptation are often intimidated by the vast quantity and technical nature of biblical
scholarship, especially in comparison to their own paucity of knowledge and skill. Then they
make the mistake of thinking that, if they just read all the important commentaries and articles,
they will finally understand the passage. Unfortunately, some instructors reinforce this notion.It is
much, much better for all readers—students, preachers, and other serious readers—to learn the
habit of first reading the text largely on their own. Even the most sophisticated advocates and
practitioners of the most complex historical-critical methods emphasize this:Before reaching for
the secondary sources, such as the commentaries, one should try to formulate a provisional
analysis of the text.28By working through a text on your own, guided by a careful exegetical
method, you will learn to engage the text itself, and not merely the interpreters or interpretations
of the text. You will also be prepared to handle the biblical text responsibly in the absence of
secondary sources. You will use secondary resources to expand, correct, and refine your own
initial exegesis in a way that will enable you to learn from and contribute to the conversation
about the text in your own unique ways more efficiently than those who begin with the
interpretations of the text rather than with the biblical text itself.For this reason, the last step in
the exegetical process is called “Expansion and Refinement of the Exegesis.” Although this is a
discrete step in the exegetical process, it does not translate into a separate section of an



exegesis paper. Rather, a paper should constantly, throughout each section of the paper, weave
together one’s own insights with the insights and corrective influences of others. Thus expansion
and refinement of one’s exegesis must occur for every element of the process.In writing an
exegesis paper that follows the elements of this process, a student must write precisely and
concisely, for the process of investigation and conversation will uncover a lot of information
about, and perspectives on, the text. Sometimes students are tempted to spend nearly half of
their paper on contextual analysis, or on contextual and formal analysis, to the neglect of
detailed analysis. While context and form are very important, they cannot replace careful, in-
depth examination. The following general page-count guidelines for a 15-page (approximately
4,000 words) exegesis paper, as well as their approximate equivalents in percentage of the
entire paper, may therefore be helpful:• survey/introduction—1 page or less, or about 250 words
(approximately 5% of the paper)• contextual analysis/historical and literary contexts—2–3
pages, or about 500–800 words (approximately 10–20% of the paper)• formal analysis/form,
structure, and movement—1–2 pages, or about 250–600 words (approximately 5–15% of the
paper)• detailed analysis—8–10 pages, or about 2,000–2,750 words (approximately 50–65% of
the paper)• synthesis—1 page or less, or about 250 words (approximately 5% of the paper)•
reflection—0–3 pages, or as much as 750 words (if included, up to 20% of the paper)This is
another way of saying that generally about one-half to two-thirds of the paper will be devoted to
detailed analysis. Another way to imagine the paper is in three main parts: a “prelude” to the
detailed analysis (steps 1–3), the detailed analysis itself, and a “postlude” (steps 5–6). Step 7
(expansion and refinement) is intertwined throughout the paper.Variations on this rule of thumb
are inevitable. Appropriate adjustments must be made if the passage presents peculiar
problems in one area, if reflection is omitted or expanded, and so on. The division of space for
shorter or longer papers may be calculated proportionately following these guidelines.In addition
to deciding how to allocate space in your exegesis paper, you will need to decide how precisely
to approach the research and writing task itself. The primary goal of this book is to explain and
illustrate the various elements of the exegetical process. Much of this process involves
significant time spent in reading, thinking, taking notes, and “playing with” the text—much like
any other paper. Some hints about how to do that are offered throughout the book. Additionally,
Appendix B, “Practical Guidelines for Writing a Research Exegesis Paper,” presents a step-by-
step outline of five phases in the preparation of such a paper. This appendix serves as a useful
summary of the entire book.Moving ForwardChapters 3–9 of this book each introduce a
particular element of exegesis. Theoretically, once one of these chapters is mastered, a reader
could execute that aspect of the exegetical process on a desert island. Readers who learn the
entire exegetical process qualify as desert-island exegetes. Some final hints on the process are
offered in chapter 10. Chapter 11 deals with expanding and refining each particular element of
the exegetical process by using other resources and tools. In other words, chapter 11 is for those
who have returned to civilization from the desert island and once again have a library, computer,
fellow readers, and other resources at their disposal. At the end of the book are appendixes that



contain supplemental summary information as well as three sample exegesis papers.Now that
we have briefly examined the task of exegesis, we are prepared to study each of the steps more
carefully. Before we can do that, however, we must consider the text that is the focus of our
exegesis, namely, the Bible itself. That is the subject of the next chapter.We conclude this
introductory chapter with a quote from a literary critic. We may substitute the words “exegete”
and “exegesis” for “explicator” and “explication”:An explicator is a tour guide or traveling
companion. The goal is to help a reader see what is really present in the [text]. A good
explication is a lens that brings the text into focus.29Review & StudyChapter Summary•
Exegesis, a word deriving from the Greek verb “to lead out,” is the careful historical, literary, and
theological analysis of a text.• Exegesis is investigation, conversation, and art.• There are three
basic approaches to exegesis: synchronic, diachronic (“historical-critical”), and existential (which
includes both theological and ideological perspectives).• The method advocated in this book is
eclectic and integrated but gives priority to the synchronic approach, with an ultimately
theological goal. It emphasizes the importance of contexts.• The seven elements of exegesis,
and the steps in writing an exegesis paper, are: (1) survey (preparation for reading, or
introduction); (2) contextual analysis (of the text’s historical and literary contexts); (3) formal
analysis (of the text’s form, structure, and movement); (4) detailed analysis; (5) synthesis; (6)
reflection; and (7) expansion and refinement of the exegesis.• Wise exegetes prepare a careful
initial exegesis of the text on their own before consulting the experts.Practical Hints1. I have
always found it beneficial and have often required students to print out or photocopy biblical
passages for exegesis in order to “play with the text” or “think on paper.” This means placing the
text on a sheet of paper, with wide margins, and marking it up—underlining key phrases, circling
recurrent terms, drawing lines between items, recording observations in the margins, and noting
questions to be pursued. If you have access to electronic versions of the original languages or
translations, you can download and rearrange your text however you like. (I suggest double-
spacing the text at 12 points in a 3-inch centered column.)2. Remember, as you begin the
process of exegesis, that there is much that can be and has been said about the Bible, some
insightful and helpful, some of dubious value or extraneous. At first, observe and record
whatever comes to mind. As you move through the hermeneutical circle, or weave the various
strands of the exegetical process together, you will begin to sift the wheat from the chaff and
begin looking for what really expresses the careful reading of the text that you are doing.
Eventually, you will do the same as you read and take notes on what other interpreters have said.
In the end, if you write an exegesis paper, you will have to decide what is and is not worth
including from both your own thoughts and those of others. What you can present will be like the
proverbial tip of the iceberg in relation to all that you have discovered. You will want to ask
yourself, “Of all that I could say about this text in this paper, what truly expresses and supports
the overall interpretation of the text that is emerging and that I find compelling?”3. When you
begin writing an exegesis paper, do not attempt to execute methods that are beyond your ability.
A beginning student should not attempt to do, say, tradition criticism without the skills to do it, or



to discuss the intricacies of Hebrew grammar and vocabulary on the basis of an interlinear Bible.
Rather, play to your strengths. Develop and use the skills any careful reader needs to have:
observing, questioning, making connections, recognizing patterns, and so on. These will take
you a long way.For Further Insight and Practice1. Attempt a close reading of an editorial or a
political cartoon (preferably a multi-paneled one) in a newspaper or online. What is its topic?
What prompted the editorial or cartoon? How is it structured? What key words, images, and
themes appear in it? What sources or authorities, if any, does it quote? What is its main point? Is
it effective? How and why? How do you react to it? Does it make you want to think or act
differently?2. Review chapter 11, section 1, pp. 182–89, “Resources for Understanding the Task,”
and peruse at least one of the books listed.1 Wilhelm Egger, How to Read the New Testament:
An Introduction to Linguistic and Historical-Critical Methodology (ed. Hendrikus Boers; trans.
Peter Heinegg; Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1996), 3.2 However, exegetes should resist the
temptation to create a new verb “to exegete,” as in “to exegete a text.”CHAPTER ONEThe
TaskTake up and read, take up and read.—A child at play, overheard by Augustine,according to
the Confessions 8.12And now the end has come. So listen to my piece ofadvice: exegesis,
exegesis, and yet more exegesis!—Karl Barth, in his farewell to his studentsbefore his 1935
expulsion from GermanyWhat is exegesis?Whether you are reading the Bible for the first time or
you have been reading it since early childhood, there will be passages that seem nearly
impossible to understand. There will also be passages that you think you understand but that
your instructors, classmates, fellow church members, or parishioners interpret quite differently.
These kinds of experiences occur when people read any kind of literature, but we become
particularly aware of them when we read religious literature—literature that makes claims on us.
As we know, the Bible is the all-time best seller, a book read, interpreted, and quoted by millions
of people in countless ways.It would be easy to abandon any hope of understanding the Bible
with some degree of confidence.Such despair, however, is unnecessary. Although there are
many approaches to the Bible, there is also a fair amount of common ground among responsible
readers of the Bible. The purpose of this small book is to help you read, think about, and write
about the Bible carefully and systematically using some of these common strategies. Although it
is useful for the study of a portion of the Bible of any size, it is designed primarily for intense,
precise study of a small section—a brief narrative, psalm, lament, prophetic oracle, speech,
parable, miracle story, vision, or chapter-length argument, etc.—most of which consist of no
more than several closely connected paragraphs. The technical term for such careful analysis of
a biblical text is exegesis, from the Greek verb meaning “to lead out” (ex, “out” + “to lead”). In
this chapter we consider the task of exegesis and survey the method proposed in this
book.Exegesis as Investigation, Conversation, and ArtExegesis may be defined as the careful
historical, literary, and theological analysis of a text. Some would call it “scholarly reading” and
describe it as reading in a way that “ascertains the sense of the text through the most complete,
systematic recording possible of the phenomena of the text and grappling with the reasons that
speak for or against a specific understanding of it.”1 Another appropriate description of exegesis



is “close reading,” a term borrowed from the study of literature. “Close” reading means the
deliberate, word-by-word and phrase-by-phrase consideration of all the parts of a text in order to
understand it as a whole. Those who engage in the process of exegesis are called
exegetes.2Many people over the years have understood the goal of exegesis to be the discovery
of the biblical writer’s purpose in writing, or what is called the “authorial intention.” While a
laudable goal, this is often difficult to achieve. Many interpreters today reject authorial intention
as the goal of exegesis. It can be hard enough to grasp our own intentions in writing something,
let alone those of another person from another time and culture.3 A more modest and
appropriate primary goal would be to achieve a credible and coherent understanding of the text
on its own terms and in its own context. Even that goal is a difficult one. This primary objective is
often, though not always, pursued with a larger (and ultimately more important) existential goal—
that somehow the text in its context may speak to us in our different-yet-similar context.Exegesis
is therefore an investigation. It is an investigation of the many dimensions, or textures, of a
particular text. It is a process of asking questions of a text, questions that are often provoked by
the text itself. As one of my professors in seminary used to put it, the basic question we are
always asking is, “What’s going on here?” In some ways, that question is enough, but it will be
helpful to “flesh it out,” to give this basic question some greater form and substance. Exegetes
must learn to love to ask questions.To engage in exegesis is to ask historical questions of a text,
such as “What situation seems to have been the occasion for the writing of this text?” Exegesis
also means asking literary questions of the text, such as “What kind of literature is this text, and
what are its literary aims?” Furthermore, exegesis means asking questions about the religious,
or theological, dimensions of the text, such as “What great theological question or issue does
this text engage, and what claims on its readers does it make?” Exegesis means not being afraid
of difficult questions, such as “Why does this text seem to contradict that one?” Finally, exegesis
means not fearing discovery of something new or puzzlement over something apparently
insoluble. Sometimes doing exegesis means learning to ask the right questions, even if the
questions are not immediately resolved. In fact, exegesis may lead to greater ambiguity in our
understanding of the text itself, of its meaning for us, or both.It would be a mistake, however, to
think that we are the first or the only people to raise these questions of the biblical text as we
seek to analyze and engage it carefully. Exegesis may also be defined as a conversation. It is a
conversation with readers living and dead, more learned and less learned, absent and present. It
is a conversation about texts and their contexts, about sacred words and their claims—and the
claims others have made about them. As conversation, exegesis entails listening to others, even
others with whom we disagree. It is a process best carried out in the company of other people
through reading and talking with them—carefully, critically, and creatively—about texts. The
isolated reader is not the ideal biblical exegete.Nevertheless, we often read the Bible alone,
whether by choice or by virtue of our “profession.” Students are normally required to write
exegesis papers on their own. Pastors or other ministers usually prepare and preach sermons or
homilies, grounded in careful study of the text (we hope), on their own. Whatever outside



resources students or ministers may or may not consult, they need a method for the careful
study of their chosen or assigned text. They need a way to enter the ongoing conversation about
this or that text with confidence and competence, so that they too may contribute to the
conversation. Hence the need for an exegetical method.The word method, however, should not
be equated precisely with “scientific method” or “historical method.” Good reading—like good
conversation or any sort of good investigation—is an art more than it is a science. Exegesis, as
we will see throughout this book, is therefore an art. To be sure, there are certain principles and
steps to follow, but knowing what to ask of a text, what to think about a text, and what to say
about a text can never be accomplished with complete certainty or done with method alone.
Rather, an exegete needs not only principles, rules, hard work, and research skills, but also
intuition, imagination, sensitivity, and even a bit of serendipity on occasion. The task of exegesis
requires, therefore, enormous intellectual and even spiritual energy.Exegesis, then, is
investigation, conversation, and art. As conversation and art, exegesis requires an openness to
others and to the text that method alone cannot provide. However, without a method, exegesis is
no longer an investigation. Thus the principal focus of this book is on developing an exegetical
method.Choosing an Approach to the TaskHandbooks on “studying the Bible” and on
“exegetical method” are plentiful. Some are simplistic, others incredibly complex. The method of
exegesis presented in the following pages is neither. It may be similar to methods you have
learned for reading and writing explications of poetry or other literature. For example, as a
student of French in high school and college, I learned how to examine French literature closely,
just as students in France do.The process and result was called an explication de texte. As
noted above, this way of careful reading of a small portion of literature is sometimes known as
“close reading.” If you have never learned such a method, this book will also help you to be a
more careful reader of literature in general.The approach to exegesis advocated in this book is
grounded in the conviction that we can read a text responsibly only if we attempt to understand
the unique setting (historical context) in which it was produced and in which it is situated (literary
context). Furthermore, we can understand a text only if we pay careful attention to both the
whole and the parts (details), the proverbial forest as well as the trees. Before considering in
detail the approach to exegesis proposed in this book, we need to understand something about
the options available. In order to do that, we must become familiar with some rather technical
terms.Exegesis can be, in fact, a very technical field of inquiry. Interpreters of the Bible employ a
variety of general approaches and specific methods to understand and engage the text. Some of
these methods are called criticisms. The use of the term criticism, as in redaction criticism, does
not necessarily imply negative judgment; the primary meaning of the term is analysis, though it
may also mean judgment—whether negative, positive, or both—about the historical, literary, or
theological value of a text.There are perhaps three basic approaches to exegesis today. We will
call them synchronic, diachronic, and existential.The Synchronic ApproachOne approach to
exegesis is called synchronic (meaning “with[in] time,” i.e., “same time”; cf. “synchronize”). It may
be compared to a cross section of a plant’s stem depicted in a biology textbook. This approach



looks only at the final form of the text, the text as it stands in the Bible as we have it. It is not
interested in the “long view” or “prehistory” of the text—any oral traditions, earlier versions, or
possible written sources (such as the hypothetical sources called J, E, D, and P in the
Pentateuch or Q in the gospels4). Rather, the synchronic approach uses methods designed to
analyze the text itself and the text in relation to the world in which it first existed as a text. The
most common labels for this approach are narrative-critical, social-scientific, and socio-
rhetorical. (Rhetoric is the art of effective communication.) Socio-rhetorical criticism, for
example, may be defined as an approach that “integrates the ways people use language with
the ways they live in the world.”5 This book will devote significant attention to synchronic
methods of exegesis, but without a lot of the technical language that sometimes accompanies
the discussion of these methods. They include:6• literary criticism—the quest to understand the
text as literature by employing either traditional or more recent models of literary criticism that
are employed in the study of literature generally; corollaries of literary criticism are genre and
form analysis, the quests to classify a text as to its type• narrative criticism—as a subset of
literary criticism, the quest to understand the formal and material features of narrative texts
(stories) or other texts that have an implicit or underlying narrative within or behind them•
rhetorical criticism—the quest to understand the devices, strategies, and structures employed in
the text to persuade and/or otherwise affect the reader, as well as the overall goals or effects of
those rhetorical elements• lexical, grammatical, and syntactical analysis—the quest to
understand words, idioms, grammatical forms, and the relationships among these items
according to the norms of usage at the time the text was produced• semantic or discourse
analysis—the quest to understand the ways in which a text conveys meaning according to
modern principles and theories of linguistics• social-scientific criticism—the quest for the social
identity, perceptions of the world, and cultural characteristics of the writers, readers/ hearers,
and communities suggested by the text; usually divided into two distinct subdisciplines, social
description and social-scientific analysis7If these terms and the methods to which they refer
seem at first foreign or complex, readers should bear in mind that they have probably already
been introduced to them in the study of literature. The synchronic approach to the text is quite
similar to the way in which literary critics analyze a poem or other short text. Literary critics, when
explicating a poem, for example, may consider the following features of it:• genre and implied
situation—the type of literature the text is, and the life situation implied by the text• intellectual
core—the topic and theme (“slant”) of the text• structure and unity—the arrangement of the text•
literary (e.g., poetic) texture—the details of the text• artistry—the beauty of the text8As we will
see, these are all very similar to the elements of exegesis presented in this book. Many
advocates of a primarily synchronic approach to texts also incorporate some of the methods of
diachronic exegesis discussed below.A synchronic approach to the Sermon on the Mount
(Matthew 5–7) might ask questions such as the following:• What are the various sections of the
Sermon, and how do they fit together to make a literary whole?• What does the narrator of this
gospel communicate by indicating the setting of the Sermon, the composition of the audience



before and after the Sermon, and the audience’s reaction to it?• What is the function of the
Sermon in the gospel’s portrayal of Jesus and of discipleship?• How would a first-century reader/
hearer understand and be affected by this Sermon?The Diachronic Approach (The Historical-
Critical Method)The second approach to exegesis is the diachronic (meaning “across time”)
approach, and it focuses on the origin and development of a text, employing methods designed
to uncover these aspects of it. It takes the “long view” of a text and may be compared to a
longitudinal perspective on a plant stem in a biology text. As a constellation of methods, this
approach is often referred to as the historical-critical method, and it was the approach of choice
by many, if not most, biblical scholars of the twentieth century. This book will give some, but
limited, attention to the so-called historical-critical methods of exegesis. They include:9• textual
criticism—the quest for the original wording of the text (and the ways later scribes altered it)•
historical linguistics—the quest to understand words, idioms, grammatical forms, and the
relationships among these items, often with attention to their historical development within a
language• form criticism—the quest for the original type of oral or written tradition reflected in the
text, and for the sort of situation in the life of Israel or the early church out of which such a
tradition might have developed10• tradition criticism—the quest for understanding the growth of
a tradition over time from its original form to its incorporation in the final text• source criticism—
the quest for the written sources used in the text• redaction criticism—the quest for perceiving
the ways in which the final author of the text purposefully adopted and adapted sources•
historical criticism—the quest for the events that surrounded the production of the text, including
the purported events narrated by the text itself11A diachronic approach to the Sermon on the
Mount might ask questions such as the following:• What written or oral sources did the
evangelist (gospel-writer) adopt, adapt, and combine to compose this “Sermon”?• What are the
various components of the Sermon (beatitudes, prayers, parables, pithy sayings, etc.), and what
is their origin and development in Jewish tradition, the career of the earthly Jesus, and/or the life
of the early church?• What does the evangelist’s use of sources reveal about his theological
interests?• To what degree do these teachings represent the words or ideas of the historical
Jesus?There are some critics of the diachronic method who want to retain its historical
emphasis but find the presuppositions of some of its practitioners (e.g., those who deny the
possibility of miracles or the role of God’s Spirit in the production of the Bible) inappropriate for
the study of Scripture. They might propose a modified historical-critical method, one that
accepts some of the goals of the method but not its “alien” aspects. One such scholar has
proposed using the term “historical biblical criticism.”12Practitioners of the diachronic approach
are also interested in some of the questions raised by advocates of a more synchronic approach
to the text. They may, for example, combine rhetorical criticism with more traditional historical-
critical methods. Indeed, few exegetes today are “pure” practitioners of a diachronic
approach.The focus of investigation in both the diachronic and the synchronic approaches to the
text is twofold: the world of or within the text and the world behind the text. That is, exegetes who
investigate the text with these methods are literary and historical critics—analysts of the



historical and literary features of the text. There is clearly some overlap in the two approaches.
For example, practitioners of both approaches are interested in the historical or sociopolitical
contexts in which texts come to life and in the kind of literature texts are. But these are not the
only possible focal points of investigation of a text. Some readers want to focus on the world in
front of the text, the world that the text “creates.”The Existential ApproachA third approach,
which has no commonly used name, may perhaps be labeled existential. Since it is an
increasingly common but also occasionally criticized approach to exegesis,13 we will consider it
now in more detail than the others noted above, which are thoroughly discussed in many
handbooks14 and which will be considered as part of the exegetical procedure outlined in
subsequent chapters.Proponents of the existential approach to reading the Bible are primarily
interested not in the text per se—whether understood in terms of its formation (diachronically) or
its final form (synchronically)—but in the text as something to be engaged. Existential methods
are therefore “instrumental” methods: they allow the text to be read as a means to an end, not as
an end in itself. The end, or goal, of this kind of reading is often an encounter with a reality
beyond the text to which the text bears witness. This “something beyond” may be a set of
relations among people, a “spiritual” truth beyond the “literal” truth, God, and so on. The exegete
may desire either to embrace or to resist the reality, depending on the nature of the reality
perceived and encountered. Those who approach the text fundamentally to encounter God
through the mediation of the text may refer to this approach as theological and
transformative.More generally, we may describe this approach to exegesis as self-involving;15
readers do not treat the text as a historical or literary artifact but as something to engage
experientially—something that could or should affect their lives. The text is taken seriously with
respect to human existence now, both individual existence and life in community (the private self
and the corporate self). The reader wants to engage not merely the world behind the text or the
world of the text but the world before the text. Powerful texts in general, and religious texts in
particular, have the ability to create an alternative world and to invite their readers to engage
it.By using methods that allow their own participation in the exegesis, existential readers enlarge
the contexts within which the biblical text is read:16• theological exegesis, missional
interpretation, and spiritual (or sacred) reading (lectio divina)—exegesis is done in the context of
a specific religious tradition and for religious purposes.• canonical criticism—exegesis is done in
the context of the Bible as a whole.• embodiment or actualization—exegesis is done in the
context of attempting to appropriate and embody the text in the world.• ideological criticism
(including postcolonial criticism), advocacy criticism, and liberationist exegesis—exegesis is
done in the context of the struggle against unequal power relations and injustice and for justice
or liberation.These contexts significantly affect the methods, goals, and results of exegesis.The
existential approach to reading texts also challenges the ideologies of education and knowledge
that have been pervasive in the West since the Enlightenment. Such ideologies tend to equate
knowledge and education with the acquisition of information. Existential, transformative
approaches to knowledge and education are at least equally interested in the formation of a



certain kind of people. This kind of knowing is sometimes called “embodied knowing.” It will ring
true to those who have theological interests in “studying” the Bible.The existential approach to
the text might ask the following kinds of questions of the Sermon on the Mount:• To what kind of
contemporary faith and practice does the Sermon call contemporary readers?• How might the
text about “turning the other cheek” be a potential source of difficulty or even oppression for the
politically or socially downtrodden?• Does love of enemies rule out the use of resistance or
violence in every situation? What does it mean practically to embody the teachings about
nonviolence in the Sermon?• What spiritual practices are necessary for individuals and
churches to live the message of the Sermon in the contemporary world?Readers who approach
the text in this way use diverse methods and have a wide variety of goals or agendas. Both
diachronic and synchronic methods can be appropriated, and others may be introduced as well.
Practitioners of existential exegesis judge the adequacy of any specific method on the basis of
its ability to assist in achieving the overall goal of exegesis—its telos. This goal may be
described as something rather general, such as transformation or spiritual formation, or as
something more specific, such as liberation or an encounter with God.17Excursus: Some Types
of Existential ExegesisExistential approaches to the biblical text can be divided into two basic
types, those that operate with a fundamental trust in or consent to the text, and those that
operate with a basic suspicion of the text. Theological exegesis, lectio divina, missional
interpretation, canonical criticism, and embodiment are types of existential approaches listed
above that are approaches marked fundamentally by trust/consent. Ideological criticism,
advocacy criticism, and liberationist exegesis are approaches marked by suspicion.Trust/
ConsentThe most ancient existential approach is that of theological exegesis or theological
interpretation, which is currently undergoing a great revival.18 Practitioners of theological
exegesis read the text primarily as a reliable vehicle of, source of, or witness to God’s revelation
and will, which are discerned especially in communal reading and conversation. These
interpreters read the Bible as a means of religious formation, both attitudinal and behavioral,
experiencing the exegetical process, in some sense, as an encounter with God. This approach
may make use of any or all of the diachronic and synchronic methods, but it also often involves
expanding both the contexts within which the text is read and the kinds of methods used. This is
because the biblical text is understood as more than a historical artifact or literary work; it is
viewed as sacred text, as Scripture.Theological exegetes may also take into account the
perceived purposes of God—the divine mission (missio Dei)—in salvation history, the
incarnation, or the paschal mystery (the death and resurrection of Jesus) as contexts for
interpretation. Practitioners of missional interpretation specifically read the biblical text as
witness to God’s purposes in the world and as invitation to participate in that divine
activity.Theological exegetes often practice some form of canonical criticism by taking into
account the canonical context—the place of the text in the entire Bible as the religious
community’s book—whereas a purely diachronic or historical-critical approach would find that
anachronistic (since the entire Bible did not exist as one book when a particular biblical



document was composed). They may also appeal to tradition or “the rule of faith” (i.e., the
confessional framework of orthodox belief, such as the Nicene Creed) as the context for and
guide to appropriate exegesis. In each case, theological interpretation enlarges the context of
biblical interpretation beyond a text’s immediate historical and literary context to include the
church’s canon and/or confession.Further, advocates of theological exegesis sometimes appeal
to pre-modern or precritical ways of Jewish and Christian reading of the Bible that allow for a
variety of meanings in the text. The additional ways, which may include allegorical reading, yield
meanings that are sometimes referred to as spiritual or figurative rather than literal meanings.19
The current revival of interest in the “fourfold sense of Scripture” is especially important. This
medieval way of reading the Bible insisted that scriptural texts had (normally three) meanings in
addition to the “literal” or “plain” sense. Although the methods currently used differ from their
medieval counterparts, the questions asked by the methods are the same: What are we to
believe (faith), to expect (hope), and to do (love)?20A less academic variation of theological
exegesis is the ancient and revered practice of spiritual reading, or lectio divina (literally, divine
or sacred reading). In some circles this term may be unfamiliar, but similar practices may be
called devotional reading. Lectio divina is an approach to reading the Bible that uses
contemplation and meditation in the context of prayer to encounter God and God’s word to the
individual or community. Since the goal of spiritual reading is contemplation and formation
(spiritual growth), not information or analysis, exegetical methods might seem superfluous. But
they are not. Meditation on a text means “chewing on it”21 and requires asking questions of the
text that are similar to the ones asked by exegetes who use synchronic, and even some
diachronic, methods.Finally, many recent approaches to the Bible stress that, since the ultimate
goal of biblical exegesis is not information but transformation, true exegesis is accomplished
only when individuals and communities engage in the embodiment or actualization of the text.
The reading community, we might say, is to become a “living exegesis” of the text. (We will have
more to say about all of this in chapter 8.)SuspicionA quite different, and much more recent,
existential approach is known as ideological criticism. Practitioners of ideological criticism see
the text as a witness to relations of power that can be harmful, especially to certain groups of
marginalized people. Often using recently developed social-scientific methods, they seek to
uncover and eventually to disarm the relations of oppressive power that the text both signifies
and sanctions. The text is read and then “un-read” as a means of naming and being freed from
oppression.Postcolonial criticism, a type of ideological criticism, is the analysis of texts by those
who have been affected by, or sensitized to the effects of, colonization. It focuses especially on
the presence of both affirmations and criticisms of empire and colonization in the Bible, and on
ways in which the Bible has been read (or is currently read) to underwrite various forms of
empire and colonization. Postcolonial criticism includes the critique of powerful colonizers’
interpretation of biblical texts.Somewhere between theological and ideological exegesis, but
usually embodying a spirit of suspicion, lie advocacy criticism and its most common
manifestation, liberationist exegesis. This type of exegesis is often theological in that it may bring



an ethical or theological goal and criterion to the process of reading: the thing advocated or the
liberation sought is often, though not always, understood as God’s purpose in self-revelation.
Texts are judged by their perceived ability to liberate (or to be used more generally for advocacy)
or not. Like ideological criticism, liberationist exegesis often draws on social-scientific methods
and models and is concerned to name and address oppression. Similarly, some forms of
postcolonial criticism engage in advocacy and do so for explicitly theological reasons.The
Approach of This BookAt this point, what can the average careful reader of the Bible do? The
range of options can seem overwhelming. What we need is a model of exegesis that takes
account of all these approaches but does not require a Ph.D. in biblical studies (or in history,
sociology, and linguistics) to execute. We need a model that recognizes the common features of
biblical texts as ordinary devices of human communication while also recognizing the
importance of distinctly “sacred” features of biblical texts.The approach advocated in this book is
somewhat of an eclectic and yet integrated one, drawing on the insights and methods of all of
the three basic approaches mentioned above, but maintaining that there is no one “right” way. In
fact, the approach of this book is compatible with all three clusters of methods in use today and
can serve as a foundation for more detailed or sophisticated work that does stress one approach
over the others.22Nonetheless, of the three approaches, the first, or synchronic one, is
predominant in this book, especially vis-à-vis the diachronic, or historical-critical, approach.
There are several reasons for this emphasis. The most important reason is that all exegetes,
whether beginners or professionals, deal directly with the final form of the text. It is this text that
readers read, preachers preach, and hearers hear. Another reason is that the other two
approaches may require technical historical and linguistic skills or sophisticated theological
perspectives that not all readers possess. Furthermore, the value (and even the possibility) of a
purely historical-critical method has been questioned by many in recent years. Finally, even
those whose primary goal in reading the text of Scripture is spiritual formation, the establishment
of doctrine and practice, or human liberation must read in a way that is attentive to the form and
substance of the words and images of the text. Indeed, existentialist approaches generally use
many of the synchronic methods of biblical exegesis.Having said all that, I would be remiss if I
did not acknowledge that, as much as I enjoy careful textual analysis as a task in itself, my own
ultimate aim in reading Scripture is theological—and I suspect that it is as well for many readers
of this book. In my experience, an eclectic but largely synchronic approach best serves this
existential telos.The guidelines presented in this book rest on several assumptions. Chief among
these is the assumption that the Bible must be read in its various contexts—those things that
accompany, or go “with” (Latin con), the text itself. This assumption, and the method of
interpretation it produces, attempts to take many factors into account:• that the Bible is the work
of many people, written over a period of more than one thousand years in many different specific
historical situations (the historical, social, and cultural contexts)• that every biblical passage is
located within a larger work and that it contributes to the aims of that work (the literary and
rhetorical contexts)• that the Bible, like other sacred texts, gives expression to humanity’s thirst



for meaning and value in life (the human context)• that for Christians and Jews the Bible is a
unique and authoritative revelation of and/or witness to God’s activity in history (the biblical/
canonical and religious contexts)• that all readers of the Bible, no matter how novice or
sophisticated, interpret the Bible from within their own social situations and world-views, and
these social and intellectual locations affect the ways in which they understand the Bible (the
contemporary context)Each of these contexts has significant impact on the interpretation of
biblical texts, and the careful reader must be aware of all of them.A corollary to the last
assumption ought also to be noted here: because of each reader’s own unique experiences and
“location,” he or she will have insight into the Bible that no one else will have. Each reader can
learn to bring together literary and historical perspectives as well as personal experience to
understand a written text in a way that is unique to that individual and that contributes to the
ongoing conversation about the text. Although the isolated individual is not the ideal interpreter
of Scripture, there can be no conversation without unique individuals contributing to the
discussion.At the same time, however, there are necessary safeguards to ensure that one’s
exegesis of the Bible is not really eisegesis—reading into the text (the Greek eis meaning
“into”).23 A sound exegetical method is one such safeguard. Other safeguards include both the
basic tools of biblical knowledge and research (Bible dictionaries, maps, concordances, etc.)
and the fruits of research and reflection produced by biblical scholars and other interpreters of
the Bible (in commentaries, journal articles, etc.). These publications can answer basic
questions (who? what? when? where?) during the initial exegetical process. For example, they
will provide answers to such basic inquiries as “Who was Josiah?” or “What is a denarius?”More
important, scholarly resources also verify, sharpen, and correct your work after you have done
your own exegesis. Thus one important aspect of the exegetical process is the confirmation and
correction of your own discoveries and insights, the refinement and expansion of your ideas
through conversation and research.An Overview of the MethodThus far we have examined
rationale and theory. The remainder of this book is largely devoted to the nuts and bolts of
exegesis— the careful reading of and writing about the Bible. A close, careful reading or
exegesis of a biblical passage requires a process. The process proposed in this book has seven
basic elements. These are briefly outlined here and will be developed in more detail in
subsequent chapters.For purposes of reading a biblical text, the elements in this process cannot
and should not always be followed slavishly; these steps are, rather, the necessary elements of
a careful reading, or exegesis. (Thus the title of this book is Elements of Biblical Exegesis.) The
actual process of reading and interpretation is more like a circle than an outline, as you move
back and forth from part to whole, text to context, original meaning to contemporary relevance,
and so on. This process is sometimes referred to as a “hermeneutical circle,” hermeneutics
being the art of interpretation. Interpretation is indeed more like a circular than a linear process; it
has been aptly described as a process of “going forward by circling around.”24 The image of a
circle is not, therefore, meant to suggest lack of progress, as in a vicious or endless circle from
which there is no escape. (Some interpreters have suggested that a better image is that of a



spiral, the action of which is tighter and tighter.)25 Another helpful analogy is that of weaving:
exegesis is the weaving together of unique but interrelated strands or elements of a careful
reading of the text. Nevertheless, it will be extremely beneficial to think carefully through each of
the discrete elements of, or steps in, the method.For purposes of writing about a biblical text
(e.g., an exegetical paper), the following method can be successfully used as it stands to yield
high-quality written interpretations. It can also be altered according to the needs and wishes of
individual students and instructors.The seven elements of the method are:• survey—preparation
and overview, or introduction• contextual analysis—consideration of the historical and literary
contexts of the text• formal analysis—of the form, structure, and movement of the text• detailed
analysis—of the various parts of the text• synthesis—of the text as a whole• reflection—on the
text today• expansion and refinement—of the initial exegesis26It is important to note that some
exegetes would consider the element of reflection to be something supplemental to exegesis
itself. They might suggest that any notion of personal or theological reflection on a text is
unscientific at best and an invitation to eisegesis at worst. However, as Rudolf Bultmann, the
great German biblical scholar of the first half of the twentieth century, said, there is no exegesis
without presuppositions.27 We all come to the text with interests in it, maybe even an agenda.
Biblical texts compel us to ask not only “What?” but “So what?” Historical and literary critics we
may be, or wish to become, but we are also human beings seeking an encounter with truths and
realities to which sacred texts point.Refusing to consider responsible reflection on and with the
text as an aspect of exegesis is shortsighted and unnecessary. Most exegetes have their eyes
on “two horizons”—the horizon, or world, of the biblical text itself, and the horizon, or world, of
their own personal and corporate experience. This is both normal and appropriate, though there
are ways of engaging these two horizons that are more responsible than others. Exegetes who
have no interest in the contemporary significance of biblical texts are, of course, free to refrain
from reflection on them. Most people, however, even if they do not consider themselves
religious, find it difficult to avoid reflecting on great literature, religious or otherwise. We do not
have to be committed spiritual readers or liberation theologians to have this legitimate interest,
but neither do we have to hide our religious commitments when we approach the text even in an
academic setting. (Although it is of course easier and generally considered more appropriate to
be explicit about such commitments in a religiously affiliated institution, there is no reason,
especially in a postmodern context, that those in secular institutions must refrain from
expressing their own interests and commitments, as long as they do so with intellectual humility
and with respect for the views of others.)Some Observations on the ProcessThree observations
about executing this method as a whole are now in order. First, readers may enter the process of
exegesis at any of the first six steps (except, by definition, synthesis), including reflection on the
contemporary context, but the process is not complete until all elements have been considered
and all strands woven together. In an exegesis paper, these elements are carefully
interconnected and systematically presented.Second, the elements outlined here are
fundamentally the same as those used by the majority of professional biblical scholars (although



some hesitate to include element six, reflection) as well as literary critics. Although the work of
biblical scholars and literary critics is more technical, as are the terms used to describe it (see
Appendix A), scholars are basically asking the very questions about texts and their contexts that
are raised by these seven elements.Third, the reader of biblical texts who follows the basic
process presented in this book can both contribute to the ongoing conversation about the Bible
and benefit from that conversation. This last point implies something about the way in which
students, preachers, and others proceed as they engage a text exegetically. The great
temptation is to turn an exegesis paper into a research report that merely lays out for the reader
the major points of view on this or that passage, verse, or key word. Students who succumb to
this temptation are often intimidated by the vast quantity and technical nature of biblical
scholarship, especially in comparison to their own paucity of knowledge and skill. Then they
make the mistake of thinking that, if they just read all the important commentaries and articles,
they will finally understand the passage. Unfortunately, some instructors reinforce this notion.It is
much, much better for all readers—students, preachers, and other serious readers—to learn the
habit of first reading the text largely on their own. Even the most sophisticated advocates and
practitioners of the most complex historical-critical methods emphasize this:Before reaching for
the secondary sources, such as the commentaries, one should try to formulate a provisional
analysis of the text.28By working through a text on your own, guided by a careful exegetical
method, you will learn to engage the text itself, and not merely the interpreters or interpretations
of the text. You will also be prepared to handle the biblical text responsibly in the absence of
secondary sources. You will use secondary resources to expand, correct, and refine your own
initial exegesis in a way that will enable you to learn from and contribute to the conversation
about the text in your own unique ways more efficiently than those who begin with the
interpretations of the text rather than with the biblical text itself.For this reason, the last step in
the exegetical process is called “Expansion and Refinement of the Exegesis.” Although this is a
discrete step in the exegetical process, it does not translate into a separate section of an
exegesis paper. Rather, a paper should constantly, throughout each section of the paper, weave
together one’s own insights with the insights and corrective influences of others. Thus expansion
and refinement of one’s exegesis must occur for every element of the process.In writing an
exegesis paper that follows the elements of this process, a student must write precisely and
concisely, for the process of investigation and conversation will uncover a lot of information
about, and perspectives on, the text. Sometimes students are tempted to spend nearly half of
their paper on contextual analysis, or on contextual and formal analysis, to the neglect of
detailed analysis. While context and form are very important, they cannot replace careful, in-
depth examination. The following general page-count guidelines for a 15-page (approximately
4,000 words) exegesis paper, as well as their approximate equivalents in percentage of the
entire paper, may therefore be helpful:• survey/introduction—1 page or less, or about 250 words
(approximately 5% of the paper)• contextual analysis/historical and literary contexts—2–3
pages, or about 500–800 words (approximately 10–20% of the paper)• formal analysis/form,



structure, and movement—1–2 pages, or about 250–600 words (approximately 5–15% of the
paper)• detailed analysis—8–10 pages, or about 2,000–2,750 words (approximately 50–65% of
the paper)• synthesis—1 page or less, or about 250 words (approximately 5% of the paper)•
reflection—0–3 pages, or as much as 750 words (if included, up to 20% of the paper)This is
another way of saying that generally about one-half to two-thirds of the paper will be devoted to
detailed analysis. Another way to imagine the paper is in three main parts: a “prelude” to the
detailed analysis (steps 1–3), the detailed analysis itself, and a “postlude” (steps 5–6). Step 7
(expansion and refinement) is intertwined throughout the paper.Variations on this rule of thumb
are inevitable. Appropriate adjustments must be made if the passage presents peculiar
problems in one area, if reflection is omitted or expanded, and so on. The division of space for
shorter or longer papers may be calculated proportionately following these guidelines.In addition
to deciding how to allocate space in your exegesis paper, you will need to decide how precisely
to approach the research and writing task itself. The primary goal of this book is to explain and
illustrate the various elements of the exegetical process. Much of this process involves
significant time spent in reading, thinking, taking notes, and “playing with” the text—much like
any other paper. Some hints about how to do that are offered throughout the book. Additionally,
Appendix B, “Practical Guidelines for Writing a Research Exegesis Paper,” presents a step-by-
step outline of five phases in the preparation of such a paper. This appendix serves as a useful
summary of the entire book.Moving ForwardChapters 3–9 of this book each introduce a
particular element of exegesis. Theoretically, once one of these chapters is mastered, a reader
could execute that aspect of the exegetical process on a desert island. Readers who learn the
entire exegetical process qualify as desert-island exegetes. Some final hints on the process are
offered in chapter 10. Chapter 11 deals with expanding and refining each particular element of
the exegetical process by using other resources and tools. In other words, chapter 11 is for those
who have returned to civilization from the desert island and once again have a library, computer,
fellow readers, and other resources at their disposal. At the end of the book are appendixes that
contain supplemental summary information as well as three sample exegesis papers.Now that
we have briefly examined the task of exegesis, we are prepared to study each of the steps more
carefully. Before we can do that, however, we must consider the text that is the focus of our
exegesis, namely, the Bible itself. That is the subject of the next chapter.We conclude this
introductory chapter with a quote from a literary critic. We may substitute the words “exegete”
and “exegesis” for “explicator” and “explication”:An explicator is a tour guide or traveling
companion. The goal is to help a reader see what is really present in the [text]. A good
explication is a lens that brings the text into focus.29Review & StudyChapter Summary•
Exegesis, a word deriving from the Greek verb “to lead out,” is the careful historical, literary, and
theological analysis of a text.• Exegesis is investigation, conversation, and art.• There are three
basic approaches to exegesis: synchronic, diachronic (“historical-critical”), and existential (which
includes both theological and ideological perspectives).• The method advocated in this book is
eclectic and integrated but gives priority to the synchronic approach, with an ultimately



theological goal. It emphasizes the importance of contexts.• The seven elements of exegesis,
and the steps in writing an exegesis paper, are: (1) survey (preparation for reading, or
introduction); (2) contextual analysis (of the text’s historical and literary contexts); (3) formal
analysis (of the text’s form, structure, and movement); (4) detailed analysis; (5) synthesis; (6)
reflection; and (7) expansion and refinement of the exegesis.• Wise exegetes prepare a careful
initial exegesis of the text on their own before consulting the experts.Practical Hints1. I have
always found it beneficial and have often required students to print out or photocopy biblical
passages for exegesis in order to “play with the text” or “think on paper.” This means placing the
text on a sheet of paper, with wide margins, and marking it up—underlining key phrases, circling
recurrent terms, drawing lines between items, recording observations in the margins, and noting
questions to be pursued. If you have access to electronic versions of the original languages or
translations, you can download and rearrange your text however you like. (I suggest double-
spacing the text at 12 points in a 3-inch centered column.)2. Remember, as you begin the
process of exegesis, that there is much that can be and has been said about the Bible, some
insightful and helpful, some of dubious value or extraneous. At first, observe and record
whatever comes to mind. As you move through the hermeneutical circle, or weave the various
strands of the exegetical process together, you will begin to sift the wheat from the chaff and
begin looking for what really expresses the careful reading of the text that you are doing.
Eventually, you will do the same as you read and take notes on what other interpreters have said.
In the end, if you write an exegesis paper, you will have to decide what is and is not worth
including from both your own thoughts and those of others. What you can present will be like the
proverbial tip of the iceberg in relation to all that you have discovered. You will want to ask
yourself, “Of all that I could say about this text in this paper, what truly expresses and supports
the overall interpretation of the text that is emerging and that I find compelling?”3. When you
begin writing an exegesis paper, do not attempt to execute methods that are beyond your ability.
A beginning student should not attempt to do, say, tradition criticism without the skills to do it, or
to discuss the intricacies of Hebrew grammar and vocabulary on the basis of an interlinear Bible.
Rather, play to your strengths. Develop and use the skills any careful reader needs to have:
observing, questioning, making connections, recognizing patterns, and so on. These will take
you a long way.For Further Insight and Practice1. Attempt a close reading of an editorial or a
political cartoon (preferably a multi-paneled one) in a newspaper or online. What is its topic?
What prompted the editorial or cartoon? How is it structured? What key words, images, and
themes appear in it? What sources or authorities, if any, does it quote? What is its main point? Is
it effective? How and why? How do you react to it? Does it make you want to think or act
differently?2. Review chapter 11, section 1, pp. 182–89, “Resources for Understanding the Task,”
and peruse at least one of the books listed.1 Wilhelm Egger, How to Read the New Testament:
An Introduction to Linguistic and Historical-Critical Methodology (ed. Hendrikus Boers; trans.
Peter Heinegg; Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1996), 3.2 However, exegetes should resist the
temptation to create a new verb “to exegete,” as in “to exegete a text.”
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S. Grace, “Highly recommended for the serious student (or any serious person). Michael J.
Gorman’s Elements of Biblical Exegesis is a useful book intended to introduce a person to the
fundamentals of the task of writing a careful biblical exegetical paper (3). Though the exegetical
paper is primarily written in the academic setting of a college or seminary environment, the
purpose of learning to write a well-developed and careful exegetical paper is clearly extended
beyond the classroom and the finished document itself so that one may appropriate his or her
research to be applied in future teaching, writing, or preaching settings.In three major sections
the book is written in such a way as to facilitate the exegetical process in a step-by-step fashion.
The text itself is designed so as to be made helpful to the student by providing a summary,
review exercises, and practical hints at the end of each major chapter. In addition to the
introducing the would-be exegete to exegetical methods and process the book provides a very
helpful extensive section on “Resources for Exegesis” (181-232). Following the very significant
“Resources” section are four appendices which include tables of methods, practical guides for
writing a research exegesis paper, three example exegetical papers, and selected internet
resources for biblical studies. All in all, the book is designed to be used by student in a
classroom setting (though not required) for the purpose of developing his or her skills a biblical
exegete. While the book certainly accomplishes its goal to introduce a student to the exegetical
process its affect is well beyond the classroom. This book has a significant reach and will be
found useful to the person who brand new to the study of the Bible or to the professional Pastor
who is looking to brush up his or her skills as a Biblical exegete.Section One, “Orientation”,
begins by introducing the task. Exegesis is defined by Gorman as “an investigation” of the “many
dimensions, or textures, of a particular text” (11). Additionally, exegesis is a conversation with
readers “living and dead” (11). Lastly, the exegetical process requires a method (both in the
sense of an art, as well as a discipline) that requires careful investigation and hard work, but
which cannot proceed without imagination and intuition (12).The author notes that books
discussing the task of exegetical study are numerous. The thesis of this book is that exegetical
method is best accomplished through the appropriation of primarily diachronic as well as
synchronic approaches to the text (12, 23). The author notes an existential approach(es) but
does not emphasize it. Not only is a balance of methodology required, but one must also
understand and employ the “circular” nature of the hermeneutical task; that is the text must be
investigated at close-up ranges (word studies, sentence structure, genre) as well as from the
birds-eye view (canonical, theological, and cultural). This ebb and flow of methodology will
continue in a circular (process) fashion as one comes to understand the polyvalent nature of the
text and draws from the richness of the biblical spring in its full canonical form (23). This process
is done through seven elements of exegesis that proceed in logical order. Following this method,
the author contends, will reveal the polyvalent nature of the text. Gorman suggests that this
polyvalence is a gift to be embraced, not a problem to be conquered through discovery of the



‘original meaning’ (135-136). This exegetical method, which is best done with a hermeneutic of
trust (143), will finally lead the interpreter to make claims that address and affect the nature of
our existence as the people of God. This process is ultimately tied to leading the interpreter and
the disciple into a life of mission wherein the people of God come to understand the theological
implications of their action in the world. Theological reflection and appropriation of the text in a
“living exegesis” (160) is ultimately the goal of the exegetical process.Following the introduction
to the “Task” (9-33), the author introduces the reader to a section on the “Text” (35-59). Here
Gorman leads the reader through a discussion of choosing a particular text, translations,
translation methodology and choosing the appropriate translation for the purpose of exegetical
study. This section is full of practical and insightful advice. Gorman advises exegetes to choose
a text that will not be emotionally charged, but rather choose a text that one can learn from (even
if it is a familiar text) and that is limited in scope. Choosing an entire chapter for an exegetical
paper is almost certainly doomed to be too much to chew. Instead it is recommended that an
exegete choose a natural section (36).The discussion of translations proceeds to a discussion
concerning what kind of translation is appropriate for the exegetical process. The author
encourages study of the original languages, but does not make it a matter of necessity; instead
the exegete should choose a “good” translation, one based on a fairly literal interpretation
(formal equivalence) of the original languages (43). This discussion leads the author to make
recommendations on English translations appropriate for exegesis. The author concludes that
the NRSV, NAB, TNIV, and NET are most suitable for exegetical study. He also concludes
(somewhat prejudicially) that the KJV and NKJV are unacceptable for exegesis. This discussion
is followed by practical advice for choosing a Study Bible.Section two houses the ‘meat’ of the
book. Here Gorman leads the reader through the seven elements that make for successful
exegetical papers. This is where the reader is lead through a step-by-by methodology that relies
primarily on synchronic methods, but supported by diachronic methods. Element one is the
survey. Here the interpreter orients him or herself with the text surveying and observing the text
to be studied. It is at this stage that the exegetical paper begins to develop its thesis. Gorman is
very clear to note that a successful exegetical paper is not a position paper (a paper laying out
different interpretations) or a summary of commentary paper (integration of commentaries), but
rather is a paper that seeks to prove a point (66). This requires the interpreter to seek to organize
their paper around their thesis statement. Gorman highly emphasizes the necessity to become
familiar with the text before the interpreter begins to research the commentaries.The second
element is familiarization with the context of the biblical text. This requires a study of the
historical, literary, and canonical context of the text at hand. Gorman notes that “Close
analysis… requires,… careful attention to its historical and literary contexts” (69). The historical
context requires historical, sociopolitical, and cultural contexts to be studied and understood at
least in part (72). The literary context clues the interpreter to the text’s place in the broader text
as well as the immediate devices being employed especially with reference to its rhetorical
power (77).Element three involves formal analysis of the text. Here is where the author argues



for synchronic methodology in its clearest form. Gorman argues that the interpreter must be
familiar with literary form (genre), the structure of the text (outlines, structural patterns), and the
movement (dynamics) of the text.Following a formal analysis of the literary structure of the text
Gorman argues that the interpreter should move on to a detailed analysis of the text. Here is
where the hermeneutical circle (movement from large to small, small to large, broad to
immediate, immediate to broad) becomes necessary. In a detailed analysis of the text the
interpreter is trying to discover the many intricacies of the text itself and within relationship to its
broader contexts. The interpreter must consider key words, key images, key themes, key literary
devices, key historical events, and all of this finds its relationship to the broader movement of the
text within the book itself and within the canon itself. Here the interpreter is looking to find
relationships (113-116). These relationships can move beyond the biblical canon to include
literary and cultural relationship. Gorman argues that this “intertextuality” sees the text as in
conversation with the text itself and the culture in which the text finds itself (119).Elements five
and six move in the direction of synthesis and theological reflection. This is where the “trees”
give way to the “forest.” In the synthesis portion of exegetical study the interpreter is “bringing
together” (127) all that has been worked through to this point and the “bringing together”
becomes organized around the thesis of the paper. In order to successfully defend the thesis the
interpreter is burdened to demonstrate in humility (129) that the intricacies (trees) of the text
point in the direction of the interpreter’s exegetical decisions (forest). Gorman moves to discuss
the welcomed ambiguous and polyvalent nature of the text. The exegetical process and its
synthesis does not necessarily guarantees unity among interpreters given that the text and its
interpretation requires multiple points of reference which is impossible for one single interpreter
to maintain. Gorman argues that this ambiguity does not induce nihilism or irrationalism but
instead “drives us to the text” (132). Given a theological commitment to the text the interpreter
can expect a multiplicity of voices among the people of God.Having arrived at a synthesis the
interpreter moves to the theological interpretation of the text. Assuming a hermeneutic of trust,
the interpreter can move within the text to “appropriate its message as a guide for contemporary
belief and behavior within a community of faith” (146). After discussing eight principles of
theological interpretation Gorman finalizes his discussion with a treatment of a theological
interpretation that moves the reader to the mission dei (155) and its role in appropriation of the
text. An exegetical paper is not the end (telos) in itself.Element seven is primarily a treatment of
making use of other tools such as commentaries and journal articles that will help the interpreter
in the refinement of his or her exegetical thesis.”

Ebook Library Reader, “internet atheists I regularly encounter will want nothing to do with a work
like this, and sadly too many Christians won't eithe. Elements of Biblical Exegesis is meant to be
a guide for students who are writing exegetical papers, and indeed it will be a helpful one.
Gorman works with writers on all levels, including those who know the Biblical languages well
and those who have no real knowledge of them. The rules listed in this book can help you if



you're writing an exegetical paper, but they can just as much help you out if you are sitting in a
Sunday School class or small group meeting and you're discussing a passage of Scripture and
people are sitting together all talking about what the passage "means to them."Of interest from
an apologetic nature is the discussion on textual criticism as well as the listing of Bible
translations and dealing with the hermeneutic of suspicion where the text is seen as guilty until
proven innocent. In fact, Gorman rightly says we should read from all perspectives, not just our
own. After all, it is the critics of our position that can often open our eyes the most to the
problems that we need to answer for our position. Gorman regularly says that all such reading is
going to be beneficial. (Even reading mythicist material as that shows you just how crazy you can
go when you don't really know how to do history.)Of course, internet atheists I regularly
encounter will want nothing to do with a work like this, and sadly too many Christians won't either
who just have this idea that the text should be plain and clear to them. One of the great problems
we have in the church is that people no longer work at the text. We go to seminars to learn how
to improve our marriage and work at that, and we should! We go to seminars to learn how to be
better parents and work on that, and we should! We go to seminars to learn how to better
manage our money and work on that, and we should! We go to all of these and while we think
we should work at every other area of our life, when it comes to understanding what we say is
the greatest facet of our lives (Or we should say it is), we think all the answers should be handed
to us.Also, towards the end of the book, Gorman gives a long list of recommended resources. I
am sure that the list is helpful, but if you go straight through a book like I do, then it can be a bit
tedious in reading. Still, if you just pop open the book and want to know if a resource is a good
one, then that is a helpful tool to have.Finally, the book concludes with three exegetical papers,
two on a NT passage and one on an OT passage. These are helpful examples to have nearby
and the reader of the book will be pleased with how simple the final product looks and even
without thorough knowledge of the original languages.This will be a helpful guide to those who
really do want to study the text for all that it's worth.In Christ,Nick PetersDeeper Waters Christian
Ministries”

Cynthia Okafor, “Well, I am in class at the time and .... Well, I am in class at the time and this
book has help me to understand how , what, when and when to deliver the word of God . As the
Bible would direct a preacher, teacher or a minister in delivering the word of God one must know
the correct way to use the word of God. God wholes all who say that God has called them to
deliver the word of God to study and show thyself approved.. this book will put you in order. I
would tell anyone who is called to the gospel to get this book stidy it and apply it to every level of
minister known unto man.”

Eric W. Palfreyman, “Good. The book arrived timely, but was crammed into my mailbox. The
book was perfect except the back cover was creased by shoving it in so hard. It's good enough,
but I did order a new book. I am not unsatisfied and do not want to do a return.”



joseph mutugu, “This book is excellent on the field of exegesis. This book is excellent on the field
of exegesis. The author guides the would be exegete step by step on how to do Biblical
exegesis. He also provides the reader with very up to date sources for tools of doing exegesis. It
is a wonderful book well thought and well written. It should be a MUST book for exegetes and
especially for the beginners! Words are not enough to express myself how I found this book
useful. It has indeed enlightened me and helped me on the great project that I will soon embark
on. Bravo!”

Chiqui Wood, “Good teaching material; Very practical and not too advanced.. Michael Gorman
does a great job of addressing the basic steps one should take when doing exegesis of a
passage of Scripture. He provides good background material, and exercises to put into practice
the reading from each chapter. It's very practical and informative. There are some sections
where more examples would have made the concepts easier to understand. It helps if the
reader has some exegetical background already and wants to develop a system for good
exegesis.”

JamesS, “Top tip for Exegesis studies. For students and non-students alike, this book is well
written step-by-step guide for understanding what Exegesis is about. He provides helpful tools to
enable anyone to study the bible more deeply. For theology students in particular it provides a
useful framework for helping prepare your essays or preparing sermons. Like a favourite teacher,
Gorman writes in a congenial and paternal tone that carefully explains each step and provides
useful tips and exercises along the way. Highly recommended.”

walton hall, “exegesis.. I got this book on my Kindle and thoroughly enjoyed it. It will be a help to
me in the future. My only complaint is that Kindle books very rarely contain page numbers which
makes it difficult if not impossible to us as a reference in a footnoted essay.”

N L B Myers, “Exegesis well exegeted.... Very useful resource.”

NO: 1 bookworm, “This is a great book very good explanations easy to read and understand.
This is a great book very good explanations easy to read and understand. it will not write an
exegesis for you, you still have to do the leg work. It is well written and of good quality paper.”

Ebook Library Reader, “Five Stars. Excellent book”

The book by Michael J. Gorman has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 358 people have provided feedback.
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