
Literary genres 

An example as an introduction 
An example will show you how important it is to know the literary genre you are reading.  
Compare the two following texts (in your native language too). 
Hosea 8,7-10 

7Indeed, they sow the wind and reap the whirlwind.  
  There is no standing grain; what sprouts fails to yield flour.  
  Even if they did, foreigners would swallow it up.  
8Israel is swallowed up!  
  Now they are among the nations like discarded pottery.  
9  For they have gone up to Assyria like a wild donkey going off on its own.  
  Ephraim has paid for love.  
10Even though they hire lovers among the nations, I will now round them up,  
  and they will begin to decrease in number  
  under the burden of the king and leaders. 

2 Kings 15,27-29 
27In the fifty-second year of Judah’s King Azariah,  
 Pekah son of Remaliah became king over Israel in Samaria, and he reigned twenty years  
28He did what was evil in the Lord’s sight.  
 He did not turn away from the sins Jeroboam son of Nebat had caused Israel to commit.  
29In the days of King Pekah of Israel,  
 King Tiglath-pileser of Assyria came and captured  
  Ijon, Abel-beth-maacah, Janoah, Kedesh, Hazor, Gilead, and Galilee  
  — all the land of Naphtali  —  
 and deported the people to Assyria. 

Actually, those two texts talk about the same thing:  
 The fall of Israël and the deportation of the Northern tribes in Assyria  
  The 1st text is prophetic. 
  The 2d text is narrative. 
It seems obvious that the literary genre is important.  
But sometimes we forget and fall in exegetical and hermeneutical traps. 



What is a literary genre ? 
A genre is made of 3 characteristics : style, situation, intention  1

Even if we are not scholars, as bible readers we should be able to recognize the genre.  
 Jews in the first century did not have the tools we have,  
 But they instinctively knew how to make the difference between genres. 
There are 10 genres that we should be aware of.  
 There are many more , 2

 and each one can be divided in sub-genre,  
  But for us, as we pursue a spiritual purpose, it is enough. 
So here is a simplified list with their characteristics: 

This table should help you to recognize the genre. 

Genre form situation intention

Narrative history Story of normal people who 
live extraordinary things

To show the story of the 
relationship of God with 
men

Gospel history Story of Jesus To preach Jesus to a church

Parable little story Grounded in everyday life To create a shocking 
teaching

Preaching sermon Crowds or representatives To preach

Laws rules Social or religious problems To give rules to live with one 
another and with God in a 
given situation and time

Prophecy Speaking from 
God (Oracle)

Transgression 
(conscious or unconscious)

Recall God’s way of thinking 
(for relations or moral)

Apocalyptic Vision form above Two stages mirroring world To encourage

Poetry Poetry Emotional and spiritual life To feel (God or life or sin…)

Wisdom Thinking Observation of how the 
world functions

To give moral or practical 
guidelines

Epistles Letters Problem somewhere Give advices or ask for help

 According to the definition of Hermann Gunkel, which is adopted by all scholars, one can speak of a "genre" only under 1

three conditions : the text must have: a) a typical form or style(expressions, vocabulary, syntax)  
     b) a typical situation (historico-cultural context of the author and the recipients)  
     c) a typical intention (of the author towards the addressees )

 For example, the prophetic genre can be subdivided into an oracle of judgment, vision, gesture, vocation narrative, etc.2



Narratives 
40% of the OT + Acts (The Gospels are narratives but with special characteristics).  
Narratives can be used to preach but never alone  
 → OT narratives must be related to Jesus  
Within narratives can be inserted other genres :  
 Ex. The Law of Moses is inserted in a narrative (Exodus 20)  
 Ex. The Parable of the rich that takes the poor’s little ewe lamb (2Samuel 12)  
 Ex. Somme apocalyptic material is inserted in the narrative of Daniel… 
Always remember that the Bible is an integrated overall story (i.e. meta-narrative), 
 and that is why narratives are important: they are the skeleton of the Bible structure  
The goal of narratives is to show  
 - that God is regularly acting in human history (not how God is acting)  
 - that God acts with or in spite of humans 

Gospel 
This genre was invented by Mark as a special type of narrative whose aim is to preach Jésus 

Don’ts Do’s Examples

Don’t study a narrative 
without thinking of the whole 
biblical story from creation to 
Christ and the Church.

The Narrative literary and 
historiographic context is very 
important (in which period of 
the biblical story is this text?)

Impossible to understand Gn 37,5-11 
(Joseph telling his visions) without Gn 
42,6 (His brothers bowing down before 
him)

Don’t look for a hidden 
meaning in the story

Try to find what message the 
authors wanted hearers to 
understand

No « scientist » analysis (Gen 1-3)  
No allegoric analysis

Don’t build a doctrine, a 
moral or a theology with a 
narrative alone

link the text with  
- the  global biblical story  
- other genres  
- Jesus spirit

Use 1Sam 20,17.41 to prove that 
homosexuality is OK  
Use 2Chr 7,14-16 to say that the 
Jerusalem temple should be re-built (cf. 
Jn 2,13-22 //)

Don’ts Do’s Examples

Do not confuse Gospel and gospel.  
The Gospel is the good news  
The gospel genre is a testimony 
about the Gospel

Remember that a 
gospel book is a 
preaching about the 
Gospel

John 14,6 
Luke 1,1 (ανατασοµαι – to compose) 
Romans 1,1-4

do not consider that the gospels are 
history about Jesus (they are not 
necessarily chronological)

the gospels are a 
testimony about 
Jesus

John 20,30-31 
Matthew’s structure shows that the purpose 
of Matthew is to preach Jesus as the new 
Moses

Do not forget about the (well 
documented now) context of the 
writers and hearers

Remember that the 
gospel are a 
preaching written at 
a specific time for a 
specific need

Luke 1,1 to « Theophilus »  
Matt 12,1-8 Mercy is more important than 
religiosity. Jesus says he’s more than 
Sabbath or the temple : he even replaces 
them !

Do not forget that the gospels were 
written after the letters of Paul

65 to 70 for Mk  
80 to 95 for Mt Lc Jn

Paul is writing between 50 and 64



Parables 
A parabole is a little fictive story of every-day life to think about spiritual life.  
 very often about the kingdom of God.  
Most often it has one main meaning which should never be forgotten.  
This meaning is found by determining what is surprising or shocking in the story. 

Sermons 
Examples : 5 speeches of Jesus in Matthew, or chapters 13 to 16 in John, speeches in Acts, 
the epistle of James… 

Don’ts Do’s Examples

Don’t allegorize Find the global meaning by determining:  
who is the central character

Parabole of the Prodigal son :  
hearers would have been shocked 
by the attitude of the father (not 
the son alone) who is not 
correcting his son (shocking for 
the ANE social context)  
It is spiritually shocking as it tells 
that God is weak when his true 
power is in his love.

Don’t use a parable alone 
for a full doctrine

Use a parable to support a doctrine

Don’t explain a parable 
without the social context 
of the time

Look for what is shocking for the 
hearers of that time.  
You can try to find what would create the 
same shock today in our social context

Don’t read parables in 
only one translation  

For kingdom parables, be 
careful with the wording:  
« The kingdom of heaven 
is like… » 

For kingdom parables, you should prefer 
« The kingdom of heaven may be 
compared to »

In Matthew 13,24 literally « the 
kingdom of the heaven has ben 
made like a man who having 
sown good seeds in the field of 
him ». It must be understood as: 
« things happen in the kingdom 
as when a man have sown… »

Don’ts Do’s Examples

Don’t take 
sentences out of 
context.

Understand the whole 
sermon structure and goal 
before using a quotation of it

In Matthew 5 to 7 the Sermon on the mount (SOM) 
we very often use practical parts but the main context 
is given by the beatitudes. The SOM is given to the 
church (and not only to the people hearing it on the 
hill) to help her to live in a difficult time : when 
christians were rejected from the synagogues.

Don’t forget to 
whom is  directed 
the sermon

If it is in a narrative there are 
two recipients : people in the 
narrative and the reader
Understand why is this 
sermon inserted here



Laws 
A law is a set of rules established so that the people can live together :  
 with God and with one another 

In the OT the 5 first books are called:  
 The Law (of Moses) 
or the Torah (which means teaching or law)  
or the pentateuch (penta = cinq + teuchos = livre) 

But most of it are narratives.  
 We call them « The Law » because  
  they contain the context in which the Law was given  
  they contain the genre "law" inserted in the narrative  
  they show the results of obeying or disobeying to the Law. 
In Matthew 5,18 Jesus said that « until heaven and earth pass away,  
 not an iota, not a dot, will pass from the Law  
 until all is accomplished » (ESV). 
In Luke 16,16 Jesus said also    « The Law and the Prophets were until John;  
 since then  
 the good news of the kingdom of God is preached  ». 
He implies that after John, things are different because things will be accomplished. 
The question for us is this one: what in the Law is concerning christians? 

Don’ts Do’s Examples

Don’t use laws to 
fix rules for the 
church

Try to understand what is 
the intent of the Law, why 
was it given in the context?

- Matthew 22,40 + Deut 6,5 + Lev 19,18 
- Antitheses (Matthew 5,21-48)  
- Deuteronomy 22,8 when people were spending 
much time on roofs

Find what laws were kept by 
christians (NT) and try to 
understand why? 
Try also to understand why 
some rules were not kept? 
The key is often found in the 
revolution that the Cross 
brought in the world.

Acts 15,28-29 doesn’t say that we should abstain 
from blood, but that in a context of christlike love 
(see Romans 14) jews should be able to tolerate 
(and even accept) gentiles if, by living between 
jews should at least respect the rules given to 
Noah. The context here is highly cultural.



Prophecy 
Prophecy is impressive in the way it expresses: visions, gestures, declarations/oracles … 3

« The prophet is not only a prophet. He is also poet, preacher, patriot, statesman, social critic, moralist » . 4

The style is original but not the content:  
 a prophet is a reminder of God’s will (faith, love),  
  that has already been displayed in particular by the Law.  
 a prophet is not someone who predicts the future  
  but he is someone who predicts the consequences of obedience or disobedience  5

Nonetheless there are prophecies that goes beyond OT times:  
 messianic prophecies (that talk about Christ-Messie) — Ex: Isiah 53  
 eschatologic prophecies (that talk about the end of times)  
  pointing out to « church time » (1Corinthians 10,11 - Hebrews 1,2)  
  or pointing out to the end/completion of the world (Ephesians 1,10) 

Don’ts Do’s Examples

Don’t interpret a prophecy 
without the context (history and 
habits of both characters in the 
narratives and first readers)

Get knowledge of ANE 
history, geography and 
culture.

Jer 1,14 ; Is 14,13 ; Ez 38,6 ; Ps 
48,3 ; Joel 2,20 The Nordic = 
coming from Mesopotamia  

Don’t make links between OT 
prophecies and NT events if NT 
writers have not done it 
themselves.

Relate prophecy to historical 
events or to narratives (Dt 28)  
and (not or) to NT if explicit 

→

Matt 1,22-23 → Is 7,14 
Matt 2,15 → Hos 11,1 
Matt 2,17-18 → Jer 31,15 
John 12,15 → Zach 9,9 
1Cor 10,4 → Ex 17,1-7+Nb 20,1-13

No literalism Know what principles you 
can find in prophecies that 
are confirmed by Jesus who 
was the highest prophet

1Pet 1,10-11

Don’t think that prophecy is for 
the future

When a prophet is 
prophesying for his hearers 
future, most of the time the 
implementation is in our past.

 Very often translations of נְֻאם-יְהָוה are « says the Lord » or « declares the Lord ». Literally : « oracle of Yahweh ».3

 Abraham J. HESCHEL, The Prophets, First Perennial classics ed., New York, 2001, 196214

  See Deuteronomy 285



Apocalyptic literature  
Revelation 1,1 begins by: Ἀποκάλυψις  Ἰησοῦ Χριστοῦ (Apokalupsis Iesou Christou)  
     Revelation    of Jesus-Christ    
→ It is an evolution of prophetic genre 

It does not concerns only the book of Revelation:  
 NT  : Luke 2,34-35 / 2Thessalonians 2,7-12 / Matthew 24 / Luke 21 etc...  
 OT  : Isaiah 24 à 27 + 34 / (Ezekiel 1 à 3) / Zechariah 13-14 / Joel 3-4  
  and Daniel 7-8  
 There are a lot of non biblical apocalyptic books:  
  1Enoch, 4 Esdras, 2 Baruch, Revelation of Abraham, Assumption of Moses.... 
Characteristics of an apocalyptic speech: 

1/ text: a revelation to a human of a unearthly reality  
 through an intermediary that uses symbols  
2/ time: it is time of crisis resulting from a long story but it is not yet the end  
3/ space: The reality of the world is made of two floors : heaven and earth  
 What happens in our lower world is the image of what is happening in heavens  
4/ Content:  apocalyptic writers question the origin of evil  
     You should remember that the objective of an apocalyptic writer  
 – is ALWAYS to encourage people in time of crisis (persecutions, faith)  
  to tell them that God is in control and that they can trust him: Isaiah 24,4-6 
   apocalyptic calls to emotions by astonishment 
 – is NEVER to predict long time future,  
  but to predict what will happen soon through God’s action: 
  Revelation 1,1 The revelation of Jesus Christ that God gave him to show his servants  
     what must soon take place. 

Don’ts Do’s Examples
No literalism Recognize the symbols (use a good commentary). Apocalypse 17,15

Don’t try to find the 
direct meaning for 
today

Find the historical circumstances in which the 
text was written (if a commentary makes links 
with today’s events, burn it!)

Georges Bush in Irak in 
2003 took for him the 
prophecy about  Gog et 
Magog in Ezekiel 38 et 
39 and Rev 20,8

Don’t forget that times 
summit is Christ not us

Try to find in which way Christ is announced. Daniel 7 → v27



Poetry 
Psalms, Song of songs, Jeremiah 1 to 25, Lamentations, Job, Genesis 1... 
Those texts were written to be easy to learn and to inspire emotions:  
 feelings, joy, sadness, disappointment, thankfulness… 
Many were written to be sang. 
Translation looses a lot of the poetic details :  
 syntax, word games, rhythm, alliterations, consonances, repetitions and parallelisms,  
 metaphors, acrostics (rather than rhymes which were not used). 

Don’ts Do’s Examples

No literalism (can rivers 
clap their hands? Ps 98,8)

Recognize allegories and images.  
Identify emotions and their evolution 
through a Psalm.

Cantique / Genèse 1

Don’t forget that Psalms 
are not words from God.

Psalms are words for God. 
They are a help to know how to pray 
honestly to God.
Remember that Psalms can be used for 
worship. 
Jesus used them (Matt 26,30)  
James (5,13) suggests that we use them 
for personal worship (ψαλλέτω), 
Paul suggests the same for church 
worship (Eph 5,19  ; Col 3,16)

Mc 14,26 // Mt 26,30 → probably 
psalms 113 to 118 + 136

Be careful not to take as 
truth all what Job’s 
friends say (and even 
Job’s words are 
sometimes misleading)

Recognize that Job is a subversive 
theological book for its time.  
Find truth and principles through what 
Jesus would have taught.

Bildad in Job 8,3-4 Does God pervert 
justice? Does the Almighty pervert what is right? 
Since your children sinned against him, 
he gave them over to their rebellion. 

That, is the contrary of Jesus 
teaching !



Wisdom 
A lot of what is classified in Poetry can also be considered as Wisdom.  
Usually in Wisdom literature we find Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes. Psalms too… 

This genre can be a trap for interpretation  
 because it can lead to understand the contrary of what it really teaches! 

Don’ts Do’s Examples

Don’t isolate sentences without 
being sure of the context 
(which is essentially literary 
and quite independent from 
history) because sometimes 
wisdom through reasoning 
expresses what we should not 
think (especially in Job, 
Ecclesiastes and some Psalms)

Know the structure of 
wisdom books (especially 
Job) to understand what is 
their way of reasonning.

Ecclesiastes 1,14 I have seen all the things that are 
done under the sun and have found everything to be futile, a 
pursuit of the wind. 
It doesn’t say that nothing can be done 
because everything is futile, but it means 
that without God, life has no meaning nor 
purpose. 
Job or Ecclesiastes are essentially asking 
why if God is sovereign, there is no 
righteousness between humans (for Job 
God is too much present, in Ecclesiastes 
God is too far).

Don’t take proverbs literaly. 
Prover in hebrew is said 
misheléy (ִמְׁשֵלי) which means 
"parabolic truth". 
They are not rules nor 
commandements nor promises 
nor absolute truths.

Proverbs are general 
commentaries on life, 
describing tendencies 
Proverbs  tells us "here is 
how life usually works" 
implying "but not always".

Pr 12,21 The righteous do not encounter any harm, but the 
wicked are filled with calamity (NET) 
vs  
Ps 73,3-5 For I envied those who are proud, 
as I observed the prosperity of the wicked. 4 For they suffer no 
pain; their bodies are strong and well-fed. 5 They are immune 
to the trouble common to men; they do not suffer as other men 
do.

Forget that the wisest man on 
hearth was Jesus-Christ

Understand how Jesus lived 
and so defined what is 
wisdom (with the Cross at 
its highest revelation)

Luke 2,40 
Matthew 11,19



Epistles 
Letters: are all occasional documents. 
 which means they were written because of and for specific circumstances  
 either from the writer’s (Romans, Philemon, James) or the readers’ side (others) 
The key questions: who is writing, to whom, when, where, why and what? (6W)  
 Those questions are about context which is so important with Epistles. 

Conclusion about genres 
You may have noticed that almost each time I insisted on  
 not building a doctrine, a moral or a theology on a specific genre. 
It is because to build such convictions, we need to examine all kinds of biblical literature  
 and determine with all their specificities  
 how to get to biblical principles  
 and how to integrate them in the overall story of the Bible (Metanarrative).

Don’ts Do’s Examples

Don’t think that a letter  
(even through the Spirit)  
has been written to you  
Sometimes a situation 
described can look like a 
situation we live. But there 
are still differences that are 
necessary to identify

Identify the recipients  
(as much as possible)  
and their characteristics before 
trying to identify your situation 
to their situation

When Paul writes that Jesus is « son of 
God » we should remember that this 
title was normally used for the emperor 
and by writing this Paul is subversive.

Don’t think that a letter  
(even through the Spirit)  
has been written for you

Identify the reason why the 
author wrote. What kind of need 
does he want to fulfill? What 
kind of problem does he want to 
solve?

In his letter to the Romans, Paul mainly 
wrote to prepare his trip in Rome and to 
ask for help to go to Spain. He openly 
tell them what are his convictions so 
that they won’t be surprised.

Don’t forget that a passage 
is a part of a larger letter.

Identify how the passage I am 
reading is integrated into a much 
larger process of reasoning.

In Romans if you just read 1,18-32 
without reading until chapter 4 you can 
interpret badly what Paul says about the 
wrath of God.

Don’t take everything that 
is written as  
« word of God ».

Identify (short list)  
- reasoning by absurd  
- a rhetorical question  
- une citation  :  
   * biblique 
   * extra biblique  
   * d'un correspondant

 
→ Rom 3,7  
→ 1Cor 12,29 
 
→ so many !!  
→ Jude 14-15 = 1Henoch  
→ 1Cor 7,1


