
STYLE
Methodical Bible Study Class

There are three modes of expressing thought in Biblical literature, styles, about which the student should be aware. Each 
has special characteristics that he should be careful to observe.1

I. Logical Literature: This is the most familiar style. It is the style one encounters when he reads a physics book or
a newspaper article. This mode  expresses its thought logically and every word or phrase contains significant
information. Close observation is very important. The Epistles are part of the body of logical literature.

II. Prose: 

 A. For the purpose of this discussion, prose is the mode of expressing thought that makes use of stories. A story
is literature like The Empire Strikes Back or The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe. There is a lot of prose in
the Gospels. 

 B. In prose  the order in which stories and scenes are presented has been designed to teach doctrine to the
reader. It is not always in chronological order.

 C. In prose the flow of thought presented through the telling of stories is more important than the minute detail of
each individual  story.  For  this  reason reputable scholars2 advise students not  to press the fine details  of
parables too much to find doctrine but rather to discover it from the integrating thought. 

 D. The Example of Matthew:

 1. Matthew is popularly thought to be written in chronological order as a history of the Lord's life. But this is
not  correct.  Portions  of  Matthew  are  not  arranged  in  chronological  order as  the  following  table3

demonstrates:

Non-Chronological Order of a Part of Matthew
Chronological Order Matthew's Order

1. Demoniac Cured 9:32-34
2. Nazareth Rejection 13:54-58

3. Touring Galilee 9:35-38

1 For information beyond what is found here, consult Robert A. Traina, Methodical Bible Study, pages 68-71.
2 For example, Irving L. Jensen, Independent Bible Study, pages 70-72, gives such advise.
3 The information in this table has been taken from Albert Cassel Wieand, A New Harmony of the Gospels, revised edition, page 266.
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 2. Matthew was written to teach first century Jews that their rejection of the Messiah resulted only in the
postponement of His millennial kingdom. Though the Gospel follows the life of Christ in broad strokes,
details have been rearranged to reinforce the theme since the chronological course of His life is secondary
to the author's purpose.

An Outline of Matthew 13:53-17:9
Matthew's

Order
Teaching

13:53-17:9
The correct identification of the Messiah was the occasion for further revelation while the
absence of such an identification caused a shifting of His ministry from Jews to Gentiles

and was a sign of a lack of spiritual enlightenment on the part of the Jews.
13:53 Bridge Between Sections

13:54-58
Citizens of the Messiah's hometown refused to believe that His wisdom and miracles came

from God.

14:1-12
Herod recognized the supernatural origin of the Messiah's miracles but, because of a bad

conscience, he incorrectly associated them with a resurrected John the Baptist.
14:13-33 As a contrast, the Messiah's disciples associated His miracles with the Son of God.

14:34-15:20
The Pharisees and scribes defaulted by making no identification because of their lack of

spiritual discernment due to their defiled hearts.

15:21-39
The Messiah began to direct His ministry to the Gentiles when they begin to make positive

identifications of His Person.

16:1-12
On the other hand, the lack of positive identification on the part of that current Jewish

generation led to a reduction of the Messiah's ministry towards the Jews.

16:13-19
Peter correctly identified Jesus as the Christ (Messiah), son of the Living God, because the

Father had enlightened him, and Peter received blessings.

16:20
Peter's and the Father's identifications were to be kept secret to avoid propelling the resultant

events out of the Providential timetable.

16:21-23
Jesus taught that His rejection by the Jewish leaders would result in His assassination but He

would overcome their evil by His resurrection.

16:24-26
Jesus told the twelve that if they wanted to continue to be His disciples, they must be willing to

put aside the benefits of the world and accept a similar fate and its superior benefits.

16:27-28
The claim that Jesus will establish His kingdom and reward His faithful disciples is reinforced by

the event that follows.

17:1-8
At the manifestation of the King's glory, the Father identified Jesus as the Messiah and His

beloved Son.

17:9
The Father's identifications were to be kept secret to avoid propelling the resultant events out of

the Providential timetable.

 3. Matthew  13:54-58  records  that  Jews  in  the  Lord's  hometown  refused  to  receive  the  authentication
provided by His miracles. For this reason, the author placed this account in a section that shows that Jews
who correctly identified the Lord as the Messiah (in green above) received further revelation while those
who refused to make the identification (in red above) caused a shifting of His ministry from Jew to Gentile
and were not given spiritual enlightenment (Matthew 13:53-17:9). If Matthew 13:54-58 had been placed
chronologically it would have been placed between Matthew 9:32-34 and 9:35-38. See the earlier table.
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 E. The Example of John:

John 6 is  another  example  of  how stories  were  selected  to  teach  a  doctrine  as  they  unfold.  John  is  in
chronological  order  but  not  every incident  is  mentioned (John  21:25).  It  was  written  with  the  purpose  of
teaching doctrine over the purpose of relating complete details of the chronological life of Christ. John 6 begins
with the Jews excitedly proclaiming Jesus as the Messianic Prophet (John 6:1-14) and then as the Messianic
King (John 6:15-24). As Jesus began to reveal His current role of Messianic Priest from heaven (John 6:25-52)
most of His disciples misunderstood and rejected Him (John 6:53-66). The first sixty-six verses of John 6 were
selected by the author to show the intensity of the Lord's fall in popularity. Finally He questioned the loyalty of
the twelve in verses 67-71. The author intended to teach that even when Jesus was very unpopular, the twelve
disciples  remained  faithful  to  Him  by  reminding  themselves  of  what  He  did  for  them (verse  68)  and  by
reminding themselves of His Divine origin (verse 69).

 F. Apocalyptic: 

 1. Characteristics of the Apocalyptic Style: Some scholars, often because of their theology of future events,
have categorized Daniel and Revelation as written in the apocalyptic style. By adopting the apocalyptic
style, more leeway is available to fit prophetic passages into their theology. However, the two Books are
not in an apocalyptic style as can be seen in the following table.

Apocalyptic4 Style of Daniel & Revelation

written under false name written under correct names

narrative style narrative style

only understood by initiated persons understood by the common person

pessimistic view of the present the pessimistic period is future
followed by a glorious eternal state

final events imminent final events are in the undefined future5

4 Robert Lerner, “apocalyptic language” at Brittanica.com, viewed 5/21/2014, quoted in Christopher Cone, The Book of Revelation is Not Apocalyptic 
Literature,  http://www.drcone.com/2014/06/16/the-book-of-revelation-is-not-apocalyptic-literature, viewed 7/13/14, no date published.

5 For example, Daniel 9:20-27 and Revelation 20:4.
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 2. In what style are Daniel and Revelation written? I have categorized them as written in prose like other
prophetic portions.6

“While  the  unsurprising  dissimilarities  between  Revelation  and  extra-biblical  apocalyptic  literature  are
convincing enough to this writer that Revelation should not be considered a part of the apocalyptic genre,
the internal genre-identification is dispositive. Revelation 1:3 and 22:7,  10, 18,  and 19 all  refer to the
writing as prophecy. The final reference in 22:19 is to the book of this the prophecy (τοῦ βιβλίου τῆς
προφητείας ταύτης). It is evident that the use of the term revelation or unveiling (Ἀποκάλυψις) in 1:1 is not
a genre-technical term, but is rather an explanation of the content of the prophecy: the revealing of Jesus
Christ.”7

 3. Importance of Determining the Style: One's selection of the style of Daniel and Revelation will affect his
doctrine of future events as seen in the following table. The events of Revelation 4-22 could not possibly
have taken place in the past if the section is prose being more literal. However, they might have taken
place if the section is apocalyptic using extreme symbolism:

View of Future Events Style Examples

Historicist - Revelation 4-22 is presently
being fulfilled.

apocalyptic Martin Luther, John Calvin, Ellen White, William Miller,
David Koresh

Partial or Full Preterist - Revelation 4-
22 was mostly or fully fulfilled by 70 AD.

apocalyptic R. C. Sproul, Hank Hanegraaff, Kenneth Gentry, David Chilton

Futurist - Revelation 4-22 will be fulfilled
in the future.

prose John Darby, C.I. Scofield, John Walvoord, Charles Ryrie,
Dwight Pentecost, Chuck Swindoll, John MacArthur,

David Jeremiah, Tim LaHaye

 4. An Apocalyptic style in the Bible is not recognized in these notes.

 G. Parables: A parable is one type of story: “A parable is a true-to-life story that illustrates a spiritual truth.”8 More
information about parables can be found in the interpretation unit.

III. Poetry:  Examples  of  poetry  in  the  English  language  include  The  Midnight  Ride  of  Paul  Revere by  Henry
Wadsworth Longfellow and the words to  many Christian hymns. English poetry is most  recognizable  when it
utilizes rhythm and rhyme and when it especially appeals to emotion. 

Hebrew poetry accounts for most of the poetry in the Bible.  It does not have to make use of rhythm and rhyme.
Rather parallelisms are the recognizable characteristic of Hebrew poetry.  It also makes extensive use of figures of
speech.  However, other styles also use figures of speech. Sometimes it will follow a standard form. Sometimes it
was accompanied by music.

 A. Figures of Speech -- Here are some of the most common. Being able to come up with the name of a type of
figure of speech is not as important and recognizing a figure of speech and the concrete idea behind it:

 1. Synecdoche: One thing is substituted for another thing that is intimately associated with it.

 a. A part is put for the whole: Genesis 6:12:  ". . . all flesh had corrupted their way upon the earth."  Flesh
is put for the whole man.

 b. The whole is put for a part: 1 Samuel 5:4: "And the head of Dagon and both the palms of his hands
were cut off on the threshold; only Dagon was left to him (literal translation)."  Dagon is put for a part of
him--his body less head and hands.

 c. A subcategory is put for a category: Psalm 44:6: "For I will not trust in my bow, nor will my sword save
me."  A bow and a sword are used for all implements of war.

 d. A category is put for a subcategory: Colossians 1:23: ". . . the hope of the Gospel that you have heard,

6 Andy Woods, A Case for the Futurist Interpretation of Revelation, Chafer Theological Seminary Journal, Spring 2008, Logos ed.
7 Cone.
8 Michael Vlach, Interpreting Parables, http://theologicalstudies.org/resource-library/how-to-study-the-bible/363-interpreting-parables, viewed 7/12/14, 

no date published.
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which was proclaimed in all creation under heaven, . . ."  All creation is put for mankind.

 2. Metonymy: One thing is substituted for another thing because they are frequently associated though not
intimately.

 a. The cause is put for the effect: Acts 21:21: ". . . you are teaching all the Jews who are among the
Gentiles to forsake Moses, . . ."  Moses is put for the writing he authored.

 b. The effect is put for the cause: Luke 2:30: "For my eyes have seen Thy salvation, . . ."  Salvation is put
for the One who authors it.

 c. The object is put for something pertaining to it: Matthew 6:21: ". . . for where your treasure is, there will
your heart be also."  The heart is put for the affections commonly associated with it.

 d. That which pertains to anything is put for the thing itself: Job 31:21: "If I have lifted up my hand against
the orphan, because I  saw I  had  support in the gate."   Support is put  for those who offered Job
assistance.

 3. Merism: Two contrasting parts represent a totality.  Psalm 139:2: "Thou dost know when I  sit down and
when I rise up." Sitting down and rising up are put for everything David does.

 4. Euphemism: A mild expression is substituted for one that might offend.  John 11:11: "'Our friend Lazarus
has fallen asleep; . . .'"  Sleep is put for death.

 5. Hendiadys: Two terms are joined by "and" to express a single concept in which one of the terms defines
the other.  Psalm 89:24: "And My faithfulness and My lovingkindness will be with him, . . ."  My faithfulness
and My lovingkindness is put for My faithful lovingkindness.

 6. Simile: Something is explicitly compared to something different.  The words "like" or "as" are always used.
Psalm 1:3: "And he will be like a tree firmly planted . . ."  One who meditates on God's Word is compared
to a tree tapped into a stream of water.  The tree needs water and receives it abundantly from the stream.
This  is  explicitly  compared  to  the  spiritual  nourishment  a  person  needs  and  receives  abundantly  by
meditating on the Word.

 7. Metaphor: Something is explicitly defined by another thing because of a likeness between them.  The
verb, is, is used.  Psalm 41:4: "His faithfulness is a shield and bulwark."  God is faithful in providing Israel
with security (represented by defenses that would provide security) from its enemies.

 8. Hypocatastasis: Something suggests a comparison with another thing.  Matthew 16:6: "'Watch out and
beware of  the  leaven of  the Pharisees and Sadducees.'"   "Leaven"  is  used for  the doctrine that  the
Pharisees and the Sadducees taught and that permeates their followers like leaven permeates dough.

“ . . . you will have the most difficulty in distinguishing metonymy from hypocatastasis.  If we say, 'the White
House said today,'  that is a metonymy, 'White House' being substituted for the President in the White
House. But there is a White House.  If we say 'Uncle Sam wants you,' we have a hypocatastasis.  There is
no Uncle Sam.  The letters U.S. have been taken and compared to a person (actually a personification as
well).”9

 9. Personification: Attributing  personal  characteristics  to  an  inanimate  object  or  abstract  idea  is
personification.  Psalm 35:10: "All my bones will say, 'Lord, who is like thee, . . .'"  Bones are inanimate
and do not talk.

 10.Anthropomorphism: God is represented as having the characteristics of a man.  Psalm 31:1-2: ". . . O
Lord, . . . incline Thine ear to me, . . ."  God is spirit and does not have an ear like a man.

 11. Zoomorphism: God is  represented  as  being  or  having  the  characteristics  of  an  animal.   John  1:29:
"'Behold, the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world!'"  God is not a lamb.

 12.Ellipsis: "The figure is a peculiar form given to a passage when a word or words are omitted; words which
are necessary for the grammar, but are not necessary for the sense."10 2 Timothy 4:10: " . . . for Demas
has  forsaken  me,  having  loved  this  present  world,  and  has  departed  for  Thessalonica-Crescens  for

9 Allen P. Ross, The Figures of Speech, http://www.christianleadershipcenter.org/616/fospeech.htm, viewed 7/10/14, no date published.
10 E. W. Bullinger, Figures of Speech Used in the Bible, Logos ed.
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Galatia, Titus for Dalmatia." Which expanded, means: " . . . for Demas has forsaken me, having loved this
present world, and has departed for Thessalonica. Crescens [has forsaken me, having loved this present
world, and has departed] for Galatia. Titus [has forsaken me, having loved this present world, and has
departed] for Thessalonica."

 B. Parallelisms: In Hebrew poetry, parallelisms hold things together rather than rhythm or rhyme. Different lines
of poetry correspond to each other through parallelism like the types cataloged below:

 1. Synonymous: There is similarity between the two joining lines.  Psalm 33:16: "The king is not saved by a
mighty army;/a warrior is not delivered by great strength."  The "king" is the same as the "warrior."  "Saved"
is the same as "delivered."  "A mighty army" is similar to "great strength."

 2. Synthetic: The second line repeats one idea from the first line and develops it further.  Psalm 24:3:  "Who
shall ascend the hill of the LORD?/And who shall stand in his holy place."  Many commentaries incorrectly
speak of synthetic parallelism when addressing formal parallelism.

 3. Emblematic:  The first line carries the concept and the second illustrates it with an image--the order may
be reversed.  Psalm 52:2: "Your tongue devises destruction,/like a sharp razor, O worker of deceit."

 4. Antithetical: There is a contrast between the first and second lines.  Proverbs 29:2:  "When the righteous
increase, the people rejoice,/but when a wicked man rules, the people groan."

 5. Climactic: The initial  portion of the first line is repeated in the second line but both end with different
portions.  Psalm 93:3: "The floods have lifted up their voice;/the floods lift up their pounding waves."

 6. Formal: Two lines are joined solely to complete the thought.  Psalm 45:7: "Thou hast loved righteousness,
and hated wickedness;/therefore God, Thy God, has anointed Thee/with the oil of joy above Thy fellows."

 C. The Poetic Forms: Parallelisms and Figures of Speech are used in all types of Hebrew poetry.  However, the 
forms listed below are only used in psalms.

The search for forms in Scripture has led to excesses by liberal scholars.  However, conservative scholars
agree that forms do exist in Hebrew poetry.  Indeed, forms found in Biblical literature are shared with earlier
and contemporary non-Biblical literature.

“It  seems logical to argue, . . .  that God would speak to His people through contemporary literary forms
familiar to them, just as He used contemporary vocabulary and grammar.  The human authors then adapted
these forms under the inspiration of God.”11

Here is one way that the identity of a form would be helpful to one who studies a psalm.  Should the interpreter
be able to identify a standard form in a psalm, he would be kept form erring that there is a logical flow between
sections.  Rather the form identifies the purposes of the sections.

11 Herbert M. Wolf, "Implications of Form Criticism for Old Testament Studies," Bibliotheca Sacra, October 1970, p. 307.
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 1. List of Some Forms:  Not all the sections of a form are necessarily used.  For example, Psalm 139 is
obviously a lament but leaves out the last section.  Some psalms may have no discernible form. Several
forms are listed in the following chart:

Type of Form12 Form Structure Examples in Psalms
(not exhaustive)

Lament Address to God
Complaint
Confession of Trust
Petition
Words of Assurance
Vow of Praise

3, 4, 12, 22, 31, 39, 42-44,
57, 71, 77, 80, 85, 90, 94,

139

Thanksgiving Introduction
Main Section

Portrayal of the distress in which 
he had found himself.

His cry to God for help.
The deliverance.

Conclusion

32, 34, 92, 107, 116, 118,
124, 138

Hymns of Praise Introduction-Call to Worship
Main Section-Motive for Praise
Recapitulation

8, 19:1-6, 33, 100, 103,
104, 145-148

 2. An Example: Here is an example of the Hymns of Praise Form found in Psalm 8:

Element Psalm 8

Introduction-Call to Worship To the Chief Musician. On the instrument of Gath. A Psalm
of David.

1a-LORD, out Lord,
How excellent is Your name in all the earth,

Main Section-Motive for Praise 1b-Who have set Your glory above the heavens!
2-Out of the mouth of babes and nursing infants

You have ordained strength,
Because of Your enemies,

That You may silence the enemy and the avenger.
3-When I consider Your heavens, the work of Your fingers,

The moon and the stars, which You have ordained.
4-What is man that You are mindful of him,

And the son of man that You visit him?
5-For You have made him a little lower than the angels,

And You have crowned him with glory and honor.
6-You have made him to have dominion over the works of

Your hands;
You have put all things under his feet,

7-All sheep and oxen--
Even the beasts of the field,

8-The birds of the air,
And the fish of the sea

That pass through the paths of the seas.

Recapitulation 9-O LORD, our Lord,
How excellent is Your name in all the earth!

12 This chart borrows from Bernhard W. Anderson, Out of the Depths, the Psalms Speak for Us Today. Anderson is probably not a conservative. The 
student may decide that he has reached too far in categorizing some of the psalms.
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 A. Music: It is well known that the Psalms were used wherever the first century AD Jews worshiped: in the 
Temple, in the synagogues, in family gatherings. How that experience should be applied to our culture will be 
taken up in the application unit.

 B. Proverbs: “A proverb is a pithy statement of wisdom, worded in a way that makes it easy to remember.”13 The 
style of proverbs is poetry. More information concerning proverbs can be found in the interpretation unit.

13 William MacDonald, Listen My Son, p. 7.
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