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Introduction
The Bible did not drop into the world as a set of timeless aphorisms; it arose from
particular peoples, places, and moments. To read Scripture well, then, is to enter
those worlds with patience and humility. This book is an invitation to that journey. It
proposes that historical, cultural, and literary backgrounds do not distract from the
Bible’s message; they are the very lenses that bring it into focus. When we learn how
ancient audiences heard these words, we become better equipped to hear them
faithfully today.

Context is not a single thing but a tapestry. Historical context situates a passage amid
events, empires, and economic realities. Cultural context introduces the assumptions
people rarely state because everyone “just knows” them—honor and shame,
patronage, kinship, purity, sacred space. Literary context asks how a text’s genre,
structure, and rhetoric signal what it is trying to do. Together, these backgrounds help
us resist the temptation to make the Bible answer twenty-first-century questions it
was never asking, and to notice the questions it is asking that we may have forgotten.

This book is for pastors who week by week must bridge an ancient word and a
contemporary congregation, and for lay readers who love Scripture yet sense there is
more to discover than surface readings allow. Our aim is not to make experts for
expertise’s sake, but to cultivate responsible readers—those who can derive meaning
without imposing modern assumptions. You will find here practical tools: how to
recognize genre, how to weigh ancient Near Eastern parallels without either flattening
differences or ignoring them, how Second Temple Jewish hopes inform the Gospels,
and how epistolary form shapes apostolic argument.

Readers sometimes worry that studying backgrounds might undermine the Bible’s
authority or turn devotion into archaeology. The opposite is usually true. When we
listen to Scripture in its accents and cadences, it becomes stranger—and truer. The
prophets thunder more, the wisdom writers probe more deeply, Jesus’s parables cut
closer to the bone. Context does not explain away the text; it explains us to the text,
exposing the cultural baggage we bring and inviting us to lay it down.

Each chapter pairs accessible explanation with worked examples. We will read a law
through the lens of ancient treaty forms, a psalm through Hebrew poetry’s parallelism,
a parable amid the everyday economy of first-century villages, and a Pauline
paragraph as a carefully crafted letter. Along the way, you will learn to ask better
questions: What kind of writing is this? What situation is it addressing? What social
values are assumed? What echoes from earlier Scripture are at play? What would an
ancient audience hear that I might miss?

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

Because interpretation always moves toward application, the final chapters focus on
faithful practice. We will explore how to move from exegesis to ethics, holding
together the Bible’s historical particularity and its enduring claim on our lives. Rather
than mining texts for prooftexts, we will learn to inhabit the Bible’s imaginative world
so that it can form our communities—our worship, our justice, our hope.

My hope is that The Bible in Context will slow your reading and sharpen your sight. If
you come away with a few new facts about the ancient world, that is good; if you
come away with a transformed posture—curious, attentive, teachable—that is better.
May these pages help you hear Scripture as its first hearers did, so that you might live
it as its living God intends.
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CHAPTER ONE: Why Context Matters: Reading
Scripture on Its Own Terms
Pick up any passage of Scripture, and you are holding something that was written by a
particular person, to particular people, at a particular time, about a particular
situation. Those four particulars shaped every word. The writer chose vocabulary that
fit the language as it was then spoken. The audience brought a set of assumptions so
deeply embedded that no one thought to spell them out. The situation pressed on the
writer's mind the way a deadline presses on a journalist's. Strip those particulars
away, and you are left with words on a page that may still look familiar but whose
meaning has quietly shifted beneath your feet.

This is the central problem that motivates everything in this book. Most misreadings of
Scripture do not come from malice or disbelief. They come from a subtle, almost
invisible habit: we assume that the words on the page mean for us exactly what they
meant for the people who first heard them. Sometimes that assumption holds up.
More often than not, it does not, and the distance between ancient hearing and
modern reading can be surprisingly large.

Consider a seemingly simple verse. In Matthew 19:24, Jesus says it is easier for a
camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich person to enter the kingdom of
God. For centuries, readers have understood this as a colorful exaggeration about
wealth and spiritual danger, and they are right in the broad strokes. But some popular
traditions have tried to soften the shock by inventing a small gate in Jerusalem's wall
called "the Eye of the Needle," through which a camel could only pass on its knees.
This makes for an edifying sermon illustration, but there is no historical evidence that
such a gate ever existed. Jerusalem's gates were substantial structures designed for
commerce and defense, not miniature archways requiring humbled pack animals. The
point of Jesus's metaphor is precisely its absurdity. It is meant to provoke the question,
"Then who can be saved?" And that question only lands if you hear the metaphor at
face value—as something physically impossible, not merely difficult.

A small example, perhaps, but it illustrates a pattern. When we read Scripture without
asking what the original audience would have heard, we risk domesticating texts that
were designed to startle, challenging passages that were meant to reassure, or
treating casual references as doctrinal theses. Context is not an optional supplement
to Bible study; it is the medium in which meaning lives.

One of the most common forms of misreading happens when we project modern
institutions and categories onto ancient ones. Take the word "church." For many
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English speakers, it conjures a building with a steeple, a weekly schedule of services, a
preacher, and rows of chairs. When Paul writes to the Corinthians about the "church,"
however, he is not talking about a building or even a regular meeting time in the way
we would picture it. He is writing to households—networks of families, slaves,
freedpersons, and patrons who gather in private homes. The social dynamics of a first-
century house church in Corinth, where a wealthy patron like Gaius or Chloe hosted
the assembly and where slaves sat alongside their owners, are remarkably different
from a modern Sunday service with its rows of pews, its bulletin, and its parking lot. If
we miss that difference, we will misunderstand Paul's instructions about head
coverings, speaking in tongues, and the order of worship—instructions that made
perfect sense in a Roman dining room but can seem bizarre or arbitrary in a modern
auditorium.

Or consider the word "kingdom." In the contemporary West, kingdoms are quaint
historical curiosities, places we visit on vacation with castles and jousting
tournaments. When Jesus announces, "The kingdom of God is at hand," modern
readers may picture a vague spiritual influence or a future afterlife. But his first-
century Jewish listeners heard something far more concrete and politically charged.
They heard a claim about sovereignty, about whose rule was real and whose was
about to be overturned. They heard echoes of Daniel's visions and the hope that God
would establish a reign of justice on the very earth they walked. The gap between
"quaint monarchy" and "cosmic political claim" is enormous, and it changes what we
think Jesus was announcing.

The problem is not limited to individual words. Whole genres of biblical writing operate
on assumptions that are foreign to most modern readers. Biblical prophecy, for
instance, is routinely treated as a coded forecast of events in our own day. Newspaper
editors, internet preachers, and earnest Bible study groups routinely decode the
imagery of Daniel or Revelation as referring to the European Union, nuclear weapons,
or specific political leaders. This approach treats prophecy as a puzzle to be cracked
rather than as a form of communication that had its own conventions, its own
audience, and its own purpose. Ancient prophecy was primarily addressed to people in
the prophet's own time, warning of consequences, calling for repentance, or offering
hope under duress. The prophets were not writing coded columns for readers twenty-
five centuries later. That does not mean later readers cannot find significance in their
words, but if we want to know what the words actually meant before we ask what they
might mean for us, we need to understand the genre on its own terms.

Poetry offers another frequent stumbling block. English poetry tends to prize rhyme
and meter, so readers sometimes assume that biblical poetry should work the same
way. Hebrew poetry, however, is built on a different engine entirely: parallelism. Ideas
echo, contrast, or complete each other across successive lines rather than rhyming at
their ends. Once you see the pattern, passages that seemed opaque begin to shimmer
with structure. But if you never learn the pattern, you may flatten vivid imagery into

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

abstract theology or miss the emotional progression of a psalm that was designed to
be sung.

Even something as basic as reading order can distort meaning. Modern Bibles divide
the text into chapters and verses, numbered and indexed so that you can look up any
passage in seconds. This is a genuine convenience, but it was not part of the original
documents. Chapter and verse divisions were added many centuries later—chapters in
the thirteenth century by Stephen Langton, an archbishop of Canterbury, and verses
in the sixteenth century by Robert Estienne, a French printer. These divisions
sometimes slice through units of thought in ways that make readers think a new
paragraph means a new subject, when in fact the writer's flow continues across the
artificial break. Ever wonder why the ending of one Gospel chapter seems to trail off or
why a new chapter begins with a sentence that sounds like the tail end of the previous
thought? That is often the fault of the numbering system, not the author.

Behind every misreading is a gap in knowledge, and behind every gap in knowledge is
an assumption that we already know what the text means. This is not arrogance; it is
simply the way human cognition works. We read our own cultural grammar into the
text. We assume that ancient people thought the way we think, organized their
societies the way we organize ours, and valued the things we value. When the text
does not fit those assumptions, we either force it into shape or dismiss it as primitive.
Both responses short-circuit the careful work of understanding.

The history of interpretation is full of cautionary tales. For centuries, the command in
Leviticus 19:28—"You shall not make any gashes in your flesh for the dead or tattoo
any marks upon yourselves"—was read by many Christian communities as a sweeping
prohibition against tattoos, period. The cultural context, however, suggests that the
verse was likely protesting a specific funerary practice common in ancient Canaan,
where mourners cut or marked their bodies as part of rituals for the dead. The concern
was not aesthetic self-expression in a modern tattoo parlor but participation in a
religious practice that blurred the boundary between Israel and its neighbors. Reading
the verse without that context turns a culturally specific boundary marker into a
universal dress code, which may or may not be the right application but is certainly
not the original point.

Similarly, Paul's instructions about women keeping silent in the churches have
generated mountains of debate, much of it conducted in near-total ignorance of what
was actually happening in first-century Corinth. Why would Paul tell women to be
silent if he elsewhere acknowledges women praying and prophesying in worship?
What was the social situation in Corinth that made disruptive speech a problem? What
cultural norms governed public speaking by women in the Greco-Roman world, and
how did those norms intersect with the new social experiment of a mixed-gender
house church? Without that context, readers are left choosing between proof texts,
each side quoting half a verse while the historical backdrop goes unexamined.
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None of this means that the Bible is incomprehensible without a PhD in ancient
history. Scripture has a remarkable capacity to speak across time and culture, and
countless readers have encountered its power without ever having heard of the
ancient Near East. But the difference between a surface reading and a contextual
reading is the difference between watching a foreign film with no subtitles and
watching it with subtitles that let you catch the jokes, the sarcasm, and the weight of
what is left unsaid. You can enjoy the film either way, but you will understand it very
differently.

So what does it actually mean to read Scripture on its own terms? At its most basic, it
means asking a set of disciplined questions before jumping to application. Who wrote
this? To whom? When? Where? Why? What was happening in the author's world that
might have prompted these words? What literary conventions would the original
audience have recognized? What did certain words and images mean in their
vocabulary, not ours? These are not questions that the text itself always answers
directly, which is why background knowledge matters. The text does not come with
footnotes explaining that a "talent" was roughly six thousand denarii or that "Hades"
carried different connotations than "Sheol" or that the "right hand" of God was a
metaphor drawn from the social practice of seating honored guests in positions of
authority. That knowledge has to come from somewhere, and the somewhere is the
ancient world itself.

Reading on Scripture's own terms also means allowing it to be what it is rather than
what we want it to be. If a passage is poetry, we ought to read it with the ear for
metaphor and rhythm that poetry demands, not as a set of doctrinal propositions. If a
passage is a letter, we should respect the back-and-forth nature of real
communication between real people with real problems, not treat it as a theological
treatise arranged by topic. If a passage is a parable, we should listen for the one or
two central points it was designed to make rather than allegorizing every detail into a
doctrinal cipher. This principle of respecting genre sounds simple, but it is one of the
most frequently violated rules of interpretation, and its violation has caused more
confusion than perhaps any other single factor in the history of Bible reading.

None of this is to say that context does the interpreting for you. Even with perfect
knowledge of the ancient world, faithful reading still requires discernment, prayer,
humility, and community. But context narrows the field of responsible meaning. It
rules out readings that are flatly impossible given what the original audience could
have understood, and it opens up layers of significance that a surface reading will
never reach. The prophets become more urgent, the psalms more raw, the parables
more subversive, and the letters more practical when we hear them as they were first
heard.

There is a particular kind of frustration that every responsible reader of Scripture

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

eventually feels. It is the frustration of realizing that the Bible is not a handbook
organized alphabetically by topic. You cannot look up "money" and find a single
biblical teaching on wealth, because the Bible's teaching on money is scattered across
narrative, law, proverb, parable, and epistle, each shaped by different circumstances
and different purposes. You cannot read Paul's instructions to a first-century slave
congregation in Ephesus as though they were addressed directly to a twenty-first-
century employee navigating a modern labor market. The Bible does not work that
way, and trying to force it into that mold will produce readings that are more about us
than about the text.

What the Bible does do—and this is far more powerful than serving as a reference
manual—is immerse us in a world of thought, values, and encounter that is genuinely
different from our own, and in doing so it challenges the assumptions we did not even
know we had. When you discover that ancient Israelites understood justice primarily in
terms of communal right-relationship rather than individual legal rights, it forces you
to rethink what justice means. When you learn that the Roman practice of patronage,
with its web of obligations between patrons and clients, shaped the language Paul
uses to describe salvation, you start hearing notes in familiar texts that you never
noticed before. When you read a psalm of lament against the backdrop of ancient
Near Eastern prayers of complaint, the psalm's raw honesty about suffering becomes
even more remarkable rather than less.

This book is built on the conviction that the effort is worth it. Every chapter that
follows will take you deeper into a particular dimension of context—geography,
language, history, literature, social structure, and more—but the foundation is the one
laid here: the conviction that texts mean what they meant before they mean what
they mean to us. That principle is not a constraint on faithful reading; it is the
precondition for it. Without it, we are left guessing, and our guesses will inevitably be
shaped more by our own moment than by the Spirit-breathed witness of the
communities that produced these extraordinary documents.

The chapters ahead will give you tools—specific, practical, usable tools—for doing this
work. You will learn to identify the major genres of Scripture and to read each one
according to its own rules. You will become acquainted with the world of the ancient
Near East, the social dynamics of Second Temple Judaism, the complexities of the
Greco-Roman city, and the challenges of transmission and translation that stand
between the original documents and the Bibles on our shelves. Along the way, you will
encounter concrete examples—stories, letters, laws, poems—to show how context
illuminates texts that might otherwise remain flat or misleading.

But before any of those tools can do their work, a commitment has to be made, a
habit has to be formed: the commitment to slow down, to ask questions before
answering them, and to let the text be strange for a while before trying to make it
familiar. The Bible is ancient, complex, and, at times, genuinely disorienting. Those are
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not flaws. They are features. The God who inspired this literature chose to work within
the constraints of real history, real languages, and real human communities. The least
we can do is take those realities seriously.
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