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The subtitle of this collection of eight essays by broadly evangelical scholars adequately 
defines the purpose and contents of the volume. It represents an attempt to Òstimulate 
discussion of the importance of literary theory as applied to biblical studies, and at the 
same time encourage students to draw on the possibilities these methods suggestÓ (15). 
The achievement of these goals is for the most part well accomplished, albeit by some 
contributors more successfully than by others, as is inevitably the case in anthological 
endeavors. 

Having made this preliminary judgment, there is no essay in the assemblage that fails to 
make an important point or two. Thus, all must receive some attention, no matter how 
concise. In ÒLiterary Theory and Biblical Interpretation,Ó Grant R. Osborne outlines his 
purpose (and that of the book) as Òto help the Bible student understand the literary 
process involved in the hermeneutical eventÓ (18). The simplicity of this statement should 
not give the impression that the Òhermeneutical eventÓ is simplistically discovered and 
pursued, however, for as Osborne reminds us, it must be approached through a diversity 
of methods that currently reign, including, for example, rhetorical criticism and discourse 
analysis. He helpfully speaks of a ÒtrialogueÓ by which he means that all written and oral 
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utterances are formed of nexuses of author, text, and reader, all of which must properly 
interact in the hermeneutical process.  

S. D. (Fanie) Snyman focuses on exegesis in his ÒA Structural-Historical Approach to the 
Exegesis of the Old Testament.Ó His premise is that Òa differentiation can be made 
between ordinary Bible reading, which can be referred to as a Ôpre-scientificÕ or Ôna•veÕ 
understanding of the Bible, and exegesis, which indicates a more ÔscientificÕ understanding 
of the BibleÓ (51). Despite the rather condescending tone of this distinction, it is, of 
course, a valid one. In defense of sound exegesis Snyman lists five reasons for its 
importance: (1) historical distance; (2) the great variety of interpretations; (3) ideological 
indoctrination; (4) the invitation of the text to interpretation; and (5) understanding a 
text. He pays considerable attention to the ÒsituatednessÓ of texts, warning that Òa text-
immanent approach, where emphasis is laid on the text itself, need not and indeed should 
not exclude the historical dimensionÓ (71). 

In many respects, Richard S. BriggsÕs ÒSpeech-Act TheoryÓ is the clearest and perhaps 
most helpful essay in the book. By Òspeech-actÓ he means the significance of Òthings done 
with words,Ó that is, speech as activity in and of itself. As obvious examples he refers to 
telling parables and preaching sermons as acts performed by words. Using by now 
conventional terminology to define the theory, Briggs argues that three acts are 
ÒperformedÓ: (1) locutionary (the mere act of saying); (2) illocutionary (the act performed 
in saying something); and (3) perlocutionary (the results of the act). These interact in 
such a manner as to produce the two dialectical dimensions of the cognitive and the 
affective, Òa hermeneutic of self-involvement, whereby readers are drawn into the 
transformative effects of texts as they construe textual illocutionsÓ (106). The danger of 
this method is the abuse of creative imagination that might tend to existentialize the text 
and lend it a certain power never intended by its creator(s). 

ÒGenre Criticism and the Bible,Ó by Jeannine K. Brown, is a model (except for the 
occasional tendency to redundancy) of how to go about the task of defining a topic and 
systematically outlining its salient points in an orderly and clearly understandable 
manner. Beginning with the classical theories of Plato and Aristotle, she traces genre 
studies through the Renaissance, the modern period, up to contemporary times. The 
research here shows adequate acquaintance with the more philosophical aspects of the 
subject, but the strength of BrownÕs presentation is the practical application of theory to 
text. Her definition of genre, the basis of her following outline of the subject, is well worth 
stating in full: ÒGenre is a socially defined constellation of typified formal and thematic 
features in a group of literary works, which authors use in individualized ways to 
accomplish specific communicative purposesÓ (122). Brown then breaks down this 



This review was published by RBL 2010 by the Society of Biblical Literature. For more information on obtaining a 
subscription to RBL, please visit http://www.bookreviews.org/subscribe.asp. 

compact overview into the rubrics of constellation, formal and thematic features, social 
construct, and action (i.e., Òspeech act,Ó or how, not what, does a genre communicate?). 

Preachers of biblical texts will benefit most from the authorÕs practical application of 
genre theory to biblical interpretation. After making a case for the uniqueness of the 
biblical material and thus the need for special attention to that uniqueness as part of the 
hermeneutical process, Brown outlines scriptural genres in their peculiar functions as 
revelatory literature and the resulting caveats and considerations that must prevail. These 
include attention to authorial constraint and creativity, the heuristic use of genres, the 
benefits of larger genre categories, attendance to genre complexity and fluidity, and genre 
impact. 

ÒAmbiguityÓ is the brief but sufficient title of the paper by David G. Firth. In it he takes to 
task first of all the practitioners of deconstruction and poststructuralism who, in his 
opinion, initiate ambiguities into texts, thus denying authorial authority and such a thing 
as a single determinative meaning. These he correctly dismisses, arguing that the only 
valid ambiguity in texts is that placed there by the author(s), who alone knows his 
intentionality through that act. Following W. Empson, Seven Types of Ambiguity (1960), 
Firth lists five of these types that are helpful to his discussion: (1) details effective in 
multiple ways; (2) multiple possibilities with a single resolution; (3) simultaneous use of 
unconnected meanings; (4) alternative meanings combining to clarify authorial intention; 
and (5) apparent contradictions. He illustrates each of these with appropriate biblical 
texts, concluding that ambiguity is Ònot something to be feared but É rather, its presence 
can be a sign of a skilful writer who invites readers to enjoy and play with the textÓ (183).  

Jamie A. Grant provides an overview of ÒPoetics,Ó meaning in this case the special literary 
criticism that is specific to poetry. He undertakes first of all to examine the canonical 
study of the Psalms, that is, the present shape and order of the Psalter, a product he 
attributes to a long process of editorial shaping that concerned itself with both genre and 
theological interests. He next focuses on Proverbs and Ecclesiastes, which also evidence 
redaction designed to bring coherence to the whole of each book. He concludes that, in 
general, ÒThe poetic whole of the final form of the book offers more than analysis of the 
individual parts on their ownÓ (212). A particularly helpful aspect of GrantÕs essay is his 
attention to parallelism, especially his care to point out that this feature of Hebrew poetry 
has been overly refined in the past and that the various kinds of so-called parallelism 
cannot be as neatly bifurcated as past scholarship was wont to do. 

ÒRhetoric,Ó by Peter M. Philips, laments the eclipse of the time-honored Òscience of 
speaking wellÓ by other disciplines and by Òthe hegemony of reasonÓ that have reduced 
the term rhetoric to be Òridiculed as the pastime of Ôspin doctorsÕÓ (227). Thus, he, in the 
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train of many other contemporary biblical scholars, attempts here to rehabilitate the 
classical notion of rhetoric and make it serviceable to biblical scholarship. This he does 
(apud P. Kern, Rhetoric and Galatians, Cambridge, 1998) by listing and describing in 
detail five levels of rhetoric appropriate to biblical study: (1) strategic communication; (2) 
rhetorical expression; (3) encultured expressions of primary rhetoric; (4) encultured 
expressions of secondary rhetoric; and (5) subordinate divisions of secondary rhetoric 
and processes of letteraturizzazione. Cutting through the brush of technicality, Philips 
concludes with the plain (though eminently correct) assertion that ÒBiblical rhetoric is 
first and foremost the art of persuading individuals and communities to accept the BibleÕs 
world viewÓ (259). 

The final essay, by Terrance R. Wardlaw Jr., is titled ÒDiscourse Analysis.Ó This approach 
he calls Òinterdisciplinary,Ó a label defended by his definition of discourse analysis as Òthe 
analysis of language and its use beyond the sentence, including the analysis of language 
situated in its social contextÓ (268). After a brief nod to the history of the method, 
Wardlaw gives attention to a number of elements of which it is constituted, including 
discourse structure, pragmatics, speech acts, intertextuality, genre analysis, rhetorical 
analysis, and the locus of meaning. Though the presentation of necessity treats complex 
technical issues, it is at the same time a clear introduction to the novice (or scholar) who 
may not be at home in this form of hermeneutic. Even more helpful are examples of Old 
and New Testament texts whose meaning is enhanced by the application of sound 
discourse analysis. 

Words and the Word is a welcome addition to the literature on biblical hermeneutics, one 
of value to the most seasoned scholar as well as the comparative novice. 


