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The main task of any biblical scholar is the interpretation of scripture. Every aspect of the 
hermeneutical process is immersed in literary theory because the Bible is literature. 
Literary features determine the meaning as well as the significance of a text. In this book, 
eight essays on literary theory are presented by established scholars in the field so as to 
offer an introduction to the major ideas, the history, and the major representatives of the 
methods in question. The writers succeed in giving both an overview of the general issues 
in the field of literary theory as well as an in-depth look at particular approaches and the 
contributions these approaches make to biblical interpretation. In this way, they succeed 
in integrating theory with practice. This book offers only explorations in literary theory; 
therefore, not all aspects of literary theory, such as metaphor, intertextuality, and film 
theory, are discussed The authors do, however, guide the reader toward the appropriate 
literature where these methods are discussed in greater depth. Those who will benefit 
from this work will be seminary students and pastors;  those who need an introduction to 
certain literary approaches for their further research will also benefit, due to the book’s 
rich source of references to secondary literature and most prominent exponents in 
particular fields.  
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The book is divided into three parts. Part 1, “General Issues,” opens with Grant Osborne’s 
“Literary Theory and Biblical Interpretation,” in which he argues for the importance of 
literary theory, context, and the biblical narrative form (implied reader, plot, etc.). 
Osborne makes the reader sensitive to the fact that the Bible is a book that contains an 
incredible diversity of genre and style, such as epistles, narrative, prophetic, legal, poetry, 
wisdom, and apocalyptic forms. One also needs to take into consideration that, not only 
does each type of literature have its own richness of expression, but also that genre is a 
fluid form and that we have poetry, metaphors, and the like, in, for example, the 
epistolary form. Furthermore, literary form determines meaning. Therefore, one can do 
justice to the Bible only if one has a sophisticated knowledge of literary theory. This is 
also one of the purposes spelled out in this chapter, that it is the purpose of the book and 
the current essay to demonstrate the value and importance of literary theory. In this essay 
especially, but also throughout the book, the theory of biblical interpretation is explained 
and followed by practical application. Authors also provide helpful guidelines to 
secondary texts for further reading and in their select bibliography.  

In the second chapter Fanie Snyman writes on the “Structural-Historical Approach to the 
Exegesis of the Old Testament.” He explains the difference between the ordinary 
prescientific reading of the Bible and exegesis as an example of a scientific reading of the 
Bible. It is already clear from this that Snyman merely provides a basic introduction to the 
topic. Snyman creatively explains why exegesis is necessary by giving five prominent 
reasons, inter alia, the historical distance between the present-day reader and the writers 
of the biblical text and ideological indoctrination. He then explains three important 
functions of exegesis: to verify; to give (scientific) reasons for a specific understanding of 
a text; and to weigh alternatives one against another. Snyman then goes on to situate the 
exegetical scene with relation to historical criticism and literary methods and to explain 
the difference between diachronic and synchronic approaches. Finally, Snyman provides 
a basic systematic structural approach on how to do exegesis that will be very helpful in 
introducing students and scholars to the “steps” of exegesis.  

The second part of the book, “Specific Approaches,” discusses six literary approaches. In 
the third chapter Richard Briggs discusses the first of these in his “Speech Act Theory.” 
Again, this chapter is an introduction to the topic, but it nevertheless serves not only to 
give the reader a thorough overview of the topic but also to help the reader to understand 
how the latter reconceptualizes the task of biblical interpretation. The reader will come to 
understand that speech act theory is concerned with the various things done with words. 
In other books on the subject, one often finds that speech act theory is discussed with 
lengthy and technical accounts of its theoretical aspects but lacks good examples to 
illustrate it. This more than often results in some sort of conceptual complexity without 
the necessary exegetical insight. Thus some writers do not always succeed in orienting the 
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reader to better understand and apply the theory. In my opinion, Briggs succeeds with 
regards to the latter aim of his chapter by clearly explaining what speech act theory is and 
by linking it with applicable texts in a way that anyone could understand. This chapter 
will help the reader to understand Walter Wink’s analysis of the “bankruptcy” of 
historical criticism and his call to the psychologically transformative nature of biblical 
texts. The biblical text indeed has a performative dimension calling for a self-involving 
response-ethos.  

In the fourth chapter Jeannine Brown writes on “Genre Criticism and the Bible” and 
describes, among other things, the direction of contemporary genre studies and also 
assesses some areas that are of particular value for biblical studies. Brown provides a very 
helpful historical perspective of genre theory from Plato and Aristotle up to the present. 
This helps the reader to understand the long history of this approach and to appreciate 
the current challenges faced. She also provides helpful examples from the Bible to 
illustrate how genre criticism can radically determine the direction of interpretation. 
Brown succeeds in helping the reader to gain greater insight into the way genre 
inclinations impact the reading of the Bible.  

In chapter 5 David Firth explains “Ambiguity” in the Bible by making the reader sensitive 
to the nature of the former as a deliberate technique used by the ancient writers. We 
sometimes tend to think that ambiguity is something to be avoided or to translate away. 
Firth argues convincingly that it is a misunderstanding of genre to imagine that, because 
ambiguity is problematic in some contexts (e.g., legal documents), it is by implication 
always inappropriate. Some genres, Firth argues, can function precisely only because of 
the literary possibilities that ambiguity makes possible (e.g., the riddle). The author then 
takes the reader through a few interesting aspects such as the location and value of 
ambiguity, the fundamental nature of ambiguity, and the way in which it creates room for 
alternative reactions to a particular part of language. Ambiguities are thus employed to 
engage readers and to generate interest in the narrative. This essay helps readers to shed 
new light on the nature of ambiguities in the Bible and role of the literary technique of 
misunderstanding of biblical characters (e.g., Saul in 1 Sam 18 and Jesus’ disciples in 
Mark) to bring the reader to a better understanding.  

In chapter 6 Jamie Grant discusses the universal challenges of poetics in almost all 
cultures of the world—even more so when one reads the Bible, with its cultural and 
historical symbolic universe that is so far removed from the modern reader. Poetry 
utilizes figurative language and imagery not immediately obvious to the reader and a 
normal means of communication. The aim of this chapter is to discuss how best to 
understand the fullness of communication found in the Bible’s poetic books. By 
implication, this would especially be applied to the Old Testament, which by nature has 
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more poetic material. Where the other chapters in the book refer to trends in secular 
literary studies and then examine the implications for our reading of the Bible, this 
chapter focuses on recent literary approaches to the study of poetic texts that are unique 
to biblical studies in particular. This thorough chapter will introduce the reader to a more 
advanced understanding of poetics and its function within the biblical text as such. Those 
caught up in this chapter will certainly experience new energy to study the Psalms and the 
wisdom literature as well as other poetic texts, as seen in recent publications and 
commentaries on Job and Lamentations.  

In chapter 7 Peter Phillips discusses the rich field of rhetoric. According to Phillips, up to 
a few decades ago, and in some instances even today, rhetoric seems to be out of fashion 
and is often marginalized in favor of more fashionable disciplines. Despite this fact, 
rhetoric seems to have gone through a bit of a revival in the last few years, especially in 
the arena of biblical studies. Phillips gives the reader a good indication of the major 
exponents and key figures in the rehabilitation of rhetoric as well as applicable literature. 
He explores the philosophical development of rhetoric as the art of persuasion and does 
well to avoid defining biblical rhetoric in terms of classical Greco-Roman rhetoric. He 
states that he seeks to explain the manner in which the Bible’s rhetorical art functions in a 
way that aims at persuading the reader to accept the worldview and symbolic universe of 
the Bible. I do not, however, agree with him that it is possible to speak of “the worldview” 
of the Bible, since the Bible has different worldviews, for instance, before the Babylonian 
captivity and thereafter as well as before the fall of the temple in 70 C.E. and the later 
development in thinking of the early church (cf. ecclesiology, pneumatology, eschatology, 
etc.). I do believe that Phillips would agree with this fact as well. Phillips is correct, 
however, in arguing that (biblical) rhetoric has immense power to change people’s 
perspectives on life.  

In the last chapter, Terrance Wardlaw Jr. discusses “Discourse Analysis” in relation to the 
(interdisciplinary) study of the Bible. Wardlaw proposes, inter alia, to emphasize the way 
in which contemporary sociolinguistic discussions of discourse analysis provide means 
for exposing the presuppositions of various interpreting communities against the 
background of the role of the reader (in his or her context) and their interpretation of the 
text. The writer also situates discourse analysis within its historical context and goes on to 
present general trends and the perspectives of the key scholars in the field. He then 
provides a brief overview of its reception in Old and New Testament studies and applies it 
to Exod 15:22–27 and Matt 5:1–12, respectively.  

Overall, this book is well-written and will serve as a good introduction to biblical scholars 
and even young researchers who are specializing further in biblical studies.  


