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Goals 

 
1. To relate our activity in studying the Bible to God’s grace 

2. To relate the academic discipline of hermeneutics to related fields of 

Biblical studies 

3. To overview the application of general hermeneutic analyses to prose 

4. To review the assignment for the next lesson. The assignment focuses on 

understanding the historical / cultural setting of the letter to the 

Philippians and outlining the letter as an exercise in understanding the 

purpose of and preparing to follow the train of thought in the letter 

 

 

Introduction 
 

In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets at many times and 

in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son,…1 

 

All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and 

training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped 

for every good work..2 

 


 

As one author has wisely suggested: “it is best to begin with God when writing 

to the servants of God”3 It is a fundamental belief of Christians that the Bible is 

both the work of God and man. How this can be is a mystery not unlike the 

incarnation of Him of whom the scriptures speak. But we believe that it is as 

Peter has told us that “… men spoke from God as they were carried along by the 

Holy Spirit.”4 This was not to say that at any time they ceased to be fully human 

or aware of their actions in writing. They were not automations writing under a 

heavy hand that robbed them of their unique humanity. Rather without ceasing 

to be uniquely who they were, they wrote exactly, word for word, ‘jot and tittle’5 

what God wanted to say to human kind. As such the understanding of what God 

                                                 
1 Hebrews 1:1 – 2a (NIV) 
2 2 Timothy 3:16 – 17 (NIV) 
3 The Ladder by John Climacus step 1. 
4 2Peter 1:21b (NIV) 
5 The terms are those used by our Lord Jesus as recorded in Matthew 5:18 “Mt 5:18 I tell you the 

truth, until heaven and earth disappear, not the smallest letter, not the least stroke of a pen, will 

by any means disappear from the Law until everything is accomplished.”  
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has said through the various authors of scripture is a task of supreme spiritual 

importance. 

 

Like much of God’s dealing with people, then, the process is one of grace 

through faith.6 Now faith should not be confused with mere intellectual assent. 

Real faith goes much deeper influencing the human will.7 Accordingly, when 

God would perform some gracious act for undeserving recipients, He usually 

does so in response to their faithful actions. Thus before Jesus raises Lazarus 

from the dead, He has the onlookers roll away the stone from the mouth of his 

tomb.8 Before Jesus feeds the five thousand with a few loaves and fishes, He has 

the disciples make the people sit down in an orderly fashion in groups of about 

fifty each.9  

 

Apprehending what God has said to each of us in the scriptures is similar in 

nature. As the key word for the authors of scripture was inspiration, so the key 

word for us is illumination.10 “Specifically, the doctrine of illumination relates to 

that ministry of the Holy Spirit that helps the believer understand the truth of 

Scripture. In relation to the Bible, the doctrine of revelation relates to the 

unveiling of truth in the material of the Scriptures; inspiration concerns the 

method by which the Holy Spirit superintended the writing of Scripture, and 

illumination refers to the ministry of the Spirit by which the meaning of Scripture 

is made clear to the believer.”11 But Illumination as an act of God’s grace is often 

in response to those faithful actions that we are able to take ourselves. When it 

comes to the Scriptures, the application of hermeneutical principles can be seen 

as an act of faith as well as love for God and for God’s people. Hermeneutics is 

                                                 
6  Ephesians 2:8-9 For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith-- and this not from 

yourselves, it is the gift of God--  not by works, so that no one can boast. (NIV) 
7  James 2:26 As the body without the spirit is dead, so faith without deeds is dead. (NIV) 
8  John 11:36 - 44 
9  Luke 9:12 - 17 
10 Luke 24:45 Then he opened their minds so they could understand the Scriptures. (NIV) 

Ephesians 1:17 – 18 I keep asking that the God of our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Father, 

may give you the Spirit of wisdom and revelation, so that you may know him better. I pray also 

that the eyes of your heart may be enlightened in order that you may know the hope to which 

he has called you, the riches of his glorious inheritance in the saints, … (NIV) 
11 From “Illumination” The Evangelical Dictionary of Theology, Baker Book House 1984.  

See also John 16:13 - 15 “But when he, the Spirit of truth, comes, he will guide you into all truth. 

He will not speak on his own; he will speak only what he hears, and he will tell you what is yet 

to come. He will bring glory to me by taking from what is mine and making it known to you. 

All that belongs to the Father is mine. That is why I said the Spirit will take from what is mine 

and make it known to you.” (NIV) 
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defined as the science and art of Biblical interpretation. When this methodology 

is applied in an earnest attempt to understand what the human author is saying 

to his original audience in a particular passage, we are also trying to understand 

what God is saying through them to us now. The specifics of the message may 

change with time, history, and culture, but God does not change and His 

message does not change. For the believer, such an activity can and should be 

both a work of faith and an exercise of love performed in the hope that God will 

respond in the gracious act of illumination, “the Aha moment” as one author has 

put it.12 Consequently earnest prayer should be the handmaiden of Hermeunitics. 

 

Having, in effect, stated that the exegete or interpreter of the Scriptures should be 

a believer in Jesus Christ as his Savior and therefore indwelt by the Holy Spirit 

whose ministry is in part is to guide believers into the truth13 (illumination); we 

may well ask what other qualifications are needful for an interpreter?  

 

Virtues: Experience has shown that any capable interpreter of scripture should 

possess certain virtues or strengths of character and that among these are 

honesty, openness, and attention.  

 

1. Honesty in acknowledging ones own personal stance, limitations, and 

commitments. This certainly includes our presuppositions that inevitably 

color our understanding of the scriptures.14 

2. Openness in acknowledging the God speaks to others as well as himself 

and willingness to seriously consider the opinions and views of other 

interpreters  

3. Attention steadily paid to the text in hand. 

 

A Reasoned Faith: When we come to the scriptures we come to the Word of God 

who invited ancient Israel and still invites us to come and reason together.15  

                                                 
12 These notes have been heavily drawn from two excellent sources that I would encourage the 

student to obtain:  

1. Introduction to Biblical Interpretation by  William Klein, Craig Blomberg, and Robert 

Hubbard Jr. , published by Thomas Nelson (2004) ISBN 978-0-7852-5225-2 

2. Hermeneutics by Henry Virkler and Karyelynne Gerber Ayayo published by Baker 

Academic (2009) ISBN 978-0-8010-3138-0 
13   John 16:13 see note 11 above 
14

  The subject of presuppositions is critical to sound interpretation but in beyond the scope of this 

set of notes. I strongly advise the student to read the excellent treatise on the subject on pages 

143 to 168 of Introduction to Biblical Interpretation noted above. 
15  Isaiah 1:16 – 20 Wash and make yourselves clean. Take your evil deeds out of my sight! Stop 

doing wrong, learn to do right! Seek justice, encourage the oppressed. Defend the cause of the 
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“…The essential qualification for a full understanding of this book (the Bible) is to 

know the revealing God. To know God we must have a relationship with 

Him. The Bible uses the term “faith” to describe the essential element in 

this relationship: ‘But without faith it is impossible to please him: for he 

that cometh to God must believe that he is, and that he is a rewarder of 

them that diligently seek him.’(Hebrews 11:6) “16  

 

Hermeneutics contains the methods by which we “diligently seek Him.” Such an 

effort takes diligence, devotion, and discipline (i.e. hard work). This is not to say 

that the atheistic Bible scholar cannot achieve great insights as to the meaning of 

a particular text, but that text can never have the significance for them that it will 

for a believer who seeks not only to know the Word of God (cognition) but to 

obey the Word of God (volition). Which brings us to the third essential 

qualification for an interpreter. 

 

Obedience: There must be in the interpreter a “willingness to put oneself “under” 

the text, to submit one’s will to hear the text in the way its author intended.”17 As the 

quote from Isaiah mentioned reasoning is only the precursor to willing 

obedience. As it was for Israel, so it is for us. 

 

Recognition of the Role of the Church: The interpreter must be wary of the trap 

of individualism. I have met many deluded souls who operating under the belief 

that God had spoken to them about a particular subject were unwilling to 

acknowledge that God may have also spoken to others about the same subject. 

The naïve insistence that one requires only the Bible and the Holy Spirit to 

interpret the scriptures is in many cases a veiled form of egotism. Again the 

principle of safety in a multitude of counselors18 goes far beyond counsels of war. 

 

Commensurate with openness to entertain and accept the help of others in 

interpreting the scriptures it is necessary to realize that hermeneutics is not 

isolated from other branches of Biblical scholarship. It is integrated with them, 

resting on some and supporting others. 

                                                                                                                                                 
fatherless, plead the case of the widow. "Come now, let us reason together," says the LORD. 

"Though your sins are like scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they are red as 

crimson, they shall be like wool. If you are willing and obedient, you will eat the best from the 

land; but if you resist and rebel, you will be devoured by the sword." For the mouth of the 

LORD has spoken. (NIV) 
16  Introduction to Biblical Interpretation by Klein, Blomberg, and Hubbard , page 136 
17  Ibid page 138 
18

 Proverbs 24:6b 
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Branches of Biblical Scholarship 

 

The Study of the Canon – The term canon simply means the rule (Greek kanon a 

carpenter’s rule). Canonicity is the determination of those books that are judged 

to bear the stamp of divine inspiration and so provide a “rule” to judge all others. 

There are some books that are included and some that are not.  Both the Jew and 

the Christian have canons of scripture. The Jewish canon consists of 39 books and 

the Christian canon consists of 66 books for the Protestant and 80 for the Roman 

Catholic and Eastern Orthodox (whose canon includes the Apocrypha). The 

Apocrypha (from the Greek apokryphos meaning hidden) is regarded by 

protestant scholars as deuterocanonical or a secondary canon and was rejected as 

having lesser spiritual value and not normative for faith and practice. They were 

included in the Vulgate because they were included in the Septuagint (the Greek 

translation of the Old Testament) but were rejected because they were not in the 

Hebrew Canon of the Jews. While the canon was completed for both the Old and 

New Testament, the Old Testament was in the process of being written for over a 

thousand years and the Jewish faith existed well before and during that period of 

writing. So much of the history of the Jews was lived without a closed canon. The 

necessity for the process of O.T. canonization is held to be an act of divine 

providence occasioned by the emergence of pseudepigraphical and apocryphal 

books in the intertestamental period and the increasing need to know what the 

limits of divine revelation were. By the time of Jesus, the canon of the Hebrew 

O.T. consisted of the law, prophets, and writings. The OT Hebrew canon was 

finally completed during the 1st century AD. 

 

The canon of the New Testament took about 400 years to complete.  Until that 

time there were various gospels and apostolic letters that were circulated. The 

Bible in use in the Christian Church was the Old Testament translation in Greek 

known as the Septuagint. The books that were not included were regarded as 

pseudepigraphical and apocryphal (i.e. a N.T. Apocrypha as opposed to the O.T. 

apocrypha included in the Roman Catholic Bible.) Sometimes referred to 

romantically as the “lost books” of the Bible, they have never really been lost, 

simply not accepted by the Christians Church at large.  The actual history of the 

Study of  

the Canon 

Textual 

Criticism 

Historical 

Criticism 

Hermeneutics 
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Theological 
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formulation of the canon is an interesting one but beyond the scope of this 

paper.19  Conceptually the study of the canon of Scripture precedes the other 

branches of Biblical scholarship.  

 

Textual Criticism – Textual or lower criticism is the attempt to ascertain the 

original wording of the text. It is necessary because we do not have the original 

autographs of the individual books of the Bible.  Many copies have been made, 

however, and when these copies with the variations are studied carefully it is 

possible to form a reasonable idea of what the original said. One scholar has said 

that “The variant readings about which any doubt remains among textual critics 

of the New Testament affect no material question of historic fact or of Christian 

faith and practice. 20  Similarly the O.T. texts 21  we have show a remarkable 

consistency in freedom from scribal errors over a period of hundreds of years. 

The work of the textual critic precedes the work of the translator. The Modern 

critical editions of the Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek Texts are the Biblica Hebraica 

Stuttgartensia (BHS now in its 5th edition) and the Nestle-Alend Greek New 

Testament (GNT now in its 27th edition). 

 

Translation – For countless believers the work of the translator is the most visible 

of all the branches of biblical scholarship. The challenge of the translator is to 

make the meaning of the original text of the Bible available in another language 

in such a way that it is readable and therefore understandable to the reader and 

faithful to the original autograph. It is inevitable that the translator’s choice of 

words, phrases, and sentences will reflect their own understanding (and possibly 

bias) in the process. A good translator will, however, not only pay attention to 

the wording of the text but also to the historical and cultural context of the 

passage being translated. That is he will work carefully with the results of the 

historical critic. (See below) The use of multiple translations helps to limit the 

influence of specific translator preferences. There are many parallel translation 

versions of the Bible with from two to as many as six parallel translations (the 

Hexapla).  Computer programs greatly facilitate such comparisons today. There 

are also useful texts like Kenneth Wuest’s series “Word Studies from the Greek 

New Testament” that help the reader not proficient in original languages to 

grasp some of the subtleties often lost in translation.22 Most serious seminary 

students are encouraged to develop the ability to read the critical texts in the 

                                                 
19

 See  F.F. Bruce, The Canon of Scripture, Downer’s Grove, IL. InterVarsity 1988. 
20

 F.F. Bruce, The New Testament Documents: Are They Reliable? 6
th

 rev ed. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 

1981), 14-15 
21

 The Masoretic Text, the Septuagint and the Dead Sea Scrolls  
22

 Wuest, Kenneth Wuest’s Word Studies From the Greek New Testament Eerdmans; 1980 
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original languages as a foundation for their exegesis, but even this will not 

prevent them from suffering from unconscious bias in their own exegesis. Here 

the admonition “in multitude of counselors there is safety”23 seems well suited. 

Here as in the study of the Canon there is a long and interesting history of Bible 

translation and how we received our English Bibles but that too is beyond the 

scope of this paper.24 

 

Historical Criticism – Historical or Higher Criticism seeks to understand the 

historical contexts that surround the text or book. Scholars in this field study 

authorship and audience of the book, the date of its composition and the 

historical circumstances surrounding its composition, its authenticity and the 

literary form and content, unity and style. In the mid nineteenth century the 

German scholars placed such emphasis on higher criticism and produced such 

attributions that flew in the face of a traditional understanding of scripture, that 

the title “higher criticism” became identified with a corrosive atheism that 

reduced the divinely inspired scriptures to little more than a collection ancient 

documents that could hardly be considered inspired. This is unfortunate because 

the sphere of higher criticism does not necessarily need to go in this direction. 

Today there are excellent Bibles like the NIV whose chapter give the average 

reader excellent insights to the human contexts so necessary to forming an 

accurate assessment of what the original author was saying, to whom he was 

saying it and why.  Without such a solid basis, the possibility misunderstanding 

a passage and faulty exegesis are greatly increased. The introductions in the NIV 

Study Bible or the Scofield Study Bible as well as conservative commentaries 

provide historical circumstances surrounding a book that are crucial to properly 

understanding the meaning of a text. 

 

Hermeneutics - Hermeneutics derives its name from the Greek god Hermes, 

whose role was as a messenger of the gods. Despite its association with Greek 

idolatry, its use has been sanctioned by many years of scholarly usage, although 

some now prefer the more direct term Biblical Interpretation. AS mentioned 

above, hermeneutics is defined as the science and art of Biblical interpretation. It 

is a science because it has rules which can be classified into an orderly system. It 

is an art because communication is flexible and the mechanical and rigid 

application of those rules can sometimes distort the true meaning of a passage of 

Scripture. 

 

                                                 
23

 Proverbs 24:6b (KJV) 
24

 See Daniell, David The Bible in English  Yale University Press 2003 
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Hermeneutics is generally divided into two branches general and specific 

hermeneutics.  General Hermeneutics addresses itself to the understanding of the 

roles of historical and cultural contexts, internal cognitive contexts, lexical and 

syntactical usage, and theological analyses. Specific hermeneutics is the study of 

those rules that apply to specific genres such as Psalms, parables, allegories, 

types, and prophesy or apocalyptic writing.  

 

When the rules of Biblical interpretation are applied to a passage of Scripture, the 

resulting critical explanation is called an exegesis. The word exegesis comes from 

the Greek word exegeesthai to explain. The earliest exegete that we know of in 

Scripture is Ezra the scribe.25  

 

Hermeneutics like the other scholarly disciplines also has a history. A proper 

understanding of that history is critical if only to understand why certain 

interpretive principles in use in earlier ages (the extensive allegorical 

interpretation of the middle ages for example) were found to be fallacious and 

inadequate to determining the author’s original meaning, and were abandoned. 

In a sense exegetes should learn from their collective mistakes and this can only 

happen if an understanding of the history of hermeneutics is had. Today 

development of hermeneutic principles is in a real state of flux. New approaches 

are being proposed and their impact on people’s understanding of what the 

scriptures are saying will certainly be affected. Many a believing young college 

student finds a course about the Bible, only to be shocked by the spiritually 

corrosive atmosphere they encounter in the class room. They naively enter a 

course without really examining the professor’s hermeneutic methods and are 

unprepared to evaluate, let alone effectively refute the strange new 

understanding of the scriptures that is suddenly thrust upon them. Better far to 

read a sound college level text on the subject before engaging the unbelieving 

professor if at all.  

 

                                                 
25 Nehemiah 8:5 -8 Ne 8:5 Ezra opened the book. All the people could see him because he was 

standing above them; and as he opened it, the people all stood up. Ezra praised the LORD, the 

great God; and all the people lifted their hands and responded, "Amen! Amen!" Then they 

bowed down and worshiped the LORD with their faces to the ground.  The Levites-- Jeshua, 

Bani, Sherebiah, Jamin, Akkub, Shabbethai, Hodiah, Maaseiah, Kelita, Azariah, Jozabad, Hanan 

and Pelaiah-- instructed the people in the Law while the people were standing there. They read 

from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and giving the meaning so that the people 

could understand what was being read. 
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Here again the history of hermeneutics is beyond the scope of this paper but a 

review of the subject is highly recommended.26 

 

Theological Analysis – It is inevitable that as the message of the Scriptures is read 

and expounded, that our ideas about God and things pertaining to God will 

expand and with that expansion the desire to summarize. Theological analysis 

usually proceeds in two directions: historically and systematically. Historical 

theology seeks to answer the question how did people’s understanding grow 

during the period when the Bible was being written? As such it is really a subset 

to the wider discipline of the history of theology which goes from ancient times 

to the present moment. This historical approach to understanding how people in 

Bible times understood God is called Biblical Theology.27 

 

The second approach is that of a systematic theology which seeks to place all our 

understanding about God and things pertaining to our life in God under specific 

headings in a systematic way. While there have been other models for grouping 

this information the current terminology is as shown below: 

 

 Theology Proper  The Doctrines relating to God the Father 

 Christology  The Doctrines relating to God the Son 

 Pneumatology  The Doctrines relating to God the Holy Spirit 

 Bibliology  The Doctrines relating to the Bible 

 Angelology  The Doctrines relating to Angels 

 Anthropology  The Doctrines relating to Man 

 Hamartiology  The Doctrines relating to Sin 

 Soteriology  The Doctrines relating to Salvation 

 Ecclesiology  The Doctrines relating to the Church 

 Eschatology  The Doctrines relating to Future Events (Prophesy) 

 

An excellent systematic theology is that by Lewis Sperry Chafer Systematic 

Theology : Zondervan / Dallas Theological Seminary 1983 

 

                                                 
26 Two texts on the subject that I have used in the preparation of this paper are: 

Virkler and Ayayo: Hermeneutics Baker Academic Grand Rapids 2007 ISBN 978-0-8010-3138-0  

Klein, Blomberg, and Hubbard: Introduction to Biblical Interpretation Thomas Nelson 2004 

ISBN 978-0-7852-5225-2. The later is much more extensive, whereas the former is brief and to 

the point. Both are excellent! 
27 This is not to be misunderstood with a theology that is accurate because it is truly Biblical. 
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The works of the Puritan John Owen also provide a remarkable systematic 

summary of theology though not with the identical headings above. John Owen 

The Works of John Owen : Banner of Truth, 1987. 

 

Practical Theology – In the final analysis, Christians usually study the Scriptures 

because they want to be guided in their faith and practice by them.28 While they 

were written to an audience perhaps thousands of years ago, the believer is 

justified in the expectation that God is speaking to them in their present time, 

place, and situation. To understand what God is saying now, it is important to 

understand exactly what He was saying when the passage was first written and 

how we can apply that revelation to our present circumstances and condition. It 

is really a form of application most frequently met in sermons and as such is 

more a part of homiletics than hermeneutics, though the two disciplines overlap 

significantly.  

 

Homiletics is the art and craft of sermon construction. Sermons involve teaching 

but go beyond the concern of the teacher. The teacher aims at the enlightening of 

the mind and answers the question what are we to think. The preacher aims at 

the will and answers the question what are we to do.29 Both the teacher and the 

preacher are concerned with presenting biblical truth and handling the scriptures 

correctly and therefore sound hermeneutics. But the preacher (and the earnest 

student of the Bible) who want the will of God to be done in their lives and 

others need to make an application of that which has been correctly understood 

in it historical/cultural, contextual/literary, lexical/grammatical-syntactical and 

wider theological contexts. This is usually done by a threefold process of: 

 

1. Observation – What is being said, to whom, and under what circumstances? 

2. Interpretation – What did the author mean in this passage? 

3. Application – Given my situation, what does this mean to me? 

If we go back again to the figure, Hermeneutics and homiletics overlap the 

disciplines as shown: 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
28

 There are of course other valid reasons for the study of Scripture from refuting the errors of others 

(correction and reproof), making a reasoned defense of the Gospel (apologetics) to providing sound 

pastoral guidance for other believers (instruction in righteousness). 
29

 Acts 2:37 When the people heard this (Peter’s Pentecost sermon Acts 2:14-36), they were cut to the heart 

and said to Peter and the other apostles, "Brothers, what shall we do?" (NIV) 
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Traditional General Hermeneutics 

 
General hermeneutics is based on the assumption that the human author of 

Scripture was an intelligent communicator and as such the meaning of a 

particular passage is the meaning the author had in mind, not a meaning that we 

can find. There is a debate ongoing that since God is the ultimate author of 

Scripture, the meaning conveyed by passage may go beyond what the human 

author was aware of. Was David, for example, in writing the 22nd Psalm, aware 

that the opening lines would be the very words of Jesus in His darkest hour on 

the cross? He was probably not aware. But the words certainly had meaning for 

David in his personal experience. Daniel wrote of things that he avowedly did 

not understand.30 But as a starting point an honest attempt must be made to 

establish what the human author meant. To do this there are several analyses 

that are normal. 

 

 Contextual analysis 

 Historical – Cultural analysis 

 Lexical – Grammatical analysis 

 Literary analysis 

 Theological Analysis 

 

Contextual analysis Communication consists in presenting related ideas in 

formal word structures. The meaning of any portion of a communication 

necessarily requires that its literary context be known. To try to understand any 

portion of scripture from its surrounding context is to invite misinterpretation. In 

communication we may think about context as ever wider circles with ever less 

bearing upon the passage under consideration. 

                                                 
30

 Daniel 12:8-9 I heard, but I did not understand. So I asked, "My lord, what will the outcome of all this 

be?" He replied, "Go your way, Daniel, because the words are closed up and sealed until the time of the end. 

(NIV) 
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The context of the word is the surrounding sentence 

The context of the sentence is the surrounding paragraphs 

The context of the paragraph is the surrounding sections 

The context of a section is the book itself 

The context of a particular book is the total opus of the book’s author (if available) 

The context of the author’s body of writing or individual book is the Testament 

in which it is found 

The context of the Testament in which the book is found is the other Testament.  

 

In the end all the books of the canon are the word of God31.  Just as spiritual men 

have always known that the scripture is a unity (an expression of God’s oneness) 

in diversity (several different human authors) so for each author there is the 

immediate context of the book itself. A better understanding of the author’s 

intended meaning is facilitated by a wider understanding of the context of the 

passage under consideration. Outlining the particular book is a great help to 

understanding how each part of the book (word, sentence, paragraph, section) 

has meaning consistent with the whole. Outlines may have either a literary focus 

(who is being spoken of, or whose story is being told) or a thematic focus (what 

subject is being addressed or what problem is being spoken to). Study Bibles are 

very helpful here and do provide outlines for each book of the Bible. When 

beginning the study of a particular book the entire book should be read as a 

whole in order to familiarize the student with the flow of the work and allow 

them to make the outline their own. If no outline is provided, several readings of 

the entire book may be necessary before the order of the author’s thinking begin 

to be seen.  

  

Historical – Cultural analysis The Bible was written by real people to real people 

living the history of their day. Historical – Cultural analysis seeks to answer 

questions like who is writing this passage and when are they doing it? What is 

the audience that is being addressed and why? What is going on historically at 

this period and what is about to happen? What are the shared cultural and social 

practices and norms of this period and place? These shared cultural and social 

understandings probably enable the author to communicate more effectively 

with his audience. While the history before and at the time of writing may have 

                                                 
31 You will perhaps note that no mention is made here of chapter and verse notations. These were 

added much later in the history of the Bible and in many cases were done without sensitivity to 

the flow of the author’s thought.  While they facilitate the location of particular verses, they can 

also mislead. For this reason many modern study Bibles minimize the presence of chapter and 

verse while using paragraph structure and titles that better accord with the flow of thought in the 

book. 



 15 

informed the author’s purpose, the cultural and social understandings could 

informed the author’s choice of imagery and even shape his arguments. How 

does the author’s audience respond? While at some level they may feel fear or 

anger or confusion or joy similar to us today, the bases for those emotional 

responses may have been entirely different than what we would expect.  The roll 

of thunder across the darkening sky might have filled them with awe at the 

display of God’s power and majesty. For us we might just say that a cold front is 

coming through. Many of the books of the Bible are historical in nature and help 

the student answer some of these questions by the use of cross references. Where 

ever such a historical setting is alluded to, the student would do well to review it 

prior to or in conjunction with a detailed consideration of the passage under 

consideration.32 Bible handbooks and surveys of the scriptures provide much of 

this kind of material as well as the introductions to individual books in study 

Bibles. 

 

Lexical – grammatical analysis The authors of Scripture used the words and 

grammar / syntax of their day to communicate meaning in ways that were 

generally known by their desired audience their words had meanings (lexicology) 

and related to one another (syntax) according to rules of usage (grammar). In 

order to do lexical – syntactical analysis, a proficiency in original languages 

(Hebrew and Greek) is highly desirable, but not essential. Fortunately scholars 

have made many helps in this area available. Lexicology is important because 

words then as now can have several meanings and the context suggests what 

meaning should be used. Some ancient words through frequent usage came to 

have a very wide spectrum of possible meanings making lexical analysis even 

more critical to a proper understanding of meaning. The exegete must determine 

as exactly as possible the meaning of the word in the particular context of its use 

for the author who wrote it and the original audience who read (or heard) it.  

 

Lexical analysis - You are walking in the park and overhear a man say to another: 

“It was the largest trunk I’ve ever seen.” What is he talking about? Because you 

are in the park you surmise he refers to a tree. But there is also a zoo in the park 

with elephants. Or perhaps he was in the hotel across the street when a rich 

person arrived with their luggage. Context often determines the meaning of 

words that have multiple definitions. For words with subtle differences context 

becomes even more important. If it were an Englishman in New York he might 

suspect that trunk refers to be one of these (tree trunk, elephant trunk, packing 

                                                 
32

 The title of Psalm 142 for example provides a reference to David’s circumstance when the Psalms was 

composed: “Maschil of David; A Prayer when he was in the cave”. (KJV) 
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trunk) when in truth the man was talking about the cargo space (car trunk) of a 

large automobile that in England is called the “boot”. 

 

Grammatical analysis - Grammar involves how words are manipulated or 

changed (morphology) to address things like plurality and singularity (cats vs. 

cat) or temporality (plant, planted, will plant, will have planted). Grammar also 

involves how words are arranged (syntax) relative to each other to convey 

meaning.  “John hit the ball” and “the ball hit John” use the same words but 

mean totally different things because of word order. In Hebrew and Greek word 

order is less important. Morphology as case markings or word prefixes/suffixes 

play a greater role that word order. Grammatical analysis of the sentence and 

even paragraph structure is critical for establishing the actual meaning of a 

particular section and the translation of this to English may be particularly 

difficult and produce awkward sentences. Kenneth Wuest’s Word Studies in the 

Greek New Testament as well as newer exegetical commentaries are a great help 

to the student not familiar with grammar of the original languages.     

 

Literary analysis – Not all the forms of communication in the Bible are of the 

same type. Most common is the use of prose. But prose may be historical 

narrative, letters, hortatory (exhorting) or use constructs like parables, similes, 

allegories, and metaphors.  A significant portion of Scripture (as much as a third) 

is poetic in nature. But Hebrew poetry operates by different rules that the poetry 

that we are familiar with. There are also prophetic and apocalyptic (revelatory) 

passages. Literary analysis identifies which type of literary form we are dealing 

with. Specific forms often require specialized rules of interpretation. For this 

reason literary analysis is normally considered part of specialized hermeneutics 

as opposed to general hermeneutics.  

 

Theological Analysis – From the point of a historical – cultural analysis, 

theological analysis asks about the theological understanding of the people to 

whom the Scripture was originally addressed. One way to determine this is to 

enquire what had been reveled to the date of writing, i.e. the literary antecedents 

of the author. It is generally held that God’s revelation to humans was 

progressive, so that later works added to, deepened, and expanded the possible 

understanding of God’s revelatory work.  This is normally called biblical 

theology and is a subset of the history of theology.  A good Bible encyclopedia or  

Theological dictionary will be of great help once the particular subject of a Bible 

passage being studied is identified. This understanding is critical to establishing 

the original meaning of any passage of Scripture.  
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In the wider context of the whole of Scripture, theological analysis asks about the 

total theological understanding that the Bible presents to us. This is the domain 

of the theologian more than of the exegete and is the answer provided by those 

summations broadly called systematic theology. From the point of view of 

understanding what a particular text originally meant, it is the former that 

concerns us. But when it comes to applied theology, that is making the message 

accessible and meaningful to modern people in present day situations 

(application) the later is important. Thus, while portions of the Old Testament 

may point forward to the Messiah, our understanding of the meaning to us of the 

life and sacrificial death of our Lord Jesus would be incomplete with out the 

Pauline epistles.  

 

Exercise 

 
We will begin with a complete reading of the book of Philippians.  

 

1. Determine by the use of reference books (handbooks, commentaries, 

internal evidence, correlating scripture passages) the following: 

a. Who wrote the letter, when, and under what circumstances? 

b. To whom the letter was written, their history, geography, and 

relationship with the author 

2. The purpose or purposes of the letter. (Bear in mind that exhortations 

frequently point us to the real purpose of the author.) 

3. Determine by reading the letter several times the principle structure of the 

letter. Document your understanding of the structure in an outline that 

includes the chapter and verse delimitations for each section. You may 

make use of a published outline, but should: 

a. Read the epistle through using the outline as a guide to assure 

yourself that you are familiar with the appropriateness of the 

outline’s headings 

b. Repeat the exercise with another outline (if possible to find) 

Outlines are often different and it is important that you understand 

the flow of thought in the letter more than having a neat outline. 

An outline is a means to an end, not the end in itself. 
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Goals 

 
1. To review the features of the NIV Study Bible and gain familiarity with 

the role of each in serious personal Bible study 

2. To overview several approaches to Bible study, understand their 

interrelation with each other and with the rules of general hermeneutic 

analyses to prose as presented above 

3. To review the assignment for the next lesson. The assignment focuses on 

understanding the train of thought in the letter and how the author’s 

writing answers the purpose of the letter and meets the needs of the target 

audience. 

 

The NIV Study Bible 

 
I have selected the NIV study Bible for this set of lessons for several reasons.  

 

Focus - If the student wishes to be taught from the scriptures, a simple 

translation is all that is needed, if at all. In fact, for hundreds of years, Christian 

believers who could neither read nor write didn’t have a Bible of their own. Yet 

God was able to reach them through His word. In this case, all the work of 

exposition falls on the teacher. The key to the success of this approach rests with 

the qualifications and ability of the expositor. History revealed that the 

interpretative machinations of the teachers during those years eventually lead 

the individual farther and farther from God and into the toils of false guilt, fear, 

uncertainty, and self-righteous solutions that begged the efficacy of the finished 

work of Jesus Christ on the Cross.   In reaction to this, the need was felt for the 

popularization of the Bible that would enable individuals to form their own ideas 

of God’s message and be governed by that understanding. This was answered by 

the fear on the part of the ecclesial powers, that every man would do what was 

right in his own eyes and so heresies and schisms would develop endlessly.33 

Their solution was to ban all translation of the Bible and persecute those who 

favored the approach by violent means. Though their methods were most 

unchristian, some of their fear was justified. Schism did in fact significantly and 

tragically mark the history of those who protested against the Church of Rome. 

But with time and the popularization of the scriptures, a community of scholars 

emerged that spearheaded the reform movement. 34  So that today there is a 
                                                 
33 Judges 17:6 and 21:25 In those days Israel had no king; everyone did as he saw fit. (NIV) 
34  Men like Luther, Calvin, Huss, Zwingli, and Knox in their several countries provided 

substantial Biblical grounds for their reforms and, though they did not altogether agree, their 
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considerable body of scholarly material for the earnest Bible student both in the 

way of many Bible translations but scholarly apparatus to guide them in their 

own personal study. In that sense the purpose of this entire set of lessons is to 

encourage the individual student to depend less on this or that preacher or 

teacher to support their spiritual growth and more on their own abilities to seek 

after God. The up side of this approach is that the individual believer well 

trained in Bible study is less likely to be led astray by false teachers or teaching.35 

The down side is that sound individual Bible study for oneself takes work, and 

sound Bible study for others takes even more work! (Hence the emphasis in these 

lessons on home work.) 

 

Text – Language is not static. Neither is scholarship. Since the days of the 

emergence of the Bible in English, the critical texts used for translation have 

materially improved. Then too the language into which the scriptures are 

translated has changed. Unless the Bible student has been exposed to the 

Elizabethan English of the King James Version (1611), many terms will seem 

strange. The Middle English of Wycliffe (1384) is even more difficult for the 

modern reader. The NIV translation answers both of these obstacles to 

understanding. There are many other translations and the student is encouraged 

to make use of the as well to gain a better understanding of what is being said in 

the Bible.  

 

Level Playing Field – Group discussions in the bible study are a very important 

dynamic because as each student participates, they are required by necessity to 

think for themselves and articulate their own views using what data they can 

glean from their own toolset (study bible, commentary, dictionary, lexicon, etc.) 

One of the problems with the abundance of translations and study aids is that 

group discussion becomes a little like the tower of Babel in that translator 

differences and study aid differences must be accounted for as part of the process 

of discussion. For more able students this is necessary but for beginning students 

                                                                                                                                                 
individual advances may also be understood as part of a corporate struggle to understand more 

completely what God has said in the Bible. This process has continued with men like John Owen 

(and a host of Puritan writers), John Wesley and J.N. Darby and many others. To understand this 

process the earnest student is commended to a text on the history of the Christian church as well 

as a history of theology.  
35 The problem is ever with us and has been since the days of the apostles as the Apostle Peter 

makes clear: “But there were also false prophets among the people, just as there will be false 

teachers among you. They will secretly introduce destructive heresies, even denying the 

sovereign Lord who bought them-- bringing swift destruction on themselves.” 2Peter 2:1  
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it poses yet another problem and makes first steps unnecessarily harder. Using 

the same study Bible levels the playing field. 

 

Tools – This argument is contiguous with the first one on focus. To study the 

Bible on their own or to eventually lead a Bible study for others, the student must 

be equipped. Perhaps a thousand years ago, a simple Bible was enough, but not 

today. In the days of the first Native Americans, patience, a stone ax, and a 

controlled fire could produce a sizable dugout canoe. But today, if you want to 

compete in the America’s cup yacht race a significant investment in tools, 

materials and design and sailing skill is necessary.   

 

The NIV study Bible provides the earnest Bible student with a wealth of 

scholarly helps that are clear, useful, and in many cases easily accessed because 

placed in close proximity to the passage under consideration.   It was this 

seamlessness of the integration of study aids that was a significant factor in this 

selection. These aids include: 

  

 A complete timeline (in seven color flyleaf pages) for the Bible History. 

 A “Quick Start Guide” and a more lengthy “Introduction to the NIV 

Study Bible” that explain all the various features if the edition. 

 Historical and cultural introductions to each Book of the Bible including 

outlines of the book so the student is prepared to follow the argument of 

the book. 

 Over 20,000 study notes located with the relevant passages shed much 

light on many verses 

 Text notes for variant readings and other Old Testament quotations. There 

are also some explanatory notes. 

 Over 100,000 cross references located in the center column that allow 

exploration of concepts, as well as specific words. The references are 

highly interlinked and allow for individual exploration as the student is 

led. 

 Parallel passage listings for passages that relate to the same events or are 

nearly parallel in construct. This is particularly useful in correlating the 

historical books as well as the several Gospel accounts. 

 The largest concordance ever bound with an English Bible. The 

concordance not only helps the student locate verses via key words they 

remember but also to access additional references as part of a topical 

study.  

 51 black and white maps that are placed with the appropriate passage and 

allow the student to visualize the actions described in the text.  
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 14 full color maps at the end of the Bible that give the student an 

understanding of biblical geography over more than 2000 years of history 

 A map index in the back of the bible that allows the student to locate 

places mentioned in passages and relate them to other places and nations 

 44 charts, diagrams and drawings located within the text in appropriate 

places that explain and summarize important biblical information  

 Seven special essays that address critical information 

o The Conquest of the Promised Land and the ethical question of war 

o Introduction to the Wisdom Literature 

o The book of the twelve minor prophets 

o The Intertestamental Period 

o The Synoptic Gospels (which together with a charts for a harmony 

of the Gospels and a time line of Jesus’ life allow the student to 

better visualize Jesus’ earthly ministry) 

o  The Pastoral Letters. 

o The General Letters 

 A subject index with references to key Biblical information and important 

topics. The index points to other references to persons, places, events, and 

topics mentioned in the study notes 

 

Desire 

 

No man can come to me, except the Father which hath sent me draw him: and I 

will raise him up at the last day.36 … And I, if I be lifted up from the earth, will 

draw all men unto me.37 

 


 

 

Desire is the sine qua non of all serious Bible study; as one dear friend put it the 

other day, “Desire, trumps necessity.”  Desire is the one thing that I cannot 

provide for the student. Necessity is external to us and as a motivation may cease. 

But desire never does. Bible study is a life long pursuit that is at heart a 

fundamental expression of love both for God and one’s fellow humans. It is, I am 

quite certain, a gift of God by which He draws us to Himself and draws us into 

His loving service to others. 

 

                                                 
36 John 6:44 (NIV) 
37 John 12:32 (NIV) 
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Methods of Bible Study 

 
Do your best to present yourself to God as one approved, a workman who 

does not need to be ashamed and who correctly handles the word of 

truth.38 

 


 

As pointed out above, the proper understanding of the Scriptural author’s 

meaning is heavily dependant on context as well as the meaning of words. In 

general the immediate context of a text under analysis (word, phrase, sentence, 

paragraph, section, book, author’s other writings or entire testament, entire Bible) 

is the most determinative of meaning with the wider contexts having less 

influence over our understanding. Since most books of the Bible are the work of a 

single human author, the pre-understanding of cognitive coherency throughout 

the book seems reasonable. In collections like Psalms and redactions like the 

historical books, this may not be as justified, with the exception that even an 

editor or compiler can have a single purpose that guides selection and the order 

of presentation As such the methods of studying a particular book of the Bible 

should also be coherent. That is they should be contiguous with and support 

each other. Looked at in this way we may propose the several methods of study 

as follows: 

 

 Bible / Testament Overview or Survey 

 Book Study 

 Sectional or paragraph study 

 Topical Study 

 Sentence study 

 Word study 

 

Bible / Testament Overview or Survey – Whether focused on the entire Bible or 

one of the Testaments (Old or New), this type of study reviews the entire corpus 

of the canon from a historical and cultural standpoint as well as the particular 

author, setting, purpose, and argument of each book. Because the Bible involves 

different types of literature, the distinctions of each are explained. The several 

sections of your NIV Study Bible are well suited to support an independent 

overview of the entire Bible as well as surveys of both the Old and New 

Testament. While a Bible or Testament Survey while doable in the period that we 

                                                 
38 2Timothy 2:15 (NIV) 
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have these semesters, it is too large to involve other methods of study. For the 

sake of gaining experience with several study methods, we have begun at the 

book level study with Philippians. 

 

Book Study – The best approach to the study of a particular book is to read it 

over several times. The student should understand either from internal evidence, 

from other Biblical sources (like historical texts like Acts or Chronicles/Kings), or 

from hand books (including the testament survey material) the following: 

 

 Who wrote the book? 

 To whom was the book written?  

 When was it written? 

 Where there any historical or cultural circumstances of the target audience 

that influenced the author’s message? 

 What is the author’s purpose in writing?39 

 How does the author develop the structure of the book to support the 

purpose? 

 

In the later case we have begun to understand the structure of the book by 

outlining it. From the outline, we can now understand individual elements of the 

author’s reasoning and meanings within the context of the whole book. We do 

this by reading each paragraph and summarizing in a single short sentence what 

the writer is essentially saying within that paragraph. As we summarize the 

paragraph or section. However, we must keep an eye on what he has already 

said and what he is going to say. Connectives like: therefore, since, and, then, 

because give us a sense of the thought connection. When our short sentences are 

gathered together they should present the same cogent reasoning as the author 

intended and an evidence of this is that they support the purpose sentence. We 

call this flow of ideas a ‘train of thought’. 

 

Sectional or paragraph study – Usually paragraphs are restricted to the 

development of a single idea. Sections may be made up of several paragraphs 

and so may develop several ideas, but those ideas will still possess a certain 

unity which is why the passage is a section. In Philippians 1:12 to 27 there are 

several paragraphs covering Paul’s personal experiences from imprisonment 

serving to further the Gospel (1:12-14); the exploitation of some and the boldness 

of others who preach the Gospel for mixed reasons (1:15-18); the value of the 
                                                 
39

 In some books there may be more than one purpose. Sometimes this purpose is clearly articulated. 

Sometimes we must guess. Hortatory material (exhortations) frequently point to the underlying purpose of 

the book.   
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Philippians prayers for Paul and his rejoicing no matter what happens (1:19-26) 

finally ending in the exhortation no matter what happens conduct yourselves in 

a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ. (1:27-30). The exhortation points us not 

only to the purpose of the last paragraph, but to the Apostle’s the purpose for 

this whole section. Paul is recounting his experience in prison and his rejoicing in 

God’s superintending providence no matter what happens as an example that he 

wants the Philippians to follow. This is the central point supported by the four 

different paragraphs of the section. 

 

If each paragraph were studied, however, then a sentence by sentence analysis 

would be necessary. So the first sentence of the first paragraph (2:12 ”Now I 

want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to 

advance the gospel.”) is the intended purpose of that particular paragraph. The 

two sentences that follow specifically answer the question why does Paul want 

them to know what has happened to him? The first gives the reason gives the 

evangelization of the palace guard. Historical context tells us that Roman guards 

would have been his constant companions and that with the endless shift 

changes each one was an opportunity for Paul to preach Christ, probably in 

response to their curiosity about Paul’s “crime”. The second sentence tells us that 

other more timid souls by seeing Paul’s courage in preaching the Gospel were 

encouraged to follow his example.    

 

Topical Study - Once the purpose of a particular paragraph or section is known, 

one or more topics for consideration will flow naturally from our consideration 

of the passage. For example in the section cited above we might consider the way 

God’s providential care can be expressed in our lives or was expressed in Paul’s 

life. Certainly Paul’s sufferings for the gospel come to mind. Consulting the 

words suffer, and suffering in the concordance give us two references40 among 

many. Since no person is a strange to adversity and particularly when they begin 

to present Jesus Christ, the application of principles found in Paul’s life to our 

own flows quite naturally and his exhortation to the Philippians certainly can 

speak to us. The possibilities for such topical studies from sections, paragraphs, 

sentences, and even words are numerous. The NIV Study Bible has an extensive 

Topical index of thousands of topics. Specific descriptors accompany each Bible 

reference cited. Center column references also support both topical and word 

studies. 

 
                                                 
40

  Ac 9:16 I will show him how much he must suffer for my name." and Php 3:10 I want to know Christ 

and the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his 

death, 
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Sentence study –While the division of the Bible into Chapters and verses is a 

much later date and was not necessarily done with sensitivity to the meaning of 

what was originally written, the real advantage of chapter and verse markings is 

that they allow rapid and consistent access to particular passages of scripture. 

Generally the verses in the study Bible are about the length of a sentence or 

possibly two. The study notes given below each page provide information that 

helps the student to grasp the sense of the sentence before them. In English 

another method for understanding the meaning of the sentence - as translated – 

is to diagram the sentence. Providing the translator has done a good job of 

presenting the sense of the sentence into English, diagramming helps to reader to 

understand the inner workings of the sentence and answer questions like who is 

being acted upon; who is doing the acting; what are the consequences; how 

many consequences; and why etc.?  

 

Word study – Finally we come to the individual word level. There is an approach 

to Bible study that focuses on words: “word study”. Words encapsulate meaning. 

Under some circumstances we might like to consider the meanings conveyed by 

a single word like: love, repent, or sin. Short phrases like the “Kingdom of 

Heaven” or “the day of the Lord” are a similar study.  Word studies are 

complicated by the fact that several different English words may have been used 

to translate a single Greek or Hebrew word, and that different Greek or Hebrew 

words may have been translated by the same English word. In this situation a 

Greek or Hebrew Lexicon is invaluable in determining exactly which English 

words translate which Hebrew or Greek words.  

 

For example when looking at the sentence “Make every effort to live in peace 

with all men and to be holy; without holiness no one will see the Lord.”41 To ask 

what is meant by holiness is a logical question that is of great import. Such a 

question would initiate a word study. The Greek word translated holiness 

(agiasmov {hagiasmos} meaning to purify or the state of purity) is easily found. 

Parallel passages would be helpful.  A word search on holiness reveals 13 verses 

in the New Testament. But the thirteen references translate five different Greek 

words.  And for each occurrence the meaning of the word and the immediate 

context must be considered to determine if the occurrence really sheds light on 

the word under consideration.  

Words have different meanings or semantic range. The semantic meaning of 

some ancient Hebrew and Greek words is quite broad.  As such the context 

becomes critical in determining just what a word means in a particular setting.  

                                                 
41

 Heb 12:14 (NIV) 
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An example form English should suffice. I am walking down the street and I 

hear a man say “That was the largest trunk I ever saw.” I understand the 

sentence but don’t understand what he is speaking about. I lack any context. If 

on the other hand I saw him emerge from a zoo, I would assume that he was 

referring to an elephant, if from an Arboretum then a tree trunk, if from a auto 

dealer then a car trunk and if from a hotel then a piece of luggage. The context 

narrows the semantic range of the word “trunk” and explains the meaning his 

sentence was meant to communicate.  All of which leads us to what we are really 

after when we study the Bible. We are seeking meaning or the semantic structure.  

 

“What we read on the page of our Greek42texts is the visible (alternatively 

audible) code of a particular message. These sentences, grammatical or 

surface structures, merely encode the message. They are not, properly 

speaking, the message itself, though there is no message apart from them. 

Units of this surface code are used to carry the author’s message or 

meaning. The contents carried by the code are variously called the 

meaning or semantic structure. Because there is not always a one to one 

correspondence between what we have to say and how we say it, we need 

to speak about both. 

 

Consider this illustration: Four people – a husband and a wife, their son 

and a guest - are sitting in a room. The guest says to his hostess, “It’s a 

little warm in here.” Grammatically this is a statement or a declaration; 

semantically it is a request for some cool air. The hostess turns to her 

husband and asks, “Would you open the window?” Grammatically her 

utterance is a question, semantically a request. The husband says to his 

son, “Open the window.” This is both grammatically and semantically a 

request. The same request then is expressed by three grammatical 

structures, each socially appropriate to the speaker – hearer pair.” 43 

                                                 
42

 or Hebrew for that matter 
43

 Page 2 Semantic structure from the Appendix on grammatical analysis of The Analytical Greek New 

Testament by Barbara and Timothy Friberg, Baker Book House, 1984,  ISBN 0-8010-3496-5  
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Sample Book Study 

 
We will begin our work with a Book Study of the Letter to the Philippians. 

 

1. Compare your findings of who wrote the letter, when, and under what 

circumstances and to whom the letter was written, their history, 

geography, and relationship with the author with the Book introduction in 

your NIV study Bible. Did you have facts the introduction did not or vice 

versa. 

2. Compare your outline with that given below extracted from the 

introductory material in your study Bible. Do you have more or less detail? 

Can you merge you outline with that shown?44  

 
Outline from NIV Study Bible 

 

I. Greetings (1:1-2) 

II. Thanksgiving and Prayer for the Philippians (1:3-11) 

III. Paul’s Personal Circumstances (1:12-26) 

IV. Exhortations (1:27-2:18) 

A. Living a life worthy of the Gospel (1:27-30) 

B. Following the Servant Attitude of Christ (2:1-18) 

V. Paul’s Associates in the Gospel (2:19-30) 

A. Timothy (2:19-24) 

B. Epaphroditus (2:25-30) 

VI. Warnings against Judaizers and Antinomians (3:1-4:1) 

A. Against Judaizers or Legalists (3:1-16) 

B. Against Antinomians or Libertines (3:17-4:1) 

VII. Final Exhortations, Thanks, and Conclusions (4:2-23) 

A. Exhortations concerning Various Aspects of the Christian Life 

(4:2-9) 

B. Concluding Testimony and Repeated Thanks (4:10-20) 

C. Final Greetings and Benedictions (4:21-23) 

 

3. The entire text of Philippians has been laid out below in a half column 

format in order to leave room to the right for your notes. The text has been 

divided according to the outline above. Please review each section and 

summarize in your own brief sentence what you believe is the essence of 

what the apostle is saying. Summarize these at the end. We will go over 

this material in the next session. 
 

                                                 
44

 It is important to note that in many cases there is no “right” outline. Outlining is merely a step in trying to 

better understand the flow of thought of the author. 
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Sample Book Study (continued) 
 

Having now reviewed each paragraph and having tried to “boil down” what was said in 

the section let us look at how that might look: 

 

Philippians 

 

Chapter 1 

 

Greetings (1:1-2) 

 
  1

Paul and Timothy, servants of 

Christ Jesus, 

 

  To all the saints in Christ Jesus at 

Philippi, together with the overseers and 

deacons: 

 

 
2
Grace and peace to you from 

God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ. 

 

Thanksgiving and Prayer for the 

Philippians (1:3-11) 

 
 3

I thank my God every time I 

remember you. 
4
In all my prayers for all 

of you, I always pray with joy
 5

because 

of your partnership in the gospel from 

the first day until now, 
6
being confident 

of this, that he who began a good work 

in you will carry it on to completion 

until the day of Christ Jesus. 
 

 7
It is right for me to feel this way 

about all of you, since I have you in my 

heart; for whether I am in chains or 

defending and confirming the gospel, all 

of you share in God's grace with me. 
8
God can testify how I long for all of 

you with the affection of Christ Jesus. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Timothy and I, Paul, greet each and 

every one of you
45

 praying for Grace and 

peace from God our Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I thank God with joy when I remember 

you, your steadfast fellowship in the 

gospel, and that God will complete the 

work He started in you through me. 

 

 

 

 

 

God’s testimony and my joy in you for 

the grace of your fellowship is evidence 

my love for you, regardless of my 

imprisonment. 

 

 

 

                                                 
45

 It is clear from the background in Acts 16 that most 

if not all the saints were personally known to Paul and 

Timothy and knew they loved them and that they were 

loved by them. 
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9
And this is my prayer: that your 

love may abound more and more in 

knowledge and depth of insight, 
10

so that 

you may be able to discern what is best  

and may be pure and blameless until the 

day of Christ, 
11

filled with the fruit of 

righteousness that comes through Jesus 

Christ-- to the glory and praise of God. 

 

Paul’s Personal Circumstances 

(1:12-26) 

 

 
12

Now I want you to know, 

brothers that what has happened to me 

has really served to advance the gospel. 
13

As a result, it has become clear 

throughout the whole palace guard and 

to everyone else that I am in chains for 

Christ. 
14

Because of my chains, most of 

the brothers in the Lord have been 

encouraged to speak the word of God 

more courageously and fearlessly. 

 

 
15

It is true that some preach 

Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others 

out of goodwill. 
16

The latter do so in 

love, knowing that I am put here for the 

defense of the gospel. 
17

The former 

preach Christ out of selfish ambition, not 

sincerely, supposing that they can stir up 

trouble for me while I am in chains. 
18

But what does it matter? The important 

thing is that in every way, whether from 

false motives or true, Christ is preached. 

And because of this I rejoice.  

 

Yes, and I will continue to 

rejoice, 
19

for I know that through your 

prayers and the help given by the Spirit 

of Jesus Christ, what has happened to me 

will turn out for my deliverance. 
20

I 

eagerly expect and hope that I will in no 

way be ashamed, but will have sufficient 

courage so that now as always Christ 

will be exalted in my body, whether by 

life or by death. 
21

For to me, to live is  

My joyous prayer is that your love may 

abound producing spiritual maturity, 

steadfast holiness, and fruitfulness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I want you to know that (I rejoice in) my 

imprisonment because through it the 

entire palace guard has heard the gospel 

and most of the brothers are bolder in 

their witness because of my example.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

True, people preach Christ for good and 

for bad reasons; but I rejoice that Jesus is 

preached, and have no concern as to why 

they preach. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And I will rejoice continuously because 

your prayers and God’s help are bringing 

deliverance and courage so that whether 

by my life or by my death, Christ will be 

exalted in my body. If I live, it means 

Jesus had appointed me fruitful labor. If 

I die, I will gain. Both are so good, I 

cannot choose, but am convinced that for 

your good, I will live. 
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Christ and to die is gain. 
22

If I am to go 

on living in the body, this will mean 

fruitful labor for me. Yet what shall I 

choose? I do not know! 
23

I am torn 

between the two: I desire to depart and 

be with Christ, which is better by far; 
24

but it is more necessary for you that I 

remain in the body. 
25

Convinced of this, 

I know that I will remain, and I will 

continue with all of you for your 

progress and joy in the faith, 
26

so that 

through my being with you again your 

joy in Christ Jesus will overflow on 

account of me. 

 

Exhortations: Living a life worthy of 

the Gospel (1:27-30) 

 

 
27

Whatever happens, conduct 

yourselves in a manner worthy of the 

gospel of Christ. Then, whether I come 

and see you or only hear about you in 

my absence, I will know that you stand 

firm in one spirit, contending as one man 

for the faith of the gospel 
28

without 

being frightened in any way by those 

who oppose you. This is a sign to them 

that they will be destroyed, but that you 

will be saved-- and that by God. 
29

For it 

has been granted to you on behalf of 

Christ not only to believe on him, but 

also to suffer for him, 
30

since you are 

going through the same struggle you saw 

I had, and now hear that I still have. 

 

Chapter 2 

 

Exhortations: Following the Servant 

Attitude of Christ (2:1-18) 

 

 
1
If you have any encouragement 

from being united with Christ, if any 

comfort from his love, if any fellowship 

with the Spirit, if any tenderness and 

compassion, 
2
then make my joy 

complete by being like-minded, having  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now my sufferings and rejoicing in them 

are an example to you that you should 

stand fast, unafraid (of suffering or 

death), as one man, one spirit contending 

for the Gospel. This is what you are 

called to believe in and to suffer for 

Jesus Christ as a sign to the unbelievers 

that they are lost and you will be 

saved.
46

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here is my point, by whatever graces 

you have, make my joy complete by 

being of one mind (purpose) and one  

                                                 
46  The implication here is not so much that a reasoned 

apologetic but courage and joy in the face of suffering will 

mark these believers as God’s people in the eyes of 
unbelievers.  
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the same love, being one in spirit and 

purpose.
 3

Do nothing out of selfish 

ambition or vain conceit, but in humility 

consider others better than yourselves. 
4
Each of you should look not only to 

your own interests, but also to the 

interests of others. 

 

 
5
Your attitude should be the same as 

that of Christ Jesus: 

 

 
6
Who, being in very nature God,  

did not consider equality with God  

something to be grasped, 
7
but made himself nothing,  

taking the very nature of a servant,  

being made in human likeness. 
8
And being found in appearance as a 

man,  

he humbled himself  

and became obedient to death— 

even death on a cross! 

 
9
Therefore God exalted him to the  

highest place  

and gave him the name that is above 

every name, 
10

that at the name of Jesus every knee  

should bow,  

in heaven and on earth and under  

the earth, 
11

and every tongue confess that Jesus  

Christ is Lord,  

to the glory of God the Father. 

 

 

  
12

Therefore, my dear friends, as 

you have always obeyed-- not only in 

my presence, but now much more in my 

absence-- continue to work out your 

salvation with fear and trembling, 
13

for it 

is God who works in you to will and to 

act according to his good purpose. 

 

 

 

heart (love). Don’t be selfish or vain, but 

mind each other’s well being. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Think like Jesus: who didn’t selfishly 

grasp at position or power but took the 

lowest place of a servant to die on the 

cross! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Do you see how God exalted him by 

giving him a name above every other 

and a place of ultimate reverence? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Therefore dear friends follow Jesus’ 

example. Cooperate attentively with God 

for He is working in you as He did 

through Jesus for His good purposes. 
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14
Do everything without 

complaining or arguing, 
15

so that you 

may become blameless and pure, 

children of God without fault in a 

crooked and depraved generation, in 

which you shine like stars in the 

universe 
16

as you hold out the word of 

life-- in order that I may boast on the day 

of Christ that I did not run or labor for 

nothing. 
17

But even if I am being poured 

Out like a drink offering on the sacrifice 

and service coming from your faith, I am 

glad and rejoice with all of you. 
18

So you 

too should be glad and rejoice with me. 

 

Paul’s Associates in the Gospel: 

Timothy (2:19-24) 

 
19

I hope in the Lord Jesus to send 

Timothy to you soon, that I also may be 

cheered when I receive news about you. 
20

I have no one else like him, who takes 

a genuine interest in your welfare. 
21

For 

everyone looks out for his own interests, 

not those of Jesus Christ. 
22

But you 

know that Timothy has proved himself, 

because as a son with his father he has 

served with me in the work of the gospel. 
23

I hope, therefore, to send him as soon 

as I see how things go with me. 
24

And I 

am confident in the Lord that I myself 

will come soon. 

 

Paul’s Associates in the Gospel: 

Epaphroditus (2:25-30) 

 
25

But I think it is necessary to 

send back to you Epaphroditus, my 

brother, fellow worker and fellow soldier, 

who is also your messenger, whom you 

sent to take care of my needs. 
26

For he 

longs for all of you and is distressed 

because you heard he was ill. 
27

Indeed 

he was ill, and almost died. But God had 

mercy on him, and not on him only but 

also on me, to spare me sorrow upon  

 

 

Learn to live pure and blameless lives 

without complaint or argument, and you 

will shine like stars in a dark and corrupt 

society. If you do, you will give me joy 

that my labor for you, which cost me 

everything, was not in vain. And you 

will rejoice in my joy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I will send Timothy, I soon as I can 

spare him, to learn of your faithfulness 

and have cause to rejoice even more, 

before my visit to you. As a spiritual son 

to me, he is a rare exemplar to be 

emulated for his unselfish devotion to 

the welfare of the people of Christ.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I must also send back your emissary, my 

brother and fellow soldier, Epaphroditus.   

He too is a fine exemplar of concern for 

others and sacrifice even unto death, 

though God spared him this time lest my 

heart be broken at his loss. Welcome 

him with joy and honor for his 

selflessness and love to others. 
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sorrow. 
28

Therefore I am all the more 

eager to send him, so that when you see 

him again you may be glad and I may 

have less anxiety. 
29

Welcome him in the 

Lord with great joy, and honor men like 

him, 
30

because he almost died for the 

work of Christ, risking his life to make 

up for the help you could not give me. 

 

Chapter 3 

 

Warnings: Against Judaizers or 

Legalists (3:1-16) 

 
1
Finally, my brothers, rejoice in 

the Lord! It is no trouble for me to write 

the same things to you again, and it is a 

safeguard for you. 

 
2
Watch out for those dogs, those 

men who do evil, those mutilators of the 

flesh. 
3
For it is we who are the 

circumcision, we who worship by the 

Spirit of God, who glory in Christ Jesus, 

and who put no confidence in the flesh-- 
4
though I myself have reasons for such 

confidence.  

 

If anyone else thinks he has 

reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I 

have more: 
5
circumcised on the eighth 

day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe 

of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in 

regard to the law, a Pharisee; 
6
as for zeal, 

persecuting the church; as for legalistic 

righteousness, faultless. 

 
7
But whatever was to my profit I now 

consider loss for the sake of Christ. 
8
What is more, I consider everything a 

loss compared to the surpassing 

greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my 

Lord, for whose sake I have lost all 

things. I consider them rubbish, that I 

may gain Christ 
9
and be found in him, 

not having a righteousness of my own  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The bottom line of all I’ve told you so 

far is that you should live lives that 

cause one another to rejoice in the Lord.  

 

 

Joy is your safeguard, against two types 

of people. 

 

The first are legalists who insist that 

conformity to the law is the way to be 

saved. I know how they work because I 

was one of them. 

 

 

 

I thought I had everything I needed to 

commend me to God … 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

…until I met Jesus. Then I saw it was all 

so much garbage. Everything people rely 

on for salvation is garbage compared to 

Jesus. Who laments over giving up 

garbage for pure gold and being rich in 

God’s righteousness which is by faith  in 
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that comes from the law, but that which 

is through faith in Christ-- the 

righteousness that comes from God and 

is by faith. 
10

I want to know Christ and 

the power of his resurrection and the 

fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, 

becoming like him in his death, 
11

and so,  

somehow, to attain to the resurrection 

from the dead. 
12

Not that I have already 

obtained all this, or have already been 

made perfect, but I press on to take hold 

of that for which Christ Jesus took hold 

of me. 
13

Brothers, I do not consider 

myself yet to have taken hold of it. But 

one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind 

and straining toward what is ahead, 
14

I 

press on toward the goal to win the prize 

for which God has called me 

heavenward in Christ Jesus. 

 
15

All of us who are mature 

should take such a view of things. And if 

on some point you think differently, that 

too God will make clear to you. 
16

Only 

let us live up to what we have already 

attained. 

 

Warnings: Against Antinomians or 

Libertines (3:17-4:1) 

 
17

Join with others in following 

my example, brothers, and take note of 

those who live according to the pattern 

we gave you. 
18

For, as I have often told 

you before and now say again even with 

tears, many live as enemies of the cross 

of Christ.
19

Their destiny is destruction, 

their god is their stomach, and their 

glory is in their shame. Their mind is on 

earthly things. 
20

But our citizenship is in 

heaven. And we eagerly await a Savior 

from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 
21

who, 

by the power that enables him to bring 

everything under his control, will 

transform our lowly bodies so that they 

will be like his glorious body. 

Jesus and not the punctilious and slavish 

observance of the law. 

 

I would rather know Jesus’ life of 

suffering for others and enter into his 

eternal life 

 

 

Not that I have arrived spiritually, but 

God has laid hold of me to win that prize 

and so I forget past “successes and 

failures” and keep pressing on to live 

Jesus’ kind of life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I want you to follow my example (and 

not that of the legalists). If you don’t 

fully understand, God will help you, just 

keep pressing on! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The second group to watch out for are 

the libertines who refuse to acknowledge 

the moral lessons of the law
47

 They mind 

earthly things, not heavenly, and make a 

god of their selfish desires. Do not 

follow either example! 

                                                 
47 Paul’s warnings about these two groups is central to his concern in 

this letter. If the believers fail to go on enjoying the grace and freedom 

that God bestows, they will look for satisfaction elsewhere. There are 

two basic types of individuals who can exploit such discontent to the 

spiritual harm of the believers: legalists and libertines. Both legalists 

and libertines misuse the law but in different ways because they fail to 

understand the law. The former make a god of the law seeking 

justification and ultimately salvation by keeping it. The latter refuse 

the pain associated with didactic function of the law as a schoolmaster 

to lead us to Christ (Romans 7:24). Paul teaches us that the law is 

good and just and holy (Romans 7:12) but unable to deliver a sinner 

from his sin (Romans 9:32, Galatians 2:16). What the law cannot do, 

God does through Jesus whom we receive by faith. (Romans 8:3). But 

the grace that brings salvation does not bring in a totally different 

moral picture of God. As God has not changed, so which is a moral 

image of God does not change. While the law cannot justify, it can 

still teach. 
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Chapter 4 

 

 
1
Therefore, my brothers, you 

whom I love and long for, my joy and 

crown, that is how you should stand firm 

in the Lord, dear friends! 

 

Final Exhortations, concerning 

Various Aspects of the Christian Life 

(4:2-9) 
2
I plead with Euodia and I plead 

with Syntyche to agree with each other 

in the Lord.
 3

Yes, and I ask you, loyal 

yokefellow, help these women who have 

contended at my side in the cause of the 

gospel, along with Clement and the rest 

of my fellow workers, whose names are 

in the book of life. 

 
4
Rejoice in the Lord always. I 

will say it again: Rejoice! 
5
Let your 

gentleness be evident to all. The Lord is 

near. 
6
Do not be anxious about anything, 

but in everything, by prayer and petition, 

with thanksgiving, present your requests 

to God. 
7
And the peace of God, which 

transcends all understanding, will guard 

your hearts and your minds in Christ 

Jesus. 

 
8
Finally, brothers, whatever is 

true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, 

whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, 

whatever is admirable-- if anything is 

excellent or praiseworthy-- think about 

such things.
 9

Whatever you have learned 

or received or heard from me, or seen in 

me-- put it into practice. And the God of 

peace will be with you. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Euodia and Syntyche, you are not cats 

who fight but sisters in the Lord. Bury 

the hatchet! Epaphroditus
48

 please help 

these women (Euodia and Syntyche to 

resolve their differences?) who like you 

have been such a help to me in the past 

as well as Clement and the rest. 

 

 

Over and over I have been telling you to 

rejoice in the Lord! Prayer with joyful 

thanksgiving will banish anxiety and 

bring God’s peace every time! And 

peace and joy will guard your hearts and 

minds against all spiritual dangers. 

 

 

 

 

 

Watch your thought life! What you 

continually think about will reflect in 

your daily living. If you would live lives 

of truth, purity, loveliness and nobility, 

choose to think about such things.
49

 

                                                 
48

 Implied, since it was probably Epaphroditus 

who was sent back for the comfort of all and the 

honor due him for his sacrifice on the Philippians 

part in supplying Paul’s need (2:25) who was 

asked to carry this letter of thanks back to the 

assembly that sent him. 
49

 The implication here is that the character of 

our Jesus Christ should be the ultimate object of 

pour thoughts and meditations as well as persons 

like Timothy, Epaphroditus and Paul who serve 

as exemplars of godly striving and unselfish 

living. 
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Concluding Testimony and Repeated 

Thanks (4:10-20) 

 
10

I rejoice greatly in the Lord that 

at last you have renewed your concern 

for me. Indeed, you have been concerned, 

but you had no opportunity to show it. 
11

I am not saying this because I am in 

need, for I have learned to be content 

whatever the circumstances. 
12

I know 

what it is to be in need, and I know what 

it is to have plenty. I have learned the 

secret of being content in any and every 

situation, whether well fed or hungry, 

whether living in plenty or in want. 
13

I 

can do everything through him who 

gives me strength. 

 
14

Yet it was good of you to share 

in my troubles. 
15

Moreover, as you 

Philippians know, in the early days of 

your acquaintance with the gospel, when 

I set out from Macedonia, not one 

church shared with me in the matter of 

giving and receiving, except you only; 
16

for even when I was in Thessalonica, 

you sent me aid again and again when I 

was in need. 
17

Not that I am looking for 

a gift, but I am looking for what may be 

credited to your account. 
18

I have 

received full payment and even more; I 

am amply supplied, now that I have 

received from Epaphroditus the gifts you 

sent. They are a fragrant offering, an 

acceptable sacrifice, pleasing to God. 
19

And my God will meet all your needs 

according to his glorious riches in Christ 

Jesus. 

 
20

 To our God and Father be 

glory for ever and ever. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thank you for the gift given in 

fellowship by the hand of Epaphroditus! 

I know you wanted to care for me but 

were prevented. Whether you are “early 

or late” is not important since I have 

learned the secret of being content in any 

situation (even prison). Contentment 

comes from Jesus who gives me strength 

to bear all necessity joyfully. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

But you have done well in caring for me, 

just like you did in the early days when I 

came to you. No body showed the care 

for me the way you did. Not that I desire 

more gifts from you. What I want is that 

you should be constant in your Christian 

lives. God is pleased with your sacrifice 

and He will meet all your needs in 

accordance with the munificence He has 

shown in giving Jesus.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Glory to God for ever! 
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Final Greetings and Benedictions 

(4:21-23) 

 
21

 Greet all the saints in Christ 

Jesus. The brothers who are with me 

send greetings. 
22

 All the saints send you 

greetings, especially those who belong to 

Caesar's household. 

 
23

 The grace of the Lord Jesus 

Christ be with your spirit. Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

Again we have greet you (particularly 

they of the palace guard who have heard 

the gospel through my imprisonment and 

believed), so please greet all the saints 

for us.  

 

May God’s grace in Jesus bring all these 

things to pass. 

 

Having now reviewed each passage as a summary, the individual summaries may be “rolled up” 

to summarize the entire book. At this point and by means of this exercise, we gain a sense of the 

main theme (or themes) of the work and the flow of the author’s reasoning. In some cases a 

single verse seems to summarize the author’s central intent. Such verses are called “key verses” 

and serve as a valuable ‘compass’ as we follow the path of the author’s reasoning. They help us 

not to lose sight of the overall purpose of the work and thus provide a test of our understanding 

of the context of any section, paragraph, sentence or word that we are analyzing. Some Study 

Bibles suggest a key verse for every book in the Bible, but I would recommend the process of 

analyses we are following before accepting the verse as key.  

 

Let us now arrange our summaries of the letter as a whole and try to summarize those summaries. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Timothy and I, Paul, greet each and 

every one of you praying for Grace and 

peace from God our Father and the Lord 

Jesus Christ. I thank God with joy when 
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I remember you, your steadfast 

fellowship in the gospel, and that God 

will complete the work He started in you 

through me. God’s testimony and my joy 

in you for the grace of your fellowship is 

evidence of my love for you, regardless 

of my imprisonment.  

 

My joyous prayer is that your love may 

abound producing spiritual maturity, 

steadfast holiness, and fruitfulness.  

 

 

I want you to know that (I rejoice in) my 

imprisonment because through it the 

entire palace guard has heard the gospel 

and most of the brothers are bolder in 

their witness because of my example. 

True, people preach Christ for good and 

for bad reasons; but I rejoice that Jesus is 

preached, and have no concern as to why 

they preach. And I will rejoice 

continuously because your prayers and 

God’s help are bringing deliverance and 

courage so that whether by my life or by 

my death, Christ will be exalted in my 

body. If I live, it means Jesus had 

appointed me fruitful labor. If I die, I 

will gain. Both are so good, I cannot 

choose, but am convinced that for your 

good, I will live.  

 

Now my sufferings and rejoicing in them 

are an example to you that you should 

stand fast, unafraid (of suffering or 

death), as one man, one spirit contending 

for the Gospel. This is what you are 

called to believe in and to suffer for 

Jesus Christ as a sign to the unbelievers 

that they are lost and you will be saved. 

 

 

Here is a thank you letter that 

emphasizes joy as a hallmark of the 

Christian. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paul’s desire is for spiritual maturity 

whose evidence is deep contentment 

with God’s will; and joy in every 

situation. 

 

Paul uses his joy during his 

imprisonment as the first of several 

examples for the Philippians to emulate.  

Paul’s joy sees the hand of God 

operating even though the situation 

looks bleak to the natural man. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paul’s example of fearless rejoicing in 

suffering is a critical example for all the 

Philippians to follow, because they too 

are called to suffer as part of the Gospel 

witness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here is my point, by whatever graces 

you have, make my joy complete by 

being of one mind (purpose) and one 



 39 

heart (love). Don’t be selfish or vain, but 

mind each other’s well being.  

 

 

Think like Jesus: who didn’t selfishly 

grasp at position or power but took the 

lowest place of a servant to die on the 

cross! Do you see how God exalted him 

by giving him a name above every other 

and a place of ultimate reverence? 

Therefore dear friends follow Jesus’ 

example. Cooperate attentively with God 

for He is working in you as He did 

through Jesus for His good purposes. 

Learn to live pure and blameless lives 

without complaint or argument, and you 

will shine like stars in a dark and corrupt 

society. If you do, you will give me joy 

that my labor for you, which cost me 

everything, was not in vain. And you 

will rejoice in my joy.  

 

I will send Timothy, I soon as I can 

spare him, to learn of your faithfulness 

and have cause to rejoice even more, 

before my visit to you. As a spiritual son 

to me, he is a rare exemplar to be 

emulated for his unselfish devotion to 

the welfare of the people of Christ.  

 

I must also send back your emissary, my 

brother and fellow soldier, Epaphroditus.  

He too is a fine exemplar of concern for 

others and sacrifice even unto death, 

though God spared him this time lest my 

heart be broken at his loss. Welcome 

him with joy and honor for his 

selflessness and love to others.  

 

 

 

 

 

The joy must also be marked by a 

spiritual oneness of mind and heart in 

living unselfishly for one another 

 

 

 

 

If Paul is an exemplar of joy in suffering, 

Jesus is presented as the second (and 

ultimate) exemplar of unselfish living 

for others. Obedient, humble living 

brings a great reward. As God worked 

through Jesus so He is working in you 

for good and you must cooperate with 

Him.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Human exemplars are rare but Timothy 

and Epaphroditus are also cited as 

exemplars of unselfish devotion to the 

needs of others worthy of honor and 

emulation. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The bottom line of all I’ve told you so 

far is that you should live lives that 

cause one another to rejoice in the Lord.  
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Joy is your safeguard, against two types 

of people. The first are legalists who 

insist that conformity to the law is the 

way to be saved. I know how they work 

because I was one of them. I thought I 

had everything I needed to commend me 

to God until I met Jesus. Then I saw it 

was all so much garbage. Everything 

people rely on for salvation is garbage 

compared to Jesus. Who laments over 

giving up garbage for pure gold and 

being rich in God’s righteousness which 

is by faith in Jesus and not the 

punctilious and slavish observance of the 

law. I would rather know Jesus’ life of 

suffering for others and enter into his 

eternal life. Not that I have arrived 

spiritually, but God has laid hold of me 

to win that prize and so I forget past 

“successes and failures” and keep 

pressing on to live Jesus’ kind of life. I 

want you to follow my example (and not 

that of the legalists). If you don’t fully 

understand, God will help you, just keep 

pressing on!  

 

The second group to watch out for are 

the libertines who refuse to acknowledge 

the moral lessons of the law They mind 

earthly things, not heavenly, and make a 

god of their selfish desires. Do not 

follow either example!  

 

Euodia and Syntyche you are not cats 

who fight but sisters in the Lord. Bury 

the hatchet! Epaphroditus please help 

Euodia and Syntyche to resolve their 

differences, who like you have been 

such a help to me in the past as well as 

Clement and the rest.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rejoicing is also a spiritual safeguard, 

because discontent (and the nature of the 

spiritual life i.e. joyful and unselfish 

suffering as an effectual witness to the 

power of God’s grace of salvation) 

exposes us to two spiritual dangers: 

Legalism and Libertinism. One 

advocates perfect obedience to the law 

as a means of salvation, the other a 

salvation linked with the avoidance of 

pain and therefore moral strictures. It 

fallaciously equates spiritual liberty from 

judgment with license to sin.
50

  We are 

not to emulate either type of person. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Here a petty squabble is seen as a real 

danger to the spiritual unity of the local 

assembly and a serious detriment to the 

furtherance of the gospel. Others like 

Epaphroditus may have to be involved to 

prevent schism. 

Over and over I have been telling you to 

rejoice in the Lord! Prayer with joyful 

thanksgiving will banish anxiety and 

                                                 
50 Paul deals with this fallacy in Romans 5:20-21 & 6:1-2. “Moreover the law 

entered, that the offence might abound. But where sin abounded, grace did much 

more abound: That as sin hath reigned unto death, even so might grace reign 

through righteousness unto eternal life by Jesus Christ our Lord.  

What shall we say then? Shall we continue in sin, that grace may abound? God 

forbid. How shall we, that are dead to sin, live any longer therein?” 
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bring God’s peace every time! And 

peace and joy will guard your hearts and 

minds against all spiritual dangers.  

 

Watch your thought life! What you 

continually think about will reflect in 

your daily living. If you would live lives 

of truth, purity, loveliness and nobility, 

choose to think about such things.  

 

Thank you for the gift given in 

fellowship by the hand of Epaphroditus! 

I know you wanted to care for me but 

were prevented. Whether you are “early 

or late” is not important since I have 

learned the secret of being content in any 

situation (even prison). Contentment 

comes from Jesus who gives me strength 

to bear all necessity joyfully. 

 

 

But you have done well in caring for me, 

just like you did in the early days when I 

came to you. No body showed the care 

for me the way you did. Not that I desire 

more gifts from you. What I want is that 

you should be constant in your Christian 

lives. God is pleased with your sacrifice 

and He will meet all your needs in 

accordance with the munificence He has 

shown in giving Jesus.  Glory to God for 

ever!  

 

Again we have greet you (particularly 

they of the palace guard who have heard 

the gospel through my imprisonment and 

believed), so please greet all the saints 

for us May God’s grace in Jesus bring all 

these things to pass. 

 

 

 

 

Paul returns to his theme of rejoicing in 

adversity and shows how to achieve it. 

Joy begets thanksgiving which is the 

tone of petition that will bring the peace 

of God in answer.  

 

 

Our thought life is also of considerable 

import in achieving such a blessed joy 

together with a spectrum of Christian 

graces.
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While saying thank you, Paul carries the 

secret of joy that transcends 

circumstance a step further. Joy leads 

thanksgiving while suffering leads to 

petition. Thankful petition leads to peace 

which manifests itself in contentment 

based on the strength given to bear all 

necessity joyfully. This is a learned 

response, one that seems to feed on itself 

in an ascending spiral!  

 

In all this Paul is not fishing for another 

gift, but rather aiming at constancy of 

spiritual growth form God who should 

be glorified. 

.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paul concludes that although we have a 

part (work out your salvation…) 

ultimately it is “Grace and peace to you 

from God our Father and the Lord Jesus 

Christ” that comes to us through our 

faith in Jesus Christ that makes all the 

difference 

                                                 
51 At first glance the thought life seems to get short shrift in this epistle of joy, 

until we do a word search on related words like mind. Then we realize the 

importance of what is being advanced. Exemplary lives become spiritually 

profitable to us only as we think about them and make a conscious effort to 

understand how their experience informs ours. So in the case of Our Lord it is the 

“mind of Christ” that is mentioned, not the joy. And saints are admonished to be 

“like minded”. Contentment is “learned” 
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Having surveyed the Letter to the Philippians, analyzed it and condensed its message, we can 

now summarize fairly accurately Paul’s circumstances and intent in writing the letter.  

 

Circumstances: Paul was in prison and, having heard of his imprisonment, the Philippians sent 

him a gift in fellowship by the hand of Epaphroditus, who took sick and almost died while 

fulfilling his mission. He recovered and Paul sent him back with a thank you note to a beloved 

group of faithful believers. He took the opportunity to express his desires for the assembly there. 

Synopsis: Paul was concerned that the Philippian believers should continue to mature in their 

faith (1:9-11, 2:27a, 2:12-13, 4:17). Such a mature life would be marked by several 

characteristics: 

 

 Abiding joy even during trying circumstances such as those Paul was experiencing (2:12-

26, 3:1, 4:4) (and that they were called to suffer {1:29-30}).  

 Courageous (4:6a) unity of heart and mind (or purpose) (1:27b, 2:2) 

 An attitude like Jesus’ (2:5) marked by detachment from power, glory, and notoriety 

(2:3a, 2:6). 

 Seeking the things of the Lord Jesus (2:21b) in a life of humble (2:8a) service to one 

another where each focused on the wellbeing of the other (2:3b-4, 2:7, 2:20)  

 Obedience (2:8b) to the will of God.  

 Joyous prayer where petitions for needs (4:6) were met (4:19) and a great tranquility of 

spirit (4:7) and contentment in every situation prevailed (4:11-13). 

 Thoughtful reflection on all things good and praiseworthy (4:8) leading to a life that 

emulates godly examples (Paul {4:9}, Jesus {2:5-11}, Timothy {2:19-24}, and 

Epaphroditus {2:25-30}).  

 Freedom from strife or complaining (2:14, 4:2), and seeking the things of the world 

(2:21a). 

 Steadfastness or constancy in all the various graces (1:10b, 2:8c, 4:1) that would bring 

glory to God (2:9-11) 

 Blameless purity (2:15) and discernment (1:10, 3:2) that will not be fooled by  false 

doctrines (3:2-9, 3:17-19) 

 

Such a life adorns the gospel in the eyes of unbelievers as a real witness to the truth of their 

testimony (1:28b, 2:15), continues to increase in fruitfulness (4:17) and Paul’s rejoicing in them 

(2:2a, 2:17) and theirs with him (2:18).  

With this synopsis in view, we should select a section that has significant spiritual value 

and prepare an analysis of the passage for the next class. In using a section, you should point out 

the main theme sentence and show how each sentence in the section contributes or amplifies that 

main theme. Your analysis should contain from three to seven major points presented in the 

passage, no less and no more. This range respects the ability of our minds to be challenged (three 

or more) and yet not confused (under seven). Each point should be well thought out, 

fundamentally different from the others (but not unrelated), and well developed.  In the section 

analysis, you may draw on your personal experience to support or illustrate the analysis. You 

may also consult and cite any of the commentaries on your computer programs and / or foot 

notes / aids of your study Bible. Commentaries and foot notes/aides provide a great deal of 

support for sound exegesis. 
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Sample Sectional Study 

 
3:17Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those 

who live according to the pattern we gave you. 18For, as I have often told you 

before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of 

Christ. 19Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is 

in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things. 20But our citizenship is in heaven. 

And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21who, by the 

power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our 

lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.4:1Therefore, my brothers, 

you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is how you should stand 

firm in the Lord, dear friends! 

 


 

In this section we will consider a sectional study within the Letter to the Philippians. In 

this case we will use the simple approach mentioned on page 10 above. 

 

1. Observation – What is being said, to whom, and under what circumstances? 

2. Interpretation – What did the author mean in this passage? 

3. Application – Given my situation, what does this mean to me? 

 

Clarify obscure terms: The passage that I have chosen relates to Paul’s admonition 

against antinomians. Our NIV study Bible introduced the word as part of the outline on 

page 1837: “Warnings against Judiazers and Antinomians”. It is a good idea when we 

are introduced to any unfamiliar or technical word to look it up in a dictionary. 
Remember the lexical aspects of sound hermeneutics require not only facility in Greek and 

Hebrew but English as well! A quick check of e-sword dictionaries under “Webster” and a 

search for “antinomian” turns up the following definition: 

 
ANTINO'MIAN, a. [Gr. against, and law.] Against law; pertaining to the Antinomians. 

ANTINO'MIAN, n. One of a sect who maintain, that, under the gospel dispensation, the law is 

of no use or obligation; or who hold doctrines which supersede the necessity of good works and 

a virtuous life. This sect originated with John Agricola about the year 1538. 

Here we see that the term formally originated around 1538, but the presence of such an error is 

much older than John Agricola! This simple exercise enlarges our vocabulary and allows us to 

reason about subjects that would otherwise be a closed book. It will also guide our later analysis.  

 

Conceptual context: Remember the flow of thought throughout the letter both in its 

broadest sense and as developed in the immediate context. The immediate context 
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should point to both to both the theme of a section and the structure of the thought it 

contains that bridges the gap between the anterior and posterior passages. The theme of 

the passage under consideration comes at the end and seems to be: stand firm in the 

Lord. 

 

Relative to structure, we ask ourselves, How does this passage grow out of the 

preceding passage and lead into the next one? Some authors use a chronology as a 

structural order with later events growing out of earlier events. Very often logical 

constructs are used. These may include: 

1. Introduction   Preparing for what follows 

2. Explanation  Clarifying the meaning 

3. Illustration  Citing and example of instance 

4. Causation  Showing cause and effect 

5. Instrumentation Demonstrating the means to an end 

6. Interrogation  Giving a question and answer 

7. Evidence  Proving a stated point 

8. Particularization Stating the details 

9. Generalization Drawing a general principle form details 

10. Interchange  Alternating sequence 

11. Cruciality  A pivot marking a change of direction 

12. Climax  Indicating progression from lesser to greater 

13. Continuation  Extending an idea 

14. Continuity  Restating the same idea 

15. Repetition   Restating the same idea for emphasis 

16. Comparison   Showing similarity to something else 

17. Contrast  Showing difference from something else 

18. Summarization  Reviewing main points briefly 

19. Conclusion  Drawing inferences or bringing to an end.52 

 

In the wider context of the letter, Paul is concerned that the love of the Philippian 

church should “abound more and more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you 

may be able to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the day of 

Christ, filled with the fruit of righteousness that comes through Jesus Christ-- to the 

glory and praise of God.” In the light of this overall context, the anterior passage is 

concerned that discernment and joy should couple to prevent the church from 

following two external threats that would rob them of  ‘the best’ and leave them impure. 

These two errors are legalism and antinomianism.  The last phrase of the previous 

                                                 
52

 This excellent list comes from page 221 of Introduction to Biblical Interpretation by  William Klein, Craig 

Blomberg, and Robert Hubbard Jr. , published by Thomas Nelson (2004) ISBN 978-0-7852-5225-2  
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passage uses an athletic paradigm of “pressing toward the goal for the prize”. That 

single minded attitude of the spiritual athlete should be theirs. This passage that follows 

begins with this twin mindset of following Paul’s example of spiritual single-

mindedness and marking or observing others who do likewise. One has the image of 

being at a competitive sports event in which the athletic prowess of champion as well as 

other accomplished athletes are studied with a desire to emulate their actions in order 

to win the prize.  

The posterior passage (4:2-9) marks a change in Paul’s focus relating to a squabble 

between two sisters, and is of less importance to the exegesis of the passage under 

consideration.  

 

The surrounding passage having been analyzed, our summary of the passage was as 

follows:  

 

Joy is your safeguard, against two types of people. The first are legalists who 

insist that conformity to the law is the way to be saved. I know how they work 

because I was one of them. … The second group to watch out for is the libertines 

who refuse to acknowledge the moral lessons of the law. They mind earthly 

things, not heavenly, and make a god of their selfish desires. Do not follow either 

example! 

 

Observation: In any complete passage, there should be a unifying thought. The passage 

should be carefully observed to see how the individual thoughts that make it up 

support this theme. Observation is a little like reverse outlining. There is an array of 

different written constructs to watch for. With experience you will become adept in 

recognizing them. There may be lists of similar thoughts: count them. There may be 

contrasts: identify them. There may be elliptical references back to earlier passages: note 

them. If there a flow of logic marked by words like “therefore” or “wherefore”: try to 

discern the logical argument and put it in your own words.  

 

As mentioned above the main theme seems to be Stand firm in Christ (in this later 

section against antinomians but in the wider sense against both threats) The other 

sentences all provide justification and/or motivation to support this command.  

 

I. Paul supports this end by example 

“Join with others in following my example, brothers,” 

 

II. Paul cites others as examples who follow his pattern of behavior  

“take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you.  
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III. Paul regularly teaches them a passionate two fold lesson 

“For, as I have often told you before and now say again even with tears,” 

 

A. The first part of Paul’s lesson – the enemy described  

“many live as enemies of the cross of Christ.” 

 

1. Their destiny is destruction 

2. Their god is their stomach 

3. Their glory is in their shame 

4. Their mind is on earthly things 

 

B. The second part of Paul’s lesson – the believer described 

“But our citizenship is in heaven” 

 

1. In absolute terms 

 

a. We eagerly await our Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ,  

b. He will transform our lowly bodies so that they will be like his 

glorious body by the power that enables him to bring everything 

under his control,  

 

2. In relation to him 

 

a. You are my brothers, - “My brothers” 

b. You are the ones I love  - “you whom I love” 

c. You are the ones I desire - (Whom I) “and long for” 

d. You are the focus of my joy – “my joy” 

e. You are the basis of my glory  - “and (my) crown” 
 

IV. Paul draws a logical conclusion. Having reminded them of who they are Paul defines 

the logical (desired) behavior 

 “Therefore … stand firm in the Lord, dear friends!” 

 

Interpretation:  Interpretation involves making the meaning of the author plain. In the 

particular passage under consideration, it becomes clear that while Paul fervently 

believes that “that he who began a good work in you will carry it on to completion until 

the day of Christ Jesus,”53 this does not mean that Paul sees no dangers that could 

seriously damage if not destroy the work at Philippi. Paul knows there is a work for 

                                                 
53

 Philippians 1:6 



 47 

him and for every believer in order to “abound more and more in knowledge and depth 

of insight” that leads to purity, blamelessness, and abounds in the fruit of righteousness 

in Christ. Part of that work lies in discerning true teachers from false, and in this 

particular passage Paul’s true teaching relative to the value of the cross is supported by 

his manner of life as opposed to theirs (who are styled “enemies of the cross” first and 

foremost). The reference “enemies of the cross harks back to Paul’s reference in the 

preceding passage where he made much of his single-minded following after Christ 

that he might be conformed to the image of Christ’s death that he might know the 

power of His resurrection. Clearly these being warned about have a different view. For 

them the cross is not so much an example to be followed, a way of life to be lived, but a 

license to do whatever they desire in pursuit of earthly pleasure. In their minds, Jesus 

has paid the price of their guilt leaving them free to continue in sin with impunity, and 

pursue whatever fleshly goal they desire.  

As we proceed with the analysis it is helpful to consider what others have written in 

this area. Fortunately in your copies of e-sword there are several excellent 

commentaries that you should make use of as you proceed with the analysis. We make 

note of some of them in this first matter of enemies of the cross.  

 
J. N. Darby 

It was in His death that perfect love had been demonstrated, that the perfect ground 

of divine and eternal righteousness had been laid, that self-renunciation was practically, 

entirely, perfectly, manifested in Christ, the perfect object to the apostle of a faith that 

apprehended it and desired it according to the new man. Christ had passed through 

death in the perfection of that life, the power of which was manifested in resurrection. 

Paul, having seen this perfection in glory, and being united (weak as he was in himself) 

to Christ the source of this power, desired to know the power of His resurrection, that he 

might follow Him in His sufferings. Circumstances held this as a reality before his eyes. 

His heart only saw, or wished to see, Christ, that he might follow Him there. If death 

was on the way, he was only so much the more like Christ. He did not mind what it cost, 

if by any means he might attain. This gave undivided energy of purpose. This is indeed 

to know Him, as completely put to the test, and thus to know all that He was, His 

perfection — of love, of obedience, of devotedness — fully manifested; but the object is 

to win Him as He is. 

Clarke 

They are the enemies of the cross of Christ - They rather attribute justification to the 

Levitical sacrifices, than to the sacrificial death of Christ; and thus they are enemies to 

that cross, and will not suffer persecution for its sake. They please the world, and are in 

no danger of reproach. 

Barnes 
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That they are the enemies of the cross of Christ - The “cross” was the instrument of 

death on which the Redeemer died to make atonement for sin. As the atonement made 

by Christ for sin is that which especially distinguishes his religion from all others, the 

“cross” comes to be used to denote his religion; and the phrase here means, that they 

were the enemies of his religion, or were strangers to the gospel. It is not to be supposed 

that they were open and avowed enemies of the cross, or that they denied that the Lord 

Jesus died on the cross to make an atonement. The characteristic of those persons 

mentioned in the following verse is, rather, that they were living in a manner which 

showed that they were strangers to his pure gospel. An immoral life is enmity to the 

cross of Christ; for he died to make us holy. A life where there is no evidence that the 

heart is renewed, is enmity to the cross; for he died that we might be renewed. They are 

the enemies of the cross, in the church: 

(1) Who have never been born again; 

(2) Who are living in the indulgence of known sin; 

(3) Who manifest none of the peculiarities of those who truly love him; 

(4) Who have a deeper interest in worldly affairs than they have in the cause of the 

Redeemer; 

(5) Whom nothing can induce to give up their worldly concerns when God demands it; 

(6) Who are opposed to all the unique doctrines of Christianity; and, 

(7) Who are opposed to all the special duties of religion, or who live in the habitual neglect 

of them. 

It is to be feared that at all times there are such enemies of the cross in the church, and 

the language of the apostle implies that it is a proper subject of grief and tears. He wept 

over it, and so should we. It is from this cause that so much injury is done to the true 

religion in the world. One secret enemy in a camp may do more harm than fifty men 

who are open foes; and a single unholy or inconstant member in a church may do much 

more injury than many men who are avowedly opposed to religion. It is not by infidels, 

and scoffers, and blasphemers, so much, that injury is done to the cause of religion; it is 

by the unholy lives of its professed friends - the worldliness, inconsistency, and want of 

the proper spirit of religion, among those who are in the church. Nearly all the 

objections that are made to religion are from this quarter; and, if this objection were 

taken away, the religion of Christ would soon spread its triumphs around the globe. 

Gill 

that they are the enemies of the cross of Christ; not that, though they might be Jews, 

they were like the unbelieving Jews, who were open and implacable enemies of a 

crucified Christ, called Jesus accursed, and anathematized him and his followers, and to 

whom the preaching of Christ crucified was an offence and stumbling block, 1Co_1:23; 

for these were professors of Christ, and pretended to preach Christ, and him crucified: 

nor were they such heretics that denied that Christ really assumed human nature, and 

was really crucified and died; and affirmed that all this was only in appearance, or that 

an image was hung upon the cross for him, or Simon the Cyrenian was crucified in his 
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room, as some have thought, which was the heresy of Simon Magus, and his disciple 

Basilides: nor is the sense that they were averse to the crucifixion of the affections with 

the lusts, though this seems to be their true character, since they were sensual, and 

minded earthly things; but the meaning is, that they disliked the cross of Christ; they 

were unwilling to take it up for his sake, and follow him; they studied all ways and 

means to shun it; they ingratiated themselves into the affections of the unbelieving Jews, 

by complying with the ceremonies of the law, and bearing hard upon the apostle and his 

ministry, that so they might not suffer persecution for the cross of Christ; and besides, 

by enjoining circumcision and an observance of the law as necessary to salvation, they, 

as much as in them lay, made void the efficacy of the cross and death of Christ, and 

made that and him unprofitable, and of no effect to the souls of men; and were both 

doctrinally and practically enemies of the cross of Christ: and so all such professors of 

Christ, who walk not according to the Gospel, though they are not open and direct 

enemies to the Gospel, which is the preaching of the cross, yet they are secret and 

indirect ones, and oftentimes do more mischief to it by their lives, than the keenest 

adversaries of it can by their pens. 

 
Jamieson, Fausset, and Brown 

Enemies of the cross of Christ — in their practice, not in doctrine (Gal_6:14; Heb_6:6; 

Heb_10:29). 
 

Vincent’s Word Studies 

No word is supplied describing the character of their walk; but this is brought out by 

enemies of the cross of Christ, and in the details of Phi_3:19. The persons alluded to were 

probably those of Epicurean tendencies. This and Judaic formalism were the two 

prominent errors in the Philippian church. 

 

While a careful review of the several commentaries reveals some differences of opinion 

about the nature of their doctrine, their unified observation point to their detection of 

these “enemies of the cross” in errors of practice rather than the doctrine. Which leads 

use to interpret the particularized aspects of their persons noted by the apostle: 

 

Eschatologically - Their destiny is destruction. Here the emphasis is on the end of a false 

teacher’s practice. Apart from Christ, there can be only one end for these deceived souls: 

destruction. 

 

Theologically - Their god is their stomach – While pleasure is not necessarily evil, to 

make something (pleasure or anything else) an end in itself is to give it the place meant 
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for God alone (the Alpha and Omega54 – the beginning and the end of all things); to 

make it a god or an idol. 

 

Morally - Their glory is in their shame –While specifics of what these find to glory in is 

not given, as “enemies of the cross” it will certainly not be the cross. Paul says 

elsewhere “But God forbid that I should glory, save in the cross of our Lord Jesus Christ, 

by whom the world is crucified unto me, and I unto the world.”55  Morally the cross 

stands between not only the curse of the law and the believer, but also the world and 

the believer. For these enemies something else is their glory, but really in the light of 

what Jesus has suffered for, it can only be shame and associated with what the cross 

separates us from the world and earthly things. Hence these people also psychologically 

earthly minded. 

 

Psychologically  - Their mind is on earthly things – This last sets up a dynamic tension. 

They mind earthly things whereas we have a heavenly citizenship and should mind 

heavenly things (including the spiritual welfare of the church as Timothy mentioned in 

(2:20)) 

 

In contrast to these enemies, Paul reminds the Philippians of who they are. 

Psychologically what we do comes from our perception of who we are. More than this, 

however, the relational realities of their identity become profound motives for 

emulating Paul’s example. 

 

Spiritually – We are heavenly citizens – As heavenly citizens they are to seek the thinks 

of Jesus and the kingdom of heaven. 

 

Eschatologically – We are to be physically transformed to be like Jesus – Having this 

hope of physical conformity, there is all the more reason to be conformed to the moral 

image of Jesus Christ and his apostle Paul. 

 

Relationally (to Paul) -  

 

 “My brothers” They are to act like they are part of the same family as Paul. 

 

 “You whom I love” Having been thus loved, they are to respond in kind demonstrating 

their love for the apostle by following him. 

                                                 
54

 Revelation 1:8 I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending, saith the Lord, which is, and which was, and 

which is to come, the Almighty. 
55

 Galatians 6:14 
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(You whom I) “long for” As he longs for them, so they too must return that longing again 

by following him. 

 

 “My joy” This is the great theme in the letter. Joy is both a witness of our confidence in 

Jesus’ wise governance regardless of circumstances and a defense against that 

discontent which makes room for false teachers that would apply a poisoned bandage 

to the chafes of a discontented spirit. 

 

 (my) “crown” The sense is mutual. Their faithful steadfastness will tend to Paul’s glory 

in the day of Jesus Christ (1:10b) but his glory will also be theirs.  

 

The logical conclusion of all these persuasive and illuminating arguments is that the 

Philippians must stand fast in the doctrine and practice that they have both been taught 

and seen in the Apostle Paul. 

 

Application:  

 

Application (properly speaking) is not part of hermeneutics. If observation addresses 

what is being said, and interpretation addresses what it means, application addresses 

what this means to me now in my present situation. The first two are analytic in nature 

but application involves synthesis. The application is highly personal, speaking to my 

heart. Exegesis is like a diamond resting on its face. The stone grows wider until the 

girdle. Then it grows smaller and smaller until it reaches a single point.  Observation is 

like the first part of the stone small but with interpretation growing wider. But with 

application we cross the diamond’s girdle and come to the point – usually (in my 

experience) a single point with crystalline clarity! In application the many points 

become one and with it: clarity, single mindedness, devotion, profound simplicity, and 

great motivation – in a word transformation! 

 

Here we must ask ourselves a most important question. Why are we studying the Bible? 

While there may be many valid answers (in apologetics, history, psychology, morality, 

etc) only one will suffice for the Christian believer: to be transformed by the renewing 

of my mind (metanoia) and to be conformed to the image of my Savior and Master; 

Jesus Christ!56 But how does this happen? Experience has shown that like the scriptures 

themselves, the study of the scriptures is a participatory work, a working together with 

God, a cooperation of faith (expressed in actions we take to understand what has been 

                                                 
56

  Romans 12:2 And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind, that ye 

may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God. 
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written) and the operation of God in applying those scriptures to our lives and 

transforming us by the miracle of illumination.  

 

Having done all that we are able to accurately understand what God meant through the 

human author, as an expression of our faith, we must look in hope to our Lord Jesus to 

do His part as he did for the sisters of Lazarus, the Israelites at Jordan, the 5000 hungry 

people in the wilderness, and countless others: lame, sick, blind, dumb, and even dead. 

We must look for His miracle of illumination that transforms our lives! This does not 

mean that we close our eyes and wait for a voice from heaven. There is still more that 

we can do. 

 

First, we must pray!  The single most effective prayer that I have learned in my 50 years 

of Christian living is this simple prayer: “Lord, what are you saying to me in all this?”  

That is what I pray even as I write these lines.   

 

Second, we must continue thinking, observing, pondering, meditating, dialoguing with 

God! Let us look again at the passage.  

 


 
3:17 Join with others in following my example, brothers, and take note of those 

who live according to the pattern we gave you. 18For, as I have often told you 

before and now say again even with tears, many live as enemies of the cross of 

Christ. 19Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is 

in their shame. Their mind is on earthly things. 20But our citizenship is in heaven. 

And we eagerly await a Savior from there, the Lord Jesus Christ, 21who, by the 

power that enables him to bring everything under his control, will transform our 

lowly bodies so that they will be like his glorious body.4:1Therefore, my brothers, 

you whom I love and long for, my joy and crown, that is how you should 

stand firm in the Lord, dear friends! 

 


 

After working with a passage for a while, certain passages begin to standout as I have 

shown by underlining. The chief passage that arrests me is the phrase: “…whom I 

love…” All the loss that Paul has suffered, all his joy in sorrow, all he has preached and 

taught and written been because of his love for our Lord Jesus Christ and the brethren 

everywhere as at Philippi. Even his concern lest they be spoiled by false teachers is 

rooted in his love for them. As I look at each phrase that ‘resonates’ a pattern begins to 

form.  I see characteristics revealed in the words and phrases. 
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“Whom I Love” 
 

Community   - Join with others…brothers …my brothers … dear friends  

Direction   - Following my example … the pattern we gave you  

Encouragement - Take note of those who live…   

Joy    - My joy… 

Motivation   - We eagerly await a Savior…  

Hope  - The Lord Jesus Christ, who, by the power that enables him to 

bring everything under his control, will transform our lowly bodies 

so that they will be like his glorious body  

Stability   - Stand firm in the Lord… 

 

Suddenly I understand something in the passage. The love of God produces a 

community marked by direction, motivation, joy, encouragement, hope and, above all, 

stability. These are things I need in my own life.  What the love of God could do for the 

Philippians it can do for me (and for you)! The love of God brings stability, community, 

direction, motivation, joy, encouragement (courage), hope. 

 

Lastly, we must wait. God works according to His time and in His way. 

 

What of the phrase ‘the enemies of the Cross’? This occurs to me early the next day. 

Suddenly I see (illumination) the Cross as Paul uses it is not merely a historical artifact 

relating to Jesus’ sacrificial death, but rather a symbol of an organizational principle of 

life – a life of self sacrifice because of love. And this is in contradistinction an organizing 

life principle of the pursuit of selfish pleasure. And these two are at war in each of us.  

They are competing for control of the life, the control of our will. They are like black 

and white! The cross is the principle of life that produces a community marked by 

direction, motivation, joy, encouragement, hope and, above all, stability. A life lived 

endlessly in pursuit of selfish pleasure produces nothing! The Cross recognizes Jesus 

Christ as God (and the epitome of the Cross way of life) and directs our hearts and 

minds toward heaven, with the promise of ultimate conformity to Christ. The pleasure 

principle makes our own selfish appetites (our stomach or the older English “belly”) a 

god and pitches us on a course of personal destruction. 57 The humiliation of the Cross 

way of life brings glory. The exaltation of the selfish pleasure principle brings shame. 

                                                 
57

 How much more in this overfed and over weight age do I prefer the Elizabethan wording of the KJV “belly” to the 

NIV “stomach”? We all have stomachs and they cry out to be fed. And they should be. But only those who pander to 

them in excessive indulgence have bellies. Paul’s use of a parabolic reference to the stomach as a symbol of 

inordinate appetites, has painful connotations for me personally since my oldest and one of my dearest friends ate 

himself to death, doubtless for psychological reasons. He died early with a body weight in excess of 500 pounds.  
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AND I HAVE THE CHOICE! What a challenge to live each day by the way of the Cross 

– a life of self denial and self sacrifice! 

  

With this application, I close this sample sectional study, with thanksgiving to God and 

the full assurance that God may not be done speaking with me!  We now move on to 

select a single theme that surfaces in several sections of the book that also has 

significant spiritual value and will prepare an analysis of the theme or topic for the next 

class.  

 

Some possible themes or topics are 

 

 The role of role models 

 The role of the thought life (references to mind) 

 The role of suffering in the furtherance of the gospel 

 The necessity of unity 

 Spiritual fallacies and dangers (Legalism and/or Antinomianism) 

 The mind of Christ 

 Joy in sorrow 

 Things that contribute to the furtherance of the gospel 

 A section or a subject of particular interest to you. 

 

When you choose a theme you should clearly articulate what you feel the Apostle’s 

point is (not your own notion) and should select those sentences or sections in 

Philippians that support your assessment. You should show how they link together but 

your analysis should not violate the immediate context in which the sentence or section 

occurs. You are not to “wrest the scriptures”. 

 

As with the section analysis, you may draw on your personal experience to support or 

illustrate your analysis. You should also consult and cite any of the commentaries on 

your computer programs and / or foot notes / aids of your study Bible. Commentaries 

and foot notes/aides provide a great deal of support for sound exegesis. But in this 

exercise avoid using parallel passages or sentences from other books of the Bible. We 

will stay within the book of Philippians in order to limit the exegetical work required to 

lexical – semantic context only. This does not mean that the use of other Bible passages 

or topical analyses is wrong, only that it takes much more work. Broad topical analyses 

are often more attractive to younger exegetes because they offer more conceptual 

material to work with. But, like western rivers that are a mile wide and an inch deep, 

with breadth of references often comes shallowness of thought, because of lack of 

analysis. Then too the use of individual sentences exposes the exegete to ever greater 

danger of misinterpretation because so much of the contextual material is not part of the 
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analysis. Given the same amount of work, exposition with a narrow focus will to drill 

down into lower levels of meaning, with far greater reward. 

 

Sample Topical Study 

 
In this section we will consider a topical study, but for simplicity we will stay within the 

book of Philippians58. For an example, I have chosen the topic “The role of role models” 

as used by the apostle Paul in Philippians. There are four exemplars that he cites: Jesus, 

himself, Timothy, and Epaphroditus. The relevant passages are as follows: 

 

Jesus 

 
2:5 Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: 6 Who, being in very 

nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, 7 but 

made himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human 

likeness. 8 And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled himself and 

became obedient to death-- even death on a cross! 9 Therefore God exalted him to 

the highest place and gave him the name that is above every name, 10 that at the 

name of Jesus every knee should bow, in heaven and on earth and under the 

earth, 11 and every tongue confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God 

the Father. 

 

Timothy 

 
2:19 I hope in the Lord Jesus to send Timothy to you soon, that I also may be 

cheered when I receive news about you. 20 I have no one else like him, who takes 

a genuine interest in your welfare. 21 For everyone looks out for his own interests, 

not those of Jesus Christ. 22 But you know that Timothy has proved himself, 

because as a son with his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel. 
23 I hope, therefore, to send him as soon as I see how things go with me. 

 

Epaphroditus 

 
25 But I think it is necessary to send back to you Epaphroditus, my brother, fellow 

worker and fellow soldier, who is also your messenger, whom you sent to take 
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 Perhaps it is because of a desire to ‘know all there is to know’ on a subject that beginning Bible students and Bible 

preachers make two sorts of errors in conducting a topical study: they range too widely and try to say too much (a 

mistake I call ‘encyclopedism’). Studies and sermons by inexperienced encyclopedists tend to be like western rivers: 

a mile wide and an inch deep, shallow and over referenced.  Better to start small and do it well. 
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care of my needs. 26 For he longs for all of you and is distressed because you 

heard he was ill. 27 Indeed he was ill, and almost died. But God had mercy on 

him, and not on him only but also on me, to spare me sorrow upon sorrow. 28 

Therefore I am all the more eager to send him, so that when you see him again 

you may be glad and I may have less anxiety. 29 Welcome him in the Lord with 

great joy, and honor men like him, 30 because he almost died for the work of 

Christ, risking his life to make up for the help you could not give me. 

 

 

Paul 

 
1:21 For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain. …1:29 For it has been granted to 

you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him, 30 

since you are going through the same struggle you saw I had, and now hear that 

I still have….3:3 For it is we who are the circumcision, we who worship by the 

Spirit of God, who glory in Christ Jesus, and who put no confidence in the flesh-- 
4 though I myself have reasons for such confidence. If anyone else thinks he has 

reasons to put confidence in the flesh, I have more: 5 circumcised on the eighth 

day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in 

regard to the law, a Pharisee; 6 as for zeal, persecuting the church; as for legalistic 

righteousness, faultless. 7 But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for 

the sake of Christ. 8 What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the 

surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have 

lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ 9 and be found in 

him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that 

which is through faith in Christ-- the righteousness that comes from God and is 

by faith. 10 I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the 

fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11 and so, 

somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead. 12 Not that I have already 

obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on to take hold 

of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me. 13 Brothers, I do not consider 

myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind 

and straining toward what is ahead, 14 I press on toward the goal to win the prize 

for which God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus. 15 All of us who are 

mature should take such a view of things. And if on some point you think 

differently, that too God will make clear to you. 16 Only let us live up to what we 

have already attained. 17 Join with others in following my example, brothers, and 

take note of those who live according to the pattern we gave you. … 4:9 Whatever 

you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me-- put it into 

practice. 
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On the description of a topic: You will note that no where does the Apostle say “role 

models”. That is a modern term but not inapplicable. Paul uses phrases like “Your 

attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus”, or ‘honor men like him”(speaking 

of Epaphroditus), or “Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen 

in me-- put it into practice.”  

 

Application requires that we take Biblical concepts (what the original author meant) 

and translate those ideas, commands, concepts, principles, truths, etc. in ways that are 

applicable to our time, place, and culture, without fundamentally altering the essence 

of what was written down in the scriptures. Part of that may involve using non Biblical 

words that convey the Biblical meaning in our age.  

 

If we think about role models as a cultural term in common use and about what Paul 

was saying in his letter in these passages, we can immediately see the applicability of 

the modern term. 

 

On selecting passages for a topical study: In a topical study passages from several 

places in the Bible are gathered together that contain a common theme or topic. There 

are several constraints necessary on this process to do it well.  

 

Theme: Don’t choose a theme and then go looking for it! The theme has got to be there. 

Choosing a topic is really discovering a message that the scriptures actually contain and 

discovering it. Do not “wrest” passages from their context. Peter notes: 

 

“And account that the longsuffering of our Lord is salvation; even as our beloved 

brother Paul also according to the wisdom given unto him hath written unto you; 

As also in all his epistles, speaking in them of these things; in which are some 

things hard to be understood, which they that are unlearned and unstable wrest, 

as they do also the other scriptures, unto their own destruction. Ye therefore, 

beloved, seeing ye know these things before, beware lest ye also, being led away 

with the error of the wicked, fall from your own steadfastness.”59 

 

As Peter is talking to Christians in western Asia Minor in regards to false teachers and 

evil doers, he cites this practice of “wresting” things out of scriptures (particularly 

Paul’s writings) as an instance of a device used by ignorant and unstable men in order 

to question the reality Christ’s promised return. But their mistake is clearly a more 

general one!  “Wresting” (streblow strebloo: to wrench, to torture by the rack, 
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 2Peter 3:15-17 
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figuratively, to pervert) is what happens when a verse is forcibly taken out of context.  

The process of wresting a scripture from its context is a symptom of a desire to read our 

own ideas into scripture (eisegesis) rather than to read God’s ideas out of them 

(exegesis)! We need to let the scriptures lead us. 

 

Alignment: As we look at a particular passage we must be aware of how it fits in the 

overall flow of thought of the original passage. We may think of this concept 

graphically as follows:   

 

 
 

We must be sensitive to the conceptual context constructs mentioned above: 

introduction, explanation, illustration, causation, instrumentation, interrogation, 

evidence, etc. as well as the passage’s historical - cultural and linguistic contexts. 

 

As we select what we feel are the passages for the study, we must take care that their 

original conceptual vectors align well with each other so that their original flow of 

thought is not violated. Poorly aligned passages are probably not addressing the same 

topic. Well aligned passages probably do. Here is a case where the use of commentaries 

for a particular passage can help us to discern the exact direction of the author’s flow of 

thought or logic; who he’s addressing and why; and how well the passage that we are 

considering for inclusion in the topical study will work with the others we select. We 

may think of this concept graphically as follows: 
 

Book or Chapter 

 

Author’s Flow  

Of thought 

 

Passage selected 

For inclusion in  

Topical Study 

 

Flow of Author’s  

Thought in Passage 
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This is a primary reason that I asked you to choose several passages for a topical study 

from one book. Achieving good alignment is much more likely because all the passages 

were written by the same person at the same time addressing the same audience with 

the same concern. But perfect alignment is not absolutely necessary in order to have a 

topical study. 
 

Overlap: Because the passages come from different places in the Bible, they will say 

different things about the same subject, and those differences are what give topical 

studies their great value. They provide us with a broader view of God’s message than 

any of them did alone. But related verses are not totally isolated from one each other 

conceptually. We may visualize of this as a kind of Venn diagram so: 
 

 
The overlap areas constitute the parts of doctrine or ideas that repeat and may be more 

central to the topic. But the non-overlapping passages really expand our understanding 

of the topic in unique areas.  

 

On role models: 

Poor Alignment                    Better                   Best Alignment 
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As with all studies; we will use the three step process of “observation, interpretation 

(hermeneutics), and application” as a helpful guide. 

 

Observation: 

 
As we look at the three passages we observe that there are points of overlap and points 

of difference.  

 

The similarities all lie in the fact that the four persons described have all “got it right” so 

to speak. True Paul, Timothy, and Epaphroditus are imperfect humans, but in them the 

work of God has gone on to produce spiritually desirable changes in their personalities 

and behavior. Jesus, as God and man, is the ultimate exemplar, but He shares this role 

in the letter. But all four persons mentioned speak to different aspects of Christian 

experience. 

 

Jesus’ entire earthly life is in view in the center passage (And being found in 

appearance as a man, he humbled himself and became obedient to death-- even death 

on a cross!) set between eternity past and eternity future. His entire life is reduced (not 

inappropriately) to just two concepts: humility and obedience. We can clearly see they 

are related in the sense that for true obedience to happen, the person must be humble 

enough to submit his will to that of the One giving the orders.  

 

Timothy’s life is also on view, but not in its entirety. His life is presented through the 

lens of Paul’s experience with Timothy who “has proved himself, because as a son with 

his father he has served with me in the work of the gospel.” As a result, Paul knows that 

he has got a good man in Timothy (“I have no one else like him”). Paul knows from 

experience that Timothy “takes a genuine interest in your welfare. For everyone (else) 

looks out for his own interests, not those of Jesus Christ.” 

 

Only a brief episode in Epaphroditus’ life is on view but it is highly revealing one. 

From our historical overview of the book study we remember that Paul was in prison 

and, having heard of his imprisonment, the Philippians sent him a gift in fellowship by 

the hand of Epaphroditus, who took sick and almost died while fulfilling his mission. 

He recovered and Paul sent him back with a thank you note to a beloved group of 

faithful believers (the book of Philippians) in which he took the opportunity to express 

his desires for the assembly there. They are to “welcome him in the Lord with great joy, 

and honor men like him.” 
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Paul’s life is presented from a totally different perspective that only Paul could write – 

from the inside out. Here again, the span of his experience covers both his life before his 

conversion as well as his life after up to the writing of the letter.  

In Paul’s story suffering (as part of his imprisonment) comes first, since Epaphroditus’ 

mission was doubtless to find out how Paul was doing in prison and be of help. But his 

suffering is exemplary for two reasons: first God’s plans for the gospel are being 

realized through Paul’s imprisonment, secondly because the Philippians are also 

suffering since “it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on 

him, but also to suffer for him, … you are going through the same struggle you saw I 

had, and now hear that I still have.” So Paul is an exemplar in suffering   

 

Later, in a long autobiographical reflection Paul reviews his attitude towards God both 

as a Pharisee (circumcised on the eighth day, of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 

Benjamin, a Hebrew of Hebrews; in regard to the law, a Pharisee; as for zeal, 

persecuting the church; as for legalistic righteousness, faultless),at his conversion 

(whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ), and after his 

conversion (I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them 

rubbish that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my 

own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ-- the 

righteousness that comes from God and is by faith. I want to know Christ and the 

power of his resurrection and the fellowship of sharing in his sufferings, becoming like 

him in his death, and so, somehow, to attain to the resurrection from the dead). And 

what life attitude does all this reflect? “For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.” 

 

Paul unlike the others mentioned presents himself as an unfinished piece of work. (Not 

that I have already obtained all this, or have already been made perfect, but I press on 

to take hold of that for which Christ Jesus took hold of me.  Brothers, I do not consider 

myself yet to have taken hold of it. But one thing I do: Forgetting what is behind and 

straining toward what is ahead, I press on toward the goal to win the prize for which 

God has called me heavenward in Christ Jesus.) 

 

Now, just as we did for our book study, we try to ‘boil down’ or encapsulate each of the 

lives presented by those descriptors that make the most sense to us. 

 

Jesus:  

 Detachment  (did not consider equality with God something to be grasped) 

 Self Denial (made himself nothing) 

 Servant-hood (taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness) 

 Humility (he humbled himself) 
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 Obedience  (became obedient to death) 

 Sacrifice  (even death on a cross!) 

Timothy: 

 Heart interest in the welfare of the saints 

 Proven character 

 Beloved as a son 

Epaphroditus: 

 “brother” 

 “fellow worker” 

 “fellow soldier” 

 “your messenger” 

 “Longs for you all” 

 “Risked his life” …”Almost died” 

Paul: 

 Joy in Suffering 

 Transformed values 

 Christ centered 

 Unfinished  

 Forgetting the past and pressing on 

 Content 

 

Interpretation: 

 

The thing that holds all these passages together is Paul’s desire the Philippians follow 

the godly example of those whom he has cited: “Your attitude should be the same as 

that of Christ Jesus”, or ‘honor men like him” (speaking of Epaphroditus), or “Whatever 

you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me-- put it into practice.” He 

does not say a word about the doctrine (other than “what you have heard from me”) of 

the four, even Jesus. It is what Jesus does in his lifetime that is important to Paul here. 

(Not that what Jesus says is unimportant, but, in this letter, Paul is aiming primarily at 

praxis, not doctrine) Jesus’ mind, which we are to emulate, is revealed by what He does. 

And so it is with all of them. “This one thing I do…”  So to be a role model, it is not so 

much what you say that matters but how you consistently live.  

 

Second, we recognize that though four lives are on view, those lives reveal very 

different virtues. Every one of those virtues is to be desired by the believer and sought, 

but they are observable more readily in certain ones than others. So it is wise, perhaps, 

to have more than one role model. Certainly a good church setting should supply such 

a need. 
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Thirdly, we recognize that three of these role models are personally available to the 

Philippians in direct earthly relationships – that is if Paul gets out of prison. Only with 

Jesus must they rely upon the story of His life (a mini biography of Jesus) and the 

spiritual relationship that we all share with the risen living Christ. Living role models 

are supremely helpful in working through spiritual problems. They are experienced 

travelers on the pilgrim path and have ‘been there – done that’. So there is, in Paul’s 

writing a real (if subtle) emphasis on companionship with the role model. 

 

Lastly, we recognize (particularly with Paul and Timothy) that following the role model 

is a relational process that never really ends. It is not that Paul has arrived and is 

showing Timothy how to get there. Paul does not account that he has already obtained 

all this, or has already been made perfect but he forgets what is behind and strains 

toward what is ahead. He presses on. And Timothy “as a son” is right along side him! 

They are fellow pilgrims, fellow athletes, fellow soldiers, and fellow workers! 

 

Application: 

 

While the passages we study are to be understood in their several contexts, as said 

many times, we realize that they, like us, are dealing with eternal truths that transcend 

time, space, culture, history, and language. In making any application, we seek for those 

universal and timeless elements in the passages studied. Role models, discipleship, 

mentoring, apprenticeship, and many other terms speak of learning in conjunction with 

a practicing master. It is one of the most ancient modes of learning and still very much 

in use today. Doctors must serve a residency after graduation so that they learn the 

practice of medicine. Trade unions all have apprentice programs for skilled occupations. 

And discipleship is still the central element of great command for every believer.60   The 

possible application of role models to us is two fold: having a role model or models 

(most desirably a living, practicing Christian of considerable maturity and experience) 

and becoming a role model ourselves for other, younger believers. 

 

The application then follows naturally in our answers to several questions that we 

might ask ourselves: 

 

 Do I have a role model or role models? (Hopefully at least one of them is 

available in direct earthly relationship. You can have lunch with them at home or 

on campus.)  

 Who are they and why are they my role models? 

                                                 
60

 Mt 28:19 Therefore go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in {or into} the name of the Father and of 

the Son and of the Holy Spirit, (NIV) 
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 How often do I relate to them? (If the answer here is never, then you might want 

to re-evaluate you first answer)  

 Am I becoming like them? 

 Has their experience of spiritual struggles helped me understand mine? 

 Who are my disciples? 

 Do I meet with them; pray for/with them; help them solve their problems? 

 Etc. (that’s Latin for ‘add your own questions and answer them.’) 

 

The point of the application is that, on the basis of what Paul wrote and meant, we have 

now moved from his ancient letter to the kinds of questions that are germane to our 

time and place. The kind of questions Paul would ask us if we were Philippi today and 

Paul was our mentor.  

 

Getting Ready for Sentence Study 

 

With these questions, we close this section and move on now to sentence study in the 

Bible. With sentence study, the same rules of context will be applied to understand 

what is being said as well as diagramming to gain a clear understanding of the structure 

of the sentence selected for study.  

 

As regards the selection of a particular sentence to study, I would recommend that the 

scriptures are read very slowly, prayerfully (as though you were reading the scriptures 

back to God) and thoughtfully until a particular sentence or word arrests your attention. 

It may be that the sentence seems strange or does not to follow your logic, or may have 

applications you had not thought about or any of a dozen other reasons. The real reason 

I believe this happens is that when we read with the Bible (prayerfully), we are dealing 

with God in the person of the Holy Spirit who is the divine author of scriptures. At the 

instant of our arrestment with a particular sentence (or word) God may be using the 

scriptures to transform our lives by the renewing of our minds.61 In any case this 

method has worked for me countless times in my 50 years as a believer, so I commend it, 

though it does take time. This is not the same as using the scriptures as a kind of ouija 

board in which the Bible is opened at random and the first verse that your eye falls on is 

the verse for you. That approach reflects a kind of spiritual laziness and is a recipe for 

spiritual error akin to the “wresting of scripture” of which Peter spoke. Meditational 
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 Ro 11:33-12:2 O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! how unsearchable are his 

judgments, and his ways past finding out! For who hath known the mind of the Lord? or who hath been his 

counselor? Or who hath first given to him, and it shall be recompensed unto him again? For of him, and through him, 

and to him, are all things: to whom be glory for ever. Amen.  

I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your bodies a living sacrifice, holy, 

acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable service. And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed 

by the renewing of your mind, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God. 
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reading takes prayer, time, and patience. God will speak to us when He wills. For our 

part we must make the effort to give Him the opportunity. His selection of a sentence or 

a word will be exactly what is suited to our particular spiritual state and needs (both 

present and future) in a way that no one else could ever know with such precision and 

accuracy.  

 

Trusting that God has enabled you to select a sentence of His choosing in the book of 

Philippians, spend time pondering it.  

 

1. Develop the several contexts of the sentence 

a. The meaning of the important Greek words 

b. The place of the sentence in the passage, and the passage in the book. 

 

c. Any historical or cultural references that are made in the sentence 

 

2. Diagram the sentence to understand its structure 

 

a. Who is doing the action 

 

b. Who is the object of the action 

 

c. Is the subject active (taking the action) or passive (being acted upon)?  

 

d. What is the tense of the verb? {The English tense may not be the Greek 

tense. Use E-Sword. Under Bibles, open the Robertson, Pierpont Byzantine 

Greek New Testament with Strong’s numbers, (GNT-BYZ+). The green 

superscript numbers by each word are the Strong’s Concordance numbers 

and holding the cursor over them will cause the Strong’s entry for the 

word to open in a small window. The blue superscript numbers are the 

Robinson’s morphological analysis codes for the word. Opening 

Robinson’s Morphological Analysis Codes (RMAC) under dictionaries, 

and clicking on the blue code will hyperlink to the proper code 

description – the tense of the verb will be identified. By opening 

Robertson’s Word Pictures (RWP) under commentaries the verse with 

explanations of the words in the verse and their use will be described. – 

sounds complex, but when you get used to it, your understanding of the 

exact nature of Greek words will be greatly extended.} 

 

e. What are the modifying adjectives for nouns and pronouns, and what do 

these add to my understanding of what is being said?  
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f. What are the modifying adverbs for the action, and what do these add to 

my understanding of what is being said?  

 

g. Are there any significant connecting words that show the logical 

connection between words, phrases or clauses in the sentence? Here are 

several types of connective words: 

 

1. Comparison – points out similarities between two or more 

related ideas. Comparison words include “and, like, as, just as, 

also, so also, even so,…” (so that you may become blameless and 

pure, children of God without fault in a crooked and depraved 

generation, in which you shine like stars in the universe … 

Philippians 2:15) 

 

2. Contrast – points out dissimilarities between ideas. Contrast 

words include “but, rather, yet, however,…” (It is true that some 

preach Christ out of envy and rivalry, but others out of goodwill. 

Philippians 1:15) 

 

3. Purpose – indicates the intended purpose goal of an idea or 

action. Purpose words include “that, so that, in order that, …” 

(And this is my prayer: that your love may abound more and 

more in knowledge and depth of insight, so that you may be able 

to discern what is best and may be pure and blameless until the 

day of Christ,… Philippians 1:9-10) 

 

4. Result – similar to purpose but indicates the actual consequence, 

whether intended or not. Result words include “that, so that, as a 

result, with the result that, …” (As a result, it has become clear 

throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am 

in chains for Christ. … Philippians 1:13) 

 

5. Cause – expresses the basis or cause of an action. Cause words 

include “because,  since, and sometimes for, for this cause” (for I 

know that through your prayers and the help given by the Spirit 

of Jesus Christ, … Philippians 1:19a) 

 

6. Explanation – what follows further explains the previous idea, 

giving reasons why it is true or why it occurred or simply adding 
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additional information. Explanation words include “for, 

since, …” (It is right for me to feel this way about all of you, since 

I have you in my heart; … Philippians 1:7a) 

 

7. Inference – provides a logical consequence, a conclusion, or a 

summary to the previous discussion. Inference words include: 

“therefore, for this reason, wherefore, …” (Therefore God exalted 

him to the highest place… Philippians 2:9a) 

 

8. Condition – presents a condition that must occur before a certain 

action or conclusion can occur. The statement may or may not 

reflect reality (it could be hypothetical). This is the key word “if or 

if-then”.  (If you have any encouragement from being united with 

Christ, if any comfort from his love, if any fellowship with the 

Spirit, if any tenderness and compassion, then make my joy 

complete …Philippians 2:1-2a) 

 

h. Are there repeated words or phrases? 

  

i. Are there significant phrases? 

 

j. Do these suggest other topics that you are familiar with? 

 

Use the three part procedure again: Observe; interpret; apply. And, of course, have fun! 

 

Sample Sentence Study  
 

In this section we will consider a single sentence of interest. The work of the Bible 

translator is to translate the words and thoughts of the original languages as accurately 

as possible while achieving readability. The ability to read the translation in our own 

language means that the translator must pay attention to proper English usage as well 

as the grammar and syntax of the original (reconstructed) autographs. When we come 

to the Bible, therefore, we owe it to the translator and to ourselves that we read the 

translation as we would any other English text with sensitivity to those same rules of 

English grammar and syntax that the translator has made use of for our sakes. Sentence 

diagramming, constrains us to think very carefully about the sentence that the 

translator has constructed and to observe exactly what the translator meant to convey in 

English. This part of the analysis also provides a framework for us to delve into the 
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meanings of the Greek or Hebrew words, phrases, and sentences for what some 

translators call “the untranslatable riches” of the Bible.  

 

Sentence Diagramming Basics 

 

A sentence is a word or group of words that express a complete thought. 

It must have a subject and a predicate.  

 

 
 

As part of the predicate the verb may have an object. 

 

 
 

The object may be compound. 

 

 
 

Words can have their meanings changed by modifiers. For nouns and pronouns, 

modifiers can be adjectives and adjectival phrases {prepositional (Burns lived among 

the hills), infinitive (Byron liked to write poetry), participle (the girl, smiling sweetly, 

took her place), and gerund (Painting beautiful pictures is interesting work)} or 

adjectival clauses (having subject and predicate) that are both independent (capable of 

standing alone) and dependant (not capable of standing alone). For verbs, modifiers can 

be adverbs, adverbial phrases {generally prepositional (He came with Mary) or 

infinitive (He came to work)} or adverbial clauses (having subject and predicate) that 

are both independent (capable of standing alone) and dependant (not capable of 

standing alone). Phrases and clauses may also be used as nouns. 
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The infinitive phrase may be used as the subject of a verb (To succeed is his intention), 

predicate nominative (Life is to succeed) the object of a verb (He likes to succeed), 

nominative case in opposition with the subject (His aim, to succeed, is commendable), 

objective case in apposition with the object (She has one great desire, to succeed). It is 

diagrammed as shown below on stilts in the applicable part of the diagram. 

 

 

 

 

 
The gerund is a verbal ending in “ing”. It may be used as the subject of a verb (Stealing 

is wrong), the object of a verb (I heard the roaring of the brook), the object of a 

preposition (Do you object to my smoking), apposition (His work, mining, was 

dangerous), predicate nominative (His work is painting signs). Please consult a good 

English Handbook for further illustrations of more complex sentences. 

 
Two sentences in Philippians 

 

Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever 

is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable-- if anything is excellent or 

praiseworthy-- think about such things. Whatever you have learned or received 

or heard from me, or seen in me-- put it into practice. And the God of Peace will 

be with you.62 

 


 

For an example of sentence study, I am taking two contiguous sentences. The first 

sentence speaks of thought while the last speaks of action and the consequences of that 

action. The fact that there are two sentences is a translator’s artifact made necessary by 

Paul’s somewhat lengthy sentence constructions. But in the Greek it is one compound 

sentence. The latter sentence arrested my attention as it was read under wholly different 

circumstances one Sunday. The former sentence is included based on the general 

concept that thought usually precedes action, the two being linked. 

 

We may diagram the two as follows: 

 

                                                 
62

 Philippians 4: 8 - 9 
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To succeed
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his



 70 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Context – Because these two sentences are contiguous, they have the same context and 

may be handled together.  

 

Biblical and historical context – The two sentences deal respectively with cognition 

and volition. Clearly the two are linked. That reason is a gift of God and part of the 

imagio dei is manifest. We see the role of reason as a means of moral learning and 

consequential governance of the will in passages like this: 

 

Learn to do well; seek judgment, relieve the oppressed, judge the fatherless, 

plead for the widow. Come now, and let us reason together, saith the LORD: 

though your sins be as scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red 

like crimson, they shall be as wool. If ye be willing and obedient, ye shall eat the 

good of the land:63   

 

Reason is given to us as an aide to understanding what God has said and requires. But 

reason is presented by the apostle with limitations. In his letter to the Romans, the 

apostle tells us that whilst the wisdom, knowledge and judgments of God are 

“unsearchable” to the human mind, and none can say ‘I am His counselor’, yet our 

sacrificial lives of worship are styled “reasonable service”. 

 

O the depth of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! How 

unsearchable are his judgments, and his ways past finding out! For who hath 

known the mind of the Lord? or who hath been his counselor? Or who hath first 

                                                 
63
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given to him, and it shall be recompensed unto him again? For of him, and 

through him, and to him, are all things: to whom be glory for ever. Amen.  

I beseech you therefore, brethren, by the mercies of God, that ye present your 

bodies a living sacrifice, holy, acceptable unto God, which is your reasonable 

service.64 

 

Historically this is felt in the tension that so many theologians feel between faith and 

reason. In your study of sentences, I suggest the use of a good theological dictionary. 

When I look up “reason”65 the article provides me a good ‘thumbnail sketch of this 

tension. 

 

Over the history of the church few theologians have espoused pure rationalism, 

vis., the idea that naked reason can without benefit of faith deduce all Christian 

Truth.  In the few instances where this approach may have been used (eg. 

Socinianism, deism, Hegalianism), technical heresies were almost invariably the 

direct consequence.  Garding against the potential abuse of reason has led a 

significant array of Christian thinkers to disparage reason strongly, often 

specifically by disparaging the systematic expression of reason in a philosophic 

system.  Tertullian asked the famous question “What has Athens to do with 

Jerusalem?” Martin Luther called reason a “harlot” and insisted that the gospel 

was contrary to reason. Blaise Pascal maintained that faith can never be based on 

purely rational criteria. Finally Soren Kierkegaard opposed the Hegelian system 

with an appeal to the individual’s need to make a decision not based on logical 

deductions. But in understanding any of these antirationalists it is necessary to 

realize that they were not themselves irrational; their writings were coherent and 

analytical. Rather what they have in common is the strict segregation of reason 

from religious convictions.” 

 

It is clear from the context of Philippians as we have studied it so far, that Paul, like the 

later theologians mentioned above, is not arguing in this sentence for the thought 

required to develop a philosophic system but rather thoughtful consideration that will 

issue in godly behavior. Paul mentions the minds seven times, minded twice, and think 

twice. Much of the behavior he seeks must come from oneness of mind in the 

community. 

 

Reason, in my experience was given to us for just such a purpose: the governance of the 

human will in godly actions and not as a means of discovering all about God who is 
                                                 
64

 Romans 11:33 – 12:1 
65

 Evangelical Dictionary of Theology Baker Book House, Grand Rapids, Mich., 1984, Walter Elwell editor. ISBN 

0-8011-3413-2 
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Supra-rational! When the Most High would make us aware of His person, the receipt is 

always of faith. So many theologians have held the precedence of faith over reason. “I 

believe that I may understand” says Augustine of Hippo.  

 

Philippians 4:8 Thinking - Diagramming constrains us to think about the sentence we 

are reading. This enables us to see more clearly what the core sentence is. The modifiers 

are all attached clearly to those words or phrases that they modify so that errors in 

understanding are lessened. In the first sentence we see that the core thought is: 

  

“Brothers think things” 

 

We could even make it shorter and say that what the apostle is concerned about is: 

 

“Brothers think” 

 

The verb “think” is the Greek word logizomai {log-id'-zom-ahee} to take an inventory, 

i.e. estimate (literally or figuratively):--conclude, (ac-)count (of), + despise, esteem, 

impute, lay, number, reason, reckon, suppose, think (on). From logov {log'-os} 

something said (including the thought); by implication, a topic (subject of discourse), 

also reasoning (the mental faculty). Logos in its turn comes from legw  lego,  {leg'-o} a 

primary verb; properly, to "lay" forth, i.e. (figuratively) relate (in words (usually of 

systematic or set discourse. So the sense of the word is to take an inventory or to 

consider reflect carefully on those words that have been laid forth as a systematic 

expression. Very few believers today consider such careful thought a conscious activity. 

To be sure they think as other people do, but their thought lives are largely unconscious, 

unexamined, and undisciplined. Paul is pleading for thought of a different sort, thought 

that few are willing to undertake. They forget that such laborious thought is part of the 

great commandment “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God … with all thy mind.66 God and 

life set before us many problems. He has given us an excellent mind and we honor Him 

by using it well. I have in my library an old text “learning to think”. It was an old school 

book. But logic or learning to think properly is no longer taught in the public school 

system.  

 

Peregrination and the finality of thought – The two modifiers of the verb “think” 

suggest two interesting concepts to us. The adverbial modification of thinking “finally” 

and the prepositional phrase “about such”. The word finally is actually a connective 

marking the last entry in a succession of admonitions in 4:1 to 4:8. We might suppose 

that it refers to the finality of thought itself, however, as the diagram suggests. Which 

                                                 
66

 Matthew 22:36-37 
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raises the question; can there ever be finality of thought on a given subject? The nature 

of the eight modifiers of the object “things” suggests no. Can we ever get to the end of 

things true, noble, right, pure, lovely, admirable, excellent, and praiseworthy? But the 

prepositional phrase about such suggests a mental picture walking about (peregrination) 

of the object of thought in order to consider it from different angles and so form a fuller 

idea of what we are considering. We might say, colloquially, consider the matter from 

different angles.  

 

Objects of thought 

 

“Brothers think things” 

 

The little word, things, is from a class of words that have no intrinsic meaning within 

themselves. Stuff, things, events, and words like them are verbal placeholders whose 

specific content is defined by the contest. If I go to the grocer and say in sonorous tones 

with sweeping arms: “Oh grocer, give me some groceries!” He will look at me with 

puzzled stare and ask for specifics. But if I say: “Give me a pound of carrots, a head of 

lettuce, and five pounds of potatoes”, how different his response.  How different are the 

meanings that “things” assumes depending on context: 

 

Php 2:4 Look not every man on his own things, but every man also on the things of 

others. 

 

Php 2:21 For all seek their own (things), not the things which are Jesus Christ's. 

 

Php 3:8 Yea doubtless, and I count all things but loss for the excellency of the 

knowledge of Christ Jesus my Lord: for whom I have suffered the loss of all things, and 

do count them but dung, that I may win Christ, 

  

Php 3:13 Brethren, I count not myself to have apprehended: but this one thing I do, 

forgetting those things which are behind, and reaching forth unto those things which 

are before, 

 

Lists - The greatness of this sentence lies in the remarkable list of eight modifiers of the 

word “things”. So we turn to this list. Whenever we encounter lists in scripture, it is 

well to ask ourselves if the list is exhaustive (closed) or open. By that I mean are the 

terms in the list all there is to say about a matter or are the terms representative and 

may we entertain other terms that are not on the list but are similar in nature and just as 

valid as the terms we have been given in scripture. Here are some lists to think about. It 

can be argued that in 1Corinthians 13:4-13 is an open list because in describing the love 
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of God, who is transcendent, making an exhaustive list would be impossible! Then too a 

careful consideration of the list in Galatians 5:22 – 23 begins with the term agape (love – 

charity) but it includes as separate aspects of fruition terms that are included in the 

description of love given in I Corinthians 13:4-13 (longsuffering, kindness or gentleness, 

faith). I have found that lists of three related entities (triads) are generally closed lists 

because the number three has the remarkable feature of a number of complete 

manifestation. I suppose this comes from the triune God Who, though One in Essence, 

is manifest in Three Persons (Greek: Hypostases, Latin: Personae). Then too our human 

being described as body, soul, and spirit is completely addressed by those three terms. 

Time is completely addressed by past, present, and future. So then when we encounter 

lists of three (faith, hope, love; or grace, mercy, peace; or the world, the flesh, the devil) 

we encounter lists that really are all encompassing. This holds, I believe for lists like 

Galatians 5:22 – 23 which is really a triad of triad’s or nine different terms that naturally 

group into three each pertaining respectively to God, out neighbor, and ourselves 

(another triad). Very conservative Christians tend, I think, to see all Bible lists as closed 

lists, which is not a bad approach. It certainly is a safe one. You might ask why raise a 

question about open or closed lists here. If the list of eight descriptors in the sentence 

under consideration is a closed list, the problem is much simpler. We need only to 

examine each word to understand the underlying concept. If, on the other hand, the list 

is an open one then the problem is more difficult. We need not only to understand what 

each individual word conveys, but we must deduce what it is that they share in 

commonality that causes them to be included in the list. These criteria may be used to 

consider other subjects of thought (not listed) that are also beneficial to the spiritual life.  

Here are some lists for you to consider. Do you feel they are open or closed and why? 

 

Galatians 5:22-23  

 

But the fruit of the Spirit is 

 

1. love,  

2. joy,  

3. peace,  

4. longsuffering,  

5. gentleness,  

6. goodness,  

7. faith,  

8. meekness,  

9. temperance 

 

against such there is no law. 

 

 

 

 

2Peter 1:5-7   

 

And beside this, giving all diligence,  

 

1. add67 to your faith virtue;  

2. and (add) to virtue knowledge;  

                                                 
67 Add ~ pareisenegkantes (pareisenegkantes) is the first aorist 

active participle of pareisphero (pareisphero pronounced ~ par-

ice-fer'-o), an old double compound word, from eisphero 

meaning to bring in and para meaning besides. Used only here 

in N.T. which gives us the sense of “adding (as a continuing 

activity) on your part.” From Word Pictures In The New 

Testament by Archibald Thomas Robertson 
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3. and (add) to knowledge temperance;  

4. and (add) to temperance patience;  

5. and (add) to patience godliness;  

6. and (add) to godliness brotherly 

kindness;  

7. and (add) to brotherly kindness 

charity.  

 

1Corinthians 13:4-13 

 

1. Charity envieth not;  

2. Charity vaunteth not itself, is not 

puffed up, 

3. (Charity)doth not behave itself 

unseemly,  

4. (Charity) seeketh not her own,  

5. (Charity) is not easily provoked,  

6. (Charity) thinketh no evil; 

7. (Charity) rejoiceth not in iniquity,  

 

but 

 

1. Charity suffereth long, and is 

kind;  

2. (Charity) rejoiceth in the truth; 

3. (Charity) beareth all things 

4. (Charity) believeth all things 

5. (Charity) hopeth all things, 

6. (Charity) endureth all things. 

7. Charity never faileth 

 

1John 2:16  

 

For all that is in the world,  

 

 The lust of the flesh, and  

 The lust of the eyes, and  

 The pride of life, 

 

is not of the Father, but is of the 

world. 

 

 

 

Colossians 3:8-14  

 

But now ye also put off all these;  

1. Anger,  

2. Wrath,  

3. Malice,  

4. Blasphemy,  

5. Filthy communication out of your 

mouth.  

6. Lie not one to another,  

 

seeing that ye have put off the old 

man with his deeds; and have put on 

the new man, which is renewed in 

knowledge after the image of him 

that created him: Where there is 

neither Greek nor Jew, circumcision 

nor uncircumcision, Barbarian, 

Scythian, bond nor free: but Christ is 

all, and in all. Put on therefore, as the 

elect of God, holy and beloved,  

 

1. Bowels of mercies,  

2. Kindness,  

3. Humbleness of mind,  

4. Meekness,  

5. Longsuffering;  

6. Forbearing one another, and  

7. Forgiving one another, if any 

man have a quarrel against any: 

even as Christ forgave you, so 

also do ye. And above all these 

things  

8. Put on charity, which is the bond 

of perfectness. 
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Now let us return to the sentence under consideration: 

 

Philippians 4:8-9 (NIV) 

 

Finally, brethren,  

 

1. whatsoever things are true,  

2. whatsoever things are honest{venerable},  

3. whatsoever things are just,  

4. whatsoever things are pure,  

5. whatsoever things are lovely,  

6. whatsoever things are of good report; 

7. if there be any virtue, and  

8. if there be any praise,  

 

Robertson  Pierpont Byzantine Greek New Testament, Robertson’s Word Pictures and 

Robertson’s Morphological Analysis codes (all in you copies of E-Sword) help us 

greatly here. 

 

We quote: 

 

From: Robertson’s Word Pictures:  Php 4:8  

  

Finally (to loipon). See note on Phi_3:1.  

Whatsoever (hosa). Thus he introduces six adjectives picturing Christian ideals, old-

fashioned and familiar words not necessarily from any philosophic list of moral excellencies, 

Stoic or otherwise. Without these no ideals can exist. They are pertinent now when so much 

filth is flaunted before the world in books, magazines and moving-pictures under the name 

of realism (the slime of the gutter and the cess-pool).  

Honourable (semna). Old word from sebo , to worship, revere. So revered, venerated 

(1Ti_3:8).  

Pure (hagna). Old word for all sorts of purity. There are clean things, thoughts, words, deeds.  

Lovely (prosphile ). Old word, here only in N.T., from pros and phileo , pleasing, winsome.  

Of good report (euphe ma. Old word, only here in N.T., from eu and phe  me , fair-speaking, 

attractive.  

If there be any (ei tis). Paul changes the construction from hosa (whatsoever) to a condition 

of the first class, as in Phi_2:1, with two substantives.  

Virtue (arete ). Old word, possibly from aresko , to please, used very often in a variety of 

senses by the ancients for any mental excellence or moral quality or physical power. Its very 
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vagueness perhaps explains its rarity in the N.T., only four times (Phi_4:8; 1Pe_2:9; 2Pe_1:3, 

2Pe_1:5). It is common in the papyri, but probably Paul is using it in the sense found in the 

lxx (Isa 42:12; 43:21) of God’s splendor and might (Deissmann, Bible Studies, p. 95) in 

connection with “praise” (epainos) as here or even meaning praise.  

Think on these things (tauta logizesthe). Present middle imperative for habit of thought. We 

are responsible for our thoughts and can hold them to high and holy ideals. 

 

From: Robertson  Pierpont Byzantine Greek New Testament 

 

Λογιζεσθε     G3049                         V-PNM-2P 

                              Strong’s number      Robertson’s Morphological code 

 

From: Robertson’s Morphological codes:   

 

V-PNM-2P 

Part of Speech: Verb 

Tense: Present 

Voice: middle or passive depoNent 

Mood: iMperative 

Person: second [you+] 

Number: Plural 

 

The sense here is that Paul is commanding that all the brothers (and in a wider sense all 

the Philippians) to develop the habit of thinking about the subject matter he describes in 

the eight terms in the verse. We may also use Strong’s concordance to our advantage as 

we begin with the Greek word for each modifier: 

 

True  alhthv  {al-ay-thace'} from a  {al'-fah} (as a negative particle) and lanyanw  {lan-

than'-o} to lie hid (literally or figuratively) hence true (as not concealing):--true, truly, 

truth. Much of false reasoning comes from a desire to discover “hidden” or occult truth. 

This admonition rests upon the realization that God does not hide the truth we need in 

order to be obedient to His will. He makes very clear what we must know, and we need 

to think about those things that He has made quite clear. Seeking a power based on 

occult knowledge is the antithesis of this admonition. From such pursuits comes 

necromancy, witchcraft, and occult practice that God has forbidden68.  We are to think 
                                                 
68

 1Sa 15:23 For rebellion is as the sin of witchcraft…; 2Ch 33:6 And he caused his children to pass through the fire 

in the valley of the son of Hinnom: also he observed times, and used enchantments, and used witchcraft, and dealt 
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about those things that God has told us and not to pry into things that He may have 

withheld.  

 

Honest {venerable}  semnov  {sem-nos'} from {sebomai  {seb'-om-ahee} to revere, i.e. 

adore:--devout, religious, worship}  hence: venerable, honorable, grave, honest. Here 

the objects of the thought life are also those that engage the heart in devotion to God. 

The terms (both  semnov  and sebomai) seem in usage to be connected with persons 

worthy of deep respect and devotion as a beloved teacher or godly aged parent that 

have brought much blessing in the life. The thoughts, actions, and lives grave and 

deeply devout people are seen as suitable objects of serious reflection. I am quite sure 

that Paul in the use of this word had hope that the Philippians would include him 

among such “honest” persons. 

Just dikaiov {dik'-ah-yos}; equitable (in character or act); by implication, innocent, holy 

(absolutely or relatively):--just, meet, right(-eous). From dikh  {dee'-kay} right justice 

(the principle, a decision, or its execution):--probably from deiknuw  {dike-noo'-o} to 

show (literally or figuratively). The word embodies the concept of one who shows or 

makes known righteousness or righteous judgment. One who embodies by their life the 

very principles of godly living as reflected in the commands of God. They are just men 

and women living in accordance with God’s will  

 

Pure Both agnov {hag-nos' – the word used here meaning clean, figuratively - innocent, 

modest, perfect, chaste, clean, pure} and the related word agiov {hag'-ee-os meaning 

sacred physically pure, morally blameless or religious, ceremonially, consecrated)} 

come from hagos (an awful thing). The connotation of this modifier refers to objects of 

thought that evoke an affective response of awe at their holy purity, their total devotion 

to God. Here we see that certain objects of thought also elicit affective response because 

they are related to human experience of the presence of God reflected in both people 

and things.  

 

Lovely prosfilhv  {pros-fee-lace'} to have affection for; to be friendly towards, i.e. 

acceptable, lovely.  A compound of prov {pros - a preposition of direction i.e. toward} 

and filew  {fil-eh'-o - to be a friend to an individual or an object}. The connotation here 

is that there are a class of objects of thought that encourage the our desire of things 

lovely or beautiful. Here again we find a characteristic of a life. In the Old Testament 

book of Song of Solomon we read His mouth is most sweet: yea, he is altogether lovely. 

                                                                                                                                                             
with a familiar spirit, and with wizards: he wrought much evil in the sight of the LORD, to provoke him to anger. 

Etc. 
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This is my beloved, and this is my friend, O daughters of Jerusalem.69 How many 

believers have reaffirmed this statement about our Lord Jesus through the centuries. 

  

Good report – eufhmov  {yoo'-fay-mos} well spoken of, i.e. reputable:--of good report. 

From eu  {yoo – a prefix meaning (adverbially) well} and fhmh  {fay'-may - a saying, i.e. 

rumor, fame}. Here again we encounter a word that describes a person who is ‘famous’ 

for the character of their life. What a wonderful thing it is to realize that while men seek 

fame for their great exploits, the believer is encouraged to be famous for their godly life 

of self sacrifice and saintly life of devotion to God. The word points to those in whom 

the Spirit of God has done much to reflect the character of His Son, our Lord Jesus. To 

be like Christ is to be famous. 

  

Virtue - areth  {ar-et'-ay} manliness or valor. That is intrinsic or attributed excellence, 

worthy of praise, virtue. From the same as arrhn  {ar'-hrane - male as stronger for 

lifting. This is not male chauvinism. The word so translated comes from the Latin 

Virtuus meaning strength. Virtue as used by the Greeks, the Romans, and by us really 

speaks of strength of character and the ability to withstand temptation (trial) 

successfully. The list of virtues seems endless. Some of the more common are honesty, 

integrity, sensitivity, diligence, punctuality, truthfulness, courage, sympathy, etc. 

Almost any human ability when strengthened by practice and guided in discipline 

becomes virtue. Here is a real encyclopedia of human behavior. What the Apostle is 

saying then is that we should think about the moral and character strengths of godly 

people to understand how they got that way and how that strength of character plays 

itself out in the world of mankind. We tend to become like those we look up to. What 

Paul is saying here then is choose your role models very carefully.  

 

Praise - epainov  {ep'-ahee-nos} laudation; concretely, a commendable thing praise. 

From  epi  {ep-ee' - a primary preposition; properly, meaning superimposition} and the 

base ainew  {ahee-neh'-o to praise (God)}. The concept here is that praise is laid about 

the person for their behavior, character, life. And there is a real reflection that the basis 

of this praise ultimately rests with God for his instrumentality in the life of the one 

praised. 

 

When we step back and look at each of these modifiers, it becomes obvious that they are 

all connected in some way with people; people to whom we can look up and whom we 

will desire to emulate when we have carefully considered their life and character. It is 

through such people that we develop an understanding of how to live a life pleasing to 

God. The thought life leads to the active life, which leads us to the next sentence. 

                                                 
69

 Song of Solomon 5:16 
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The application: our thought life – The reasonable consideration of all that has been 

said imposes several connected disciplines regarding our thought life. If criteria for 

objects of thought are demanded as an imperative to develop our thought life, we can 

logically infer that there must be other subjects of thought that are not appropriate. In 

order to determine that we are entertaining the proper subjects of thought, we need to 

regularly examine what it is that we are thinking about in the first place. To do that 

implies that we must be consciously aware that we are thinking at all, a fact that seems 

to be lost on most people. For most, the reflexive question “What was I thinking?” is 

greeted with silence because the thought processes have been going on unconsciously if 

at all. So proper thinking requires at least two learned habits: first that we are aware 

that we are thinking and second that we are aware of the subject of our ruminations. 

Only then can we begin to evaluate the subject of our thought against the list of criteria 

provided by the Apostle in this sentence. Again, why is this so important; because there 

is a real link between our thought life and our actions. Solomon was aware of this in the 

context of social intercourse when he wrote in Proverbs: 

 

Do not eat the food of a stingy man, do not crave his delicacies; for he is the kind 

of man who is always thinking about the cost. {Or: for as he thinks within 

himself, so he is.} "Eat and drink," he says to you, but his heart is not with you. 

You will vomit up the little you have eaten and will have wasted your 

compliments.70 

 

True Solomon is talking about another, and one could ask how can we know the 

thoughts of another? But our Lord reminds us “Wherefore by their fruits ye shall know 

them.”71 The principle is quite general thoughts precede deeds and with ample thought 

training (for good or evil) the cast of the life is determined. It is also for this reason that 

the Apostle Paul continues this thought with the further admonition to Godly action. 

 

The Active Life 

 

Whatever you have learned or received or heard from me, or seen in me-- put it 

into practice.72 

 


 

Although we have diagrammed this sentence above so: 

                                                 
70

 Proverbs 23:6-8 
71

 Matthew 7:20 
72

 Philippians 4:9 
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Diagramming a sentence is not the only way to study it. We will use a slightly different 

approach for this sentence.  

 

First let us refer to Robertson as above. Again we quote:  

From: Robertson’s Word Pictures:  Php 4:9 

 

In me (en emoi). Paul dares to point to his life in Philippi as an illustration of this high 

thinking. The preacher is the interpreter of the spiritual life and should be an example of 

it.  

These things do (tauta prassete). Practise as a habit (prasso , not poieo ). 

  
From: Robertson  Pierpont Byzantine Greek New Testament 

 

Πρασσετε           G4238                               V-PAM-2P  

 

                              Strong’s number      Robertson’s Morphological code 

 

From: Robertson’s Morphological codes:   

 

V-PNM-2P 

Part of Speech: Verb 

Tense: Present 

Voice: middle or passive depoNent 

Mood: iMperative 
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Person: second [you+] 

Number: Plural 

The sense here is exactly the same as the term for Λογιζεσθε as for Πρασσετε. The brothers 

are to immediately begin to develop the habitual thinking and practicing of what they 

have both learned and thought about.  

 

A shorter method of sentence study begins with answering several questions like: 

 What is the main verb or verbs of the sentence? 

 Who or what is the subject of the sentence? 

 Who or what is the object of the sentence? That is the one to whom the action of 

the verb is directed.  

 Are there any connectives? Do these refer to words inside the sentence or do they 

refer back to previous sentences? 

 Are there any modifiers (adjectives, adverbs, Adverbial clauses, adjectival phrase, 

prepositional phrases)? What do these modify and how? 

 

Basically these are the types of questions that are answered by diagramming, but the 

diagram is not absolutely necessary, the thought about the structure of the sentence is. 

 The main verb of the sentence is prassw {pras'-so} a primary verb meaning to 

"practice", that is to perform an activity repeatedly or habitually. It comes from poiew 

{poy-eh'-o} - a prolonged form of an obsolete primary; to make or do.  

What it is they are to do is modified by four terms related to various forms of learning.  

 

 Learned manyanw  {man-than'-o} to learn (in any way) 

 

 Received  paralambnw  {par-al-am-ban'-o} to associate with oneself (in any 

familiar or intimate act or relation) 

 

 Heard akouw  {ak-oo'-o} to hear (in various senses) to give audience (of), come 

(to the ears), to be noised, to be reported, to understand. 

 

 Seen eidw  {i'-do} to see (literally or figuratively); by implication, to know (in the 

perfect tense only), to be aware. 
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So the sense here is that the brothers (indeed the entire community of believers) are to 

put into habitual practice the things that they have learned by whatever means. The 

passage tells us indirectly that people learn in different ways. And so God will teach 

them in different ways. But, regardless of the way we learn (by hearing, by reasoning to 

an understanding, by instruction, by godly example or any other means), we are all to 

put into habitual practice what we have learned.  

 

The connective of the sentence “kai  {kahee} a copulative translated “and,” is used 

consistently throughout the first half of the sentence but in its last use (and the God of 

peace…), it introduces a consequential result both as an encouragement and a promise 

to those who were admonished “to do” namely that if this habitual doing of what they 

had learned was right was continued, then the God of Peace would be with them.  

 

The application is simple and straight forward: do what have you learned is the right 

thing to do. If you will do, then the God of peace will be with you. God never teaches us 

anything but that He will make available the grace necessary for its performance. 

Speaking of the five thousand hungry souls that have followed him, He does not say to 

the disciples give them to eat in order to vex them with the impossibility of fulfilling 

His command73. Quite the contrary He is prepared to work with them in the fulfillment 

of His command provided they are willing to do what they can. That is the sense in 

which Paul is advocating action here. If God has showed you what is the right thing to 

do, the command to do it really contains a silent promise of sufficient grace to 

accomplish what is commanded. Another way to look at this is to realize that learning 

of God prepares us to be instruments of His grace provided we are willing to do what 

we can of what we have learned. 

 

Getting Ready for a Word Study 

 

With this, we close this section and move on now to a word study in the Bible. 

In this exercise, we will limit ourselves to selecting a word or several related words as 

used by Paul to develop an idea in the Letter to the Philippians.  The context of each 

word will be considered somewhat informally and other uses of the word sought in 

Paul’s writing only. We do this to limit the work required to understand what other 

writers are saying and why, which could be quite different from Paul’s situation. Limit 

yourself to no more that four or five other uses from other texts by Paul, sufficient to 

explore the full range of his thought on the subject. Continue the use of Strong’s and 

                                                 
73

 Mark 6:37-44 
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Robertson’s as well as commentaries to get the sense of what Paul is saying beyond the 

context of Philippians. Needless to say the word chosen should be the same word in the 

Greek, not the English. Translators in their valid need to produce a readable document 

sometimes use other words in English for the same Greek word and the same word in 

English for different Greek words. Be careful.  
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Sample Word Study  

 

The word method of Bible study focuses on a particular word or phrase that is used in 

several places in Scripture. Since words and phrases occur in sentences, word studies 

are not unlike sentence studies, except that the words used occur in several sentences. 

This method is particularly difficult, in that the continuity and relatedness of each 

occurrence of a word must be established with respect to all the other uses of that word. 

So the analysis of the context of every passage becomes critical. This is especially so 

when we consider the elapsed time between the writing of two verses could be any 

where from a hundred to a thousand years! Word meanings shift. And the Bible is 

written in more than one ancient language. Particular attention must be paid to both the 

historical-cultural context and lexical-syntactical context of each passage used.  Lexical 

continuity insures that the same word / concept or an etymologically analogous word / 

concept are being used in the original language. Syntactical continuity assures that the 

author or authors have the same thought, conceptual approach or problem in mind. If 

writer “A” says that Mary has a ball and writer “B” says that Mary throws a ball, the 

interpreter will go far from the truth if he concludes that Mary is the same person and 

that she is participating in a ball game if he fails to note that while writer “A” is 

describing the rules of a sports game, writer “B” is telling people about how to have a 

party. Failure to note the context has resulted in associating two thoughts in similar 

sentences that had no relation to each other whatever for the original authors!  

 

In this exercise, we are limiting ourselves to a word as used by Paul to develop an idea 

in the Letter to the Philippians.  The context of each word will be considered somewhat 

informally and other uses of the word sought in Paul’s writing only. By staying within 

Paul’s usage, we greatly simplify the problem of a word study, because our analysis is 

restricted to one letter from one author for whom we have already established the 

historical – cultural context for all the words used (unless of course an ancient text is 

cited which is not the case in Philippians).  In this word study we will deal with only 

the lexical – semantic context in following the development of an idea in the book. 

  

The verses to be considered are easily isolated by use of a concordance that gives the 

original root words. We must bear in mind, however, that the translators may have 

translated the same ancient word into different English words and different ancient 

words into the same English word. This happens for several reasons chief among which 

is the semantic range of a word and semantic overlap. That is words can have different 

meanings as well as synonyms.  In translating, the semantic range and overlap may be 

different between the languages. For clarity, then, the English words the translator uses 

may be misleading when word studies are undertaken. Without reference to the 
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Hebrew or Greek, it is possible to miss references that were translated using different 

English words for the same Greek or Hebrew word. It is also possible to concatenate the 

use of different words in the original languages that were translated using the same 

word or phrase in English. These difficulties are easily overcome by the use of a 

concordance like Strong’s or Young’s that give the root words. This is why an 

exhaustive analytic concordance like Strong’s of Young’s is one of the most useful study 

tools for Bible study in general. 

 

For our topic we will investigate Paul’s use of the word translated “mind” in 

Philippians. There are, of course, several related words like “minded”, “likeminded”, 

“minds”, or “think” and their occurrence in the book must also be searched out. Using 

the search capability of the Power Bible program (or the e-sword search function under 

Bible) and limiting the range to just the book of Philippians we find the following 

verses74: 

 

Mind:    1:27, 2:2, 2:3, 2:5, 3:16, 3:19, 4:2 

Like minded:  2:20 

Minded:   3:15 (two times) 

Minds:   4:7 

Think:   1:7, 4:8 

Concern:  4:10 

 

The Greek words in these passages are not the same however.  

 

The English sentences in order of occurrence from the NIV are as shown (with the 

particular basic Greek word) 

 

1:7 It is right for me to feel {phroneo} this way about all of you, since I have you in 

my heart; for whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all 

of you share in God's grace with me. 

 

1:27 Whatever happens, conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of 

Christ. Then, whether I come and see you or only hear about you in my absence, 

I will know that you stand firm in one spirit, contending as one man (KJV: “with 

one mind {psuche}”) for the faith of the gospel 

 

                                                 
74

 I have used the KJV because that is the only one with Strong’s numbers for automatic search but shown 

the verses in the NIV. The English words may be different from KJV to NIV but the Greek words are the 

same. So we may search using the KJV but analyze using the NIV English – no problem.  
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2:2 then make my joy complete by being like-minded {autos phroneo}, having the 

same love, being one in spirit and purpose (KJV: “of one mind. {heis phroneo}”) 

 

2:3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility (KJV: “in 

lowliness of mind {tapeinophrosune}”) consider others better than yourselves. 

  

2:5 Your attitude (KJV: “mind {phroneo}”) should be the same as that of Christ Jesus. 

 

2:20  I have no one else like him (KJV: “likeminded {isopsuchos}”), who takes a 

genuine interest in your welfare.  

 

3:15  All of us who are mature should take such a view of things (KJV: “be thus 

minded {phroneo}”). And if on some point you think differently (KJV: 

“otherwise {heteros} minded, {phroneo}”) that too God will make clear to you. 

 

3:16  Only let us live up to (KJV: “let us walk {stoicheo} by the same {autos} rule, 

{kanon} let us mind {phroneo}”) what we have already attained. 

 

3:19 Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their 

shame. Their mind {phroneo} is on earthly things. 

 

4:2 I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other  (KJV: 

“that they be of the same {autos} mind {phroneo}”) in the Lord. 

 

4:7 And the peace of God, which transcends all understanding, will guard your 

hearts {kardia} and your minds {noema} in Christ Jesus. 

 

4:8 Finally, brothers, whatever is true, whatever is noble, whatever is right, whatever 

is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is admirable-- if anything is excellent or 

praiseworthy—think {logizomai} about such things. 

 

4:10  I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last you have renewed your concern {phroneo} 

for me. Indeed, you have been concerned {phroneo}, but you had no opportunity 

to show it. 

 

A brief inspection of the sentences reveals that there are six different words used in the 

book translated by or relating to the mind and thought: psuche, isopsuchos, phroneo, 

tapeinophrosune, noema, and logizomai. Using our Strong’s dictionary we establish the 

following meanings: 
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quch  psuche {pronounced psoo-khay'} from psucho (to breathe voluntarily but gently); 

breath, that is (by implication) spirit, abstractly or concretely :--heart (+ -ily), life, mind, 

soul, + us, + you. 

{psuche refers to the animal sentient principle only; as distinguished on the one hand 

from pneuma (the rational and immortal soul) and on the other from zoe (mere vitality, 

even of plants) these terms thus exactly correspond respectively to the Hebrew nephesh 

(a breathing creature) , ruwach (the breath of a rational creature) and chay (vitality)} 

 

isoqucov  isopsuchos  {pronounced ee-sop'-soo-khos} from isos (similar, equal, like) 

and psuche (spirit - see above) ; of similar spirit:--likeminded. 

 

fronew  phroneo {pronounced fron-eh'-o} from phren (the midriff of the body - by 

implication, the feelings - by extension the cognitive mind); to exercise the mind, that is 

to entertain or have a sentiment or opinion; by implication, to be (mentally) disposed 

(more or less earnestly in a certain direction); intensively, to interest oneself in (with 

concern or obedience):--set the affection on, (be) care(-ful), (be like-, + be of one, + be of 

the same, + let this) mind(-ed), regard, savor, think. 
 

tapeinofrosunh  tapeinophrosune,  {pronounced tap-i-nof-ros-oo'-nay} from a 

compound of tapeinos (humble or low degree) and the base of phren (feelings and - by 

extension the cognitive mind) ; humiliation of mind, i.e. modesty:--humbleness of mind, 

humility (of mind), loneliness (of mind).  
 
 
 
 
 

nohma  noema,75  {pronounced no'-ay-mah} from noeo (to exercise the mind to observe 

or figuratively to); a perception, i.e. purpose, or (by implication) the intellect, 

disposition, itself:--device, mind, thought. 

                                                 
75

 The etymology of this particular word is significant because of the use of many of its cognates in scripture. We may show it 

structurally as follows: 

nohma  noema,  {pronounced no'-ay-mah} disposition (14 x N.T.) 

From: nouv  nous,  {pronounced nooce} comprehension which affects human; thought, feeling, or will (22 x N.T.) 

From the base of ginwskw  ginosko,  {pronounced ghin-oce'-ko} to know (208 x in N.T.) 

 

The word metanoew  metanoeo,  {pronounced met-an-o-eh'-o} coming from meta and noeo is another related word. Metanoeo 

means to think differently or afterwards, i.e. reconsider (morally, feel compunction) to repent. It is used 14 times in the N.T. When 

one considers that nous refers to that which affects human thought, feeling, and will; it is understandable that early Greek fathers in 

the church felt  that repentance involved not only sorrow or contrition but more positively and fundamentally the conversion or 

turning of our whole life towards God. Repentance is customarily linked to pistiv pistis,  {pronounced pis'-tis} – faith. Taken 

together repentance (turning from) and faith (turning toward) may be taken together as epistrefw  epistrepho,  {pronounced ep-ee-

stref'-o} to turn about or convert. In short conversion involves both repentance and faith (as in Mark 1:15). Because nous refers to 



 90 

 

logizomai  logizomai,  {pronounced log-id'-zom-ahee} middle voice from logos (from 

lego (to lay forth) something said) to take an inventory, i.e. estimate (literally or 

figuratively):--conclude, (ac-)count (of), + despise, esteem, impute, lay, number, reason, 

reckon, suppose, think (on). The word has to do with our cognitive use of that which 

has been communicated to us by means of words: thoughts. 

 

As you can see there is a very rich vocabulary of concepts lying behind the words that 

are translated: mind, minded, likeminded, minds, think and concern. For the purposes 

of this study, we will restrict ourselves to the most common word used phroneo and its 

obvious cognate tapeinophrosune. This leaves us with nine references in Philippians: 

1:7, 2:2, 2:3, 2:5; 3:15, 3:16, 3:19; 4:2, 4:10. 

 

Let us look at the context of each reference. Robertson’s Word Pictures (on E-sword) 

provides a valuable check on our own analysis. 

 

1:7 It is right for me to feel {phroneo} this way about all of you, since I have you in 

my heart; for whether I am in chains or defending and confirming the gospel, all 

of you share in God's grace with me. 

 

Context: The wider context of the passage in which this sentence (1:27-2:18) 

occurs gives an account of Paul’s circumstances. Paul is sustained in difficult 

circumstances by joy, particularly as it focuses on the Philippian church. The 

sentence tells them that such a feeling of joy is justified because Paul knows that 

they and he co-share in God’s grace and that is evidence that God who has begun 

the work of salvation in them (through Paul’s ministry) will surely complete it. 

So Paul is comforted by the assurance that his work in them is not in vain and 

that he will be able to spend all eternity with those he loves so much. 

 

Robertson’s Word Pictures: “Even as it is meet for me to think this of you all - 

There is a reason why I should cherish this hope of you, and this confident 

expectation that you will be saved. That reason is found in the evidence which 

you have given that you are sincere Christians. Having evidence of that, it is 

proper that I should believe that you will finally reach heaven.” 

 

                                                                                                                                                             
that which influences every aspect of the soul (thought, feeling, and will), repentance is seen as “godly sorrow worketh repentance 

to salvation not to be repented of” 2 Corinthians 7:10 
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2:2 then make my joy complete by being like-minded {autos phroneo}, having the 

same love, being one in spirit and purpose (KJV: “of one mind.” {heis phroneo}) 

 

Context: This sentence (and the two following, 2:3 & 2:5) all occur in the section 

(2:1-11) in which Paul exhorts them to humility. The section exhorting to 

humility follows right after the section in which he encouraged them to stand 

firm in the face of persecution and to rejoice regardless of circumstances. The two 

are clearly linked. Steadfastness and joy in the face of adverse circumstances and 

persecution is greatly facilitated by the character of the mind that each believer 

shares with all the others. So here he exhorts them to a like-mindedness (autos 

phroneo) that is so complete that they are really of one spirit and one mind (heis 

phroneo). But the sentence leaves undefined what the character of that one mind 

should be. The following sentence answers that question and sets the tone for the 

whole section. 

 

Robertson’s Word Pictures: “That ye be like-minded - Greek that ye think the 

same thing. … Perfect unity of sentiment, opinion, and plan would be desirable if 

it could be attained. It may be, so far as to prevent discord, schism, contention 

and strife in the church, and so that Christians may be harmonious in promoting 

the same great work - the salvation of souls.” 

 

2:3 Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility (KJV: “in 

lowliness of mind {tapeinophrosune}”) consider others better than yourselves. 

 

Context: This sentence carries forward the closely allied thought of oneness of 

spirit and mind (motivation and attitude) advocated in the preceding sentence by 

defining wherein that oneness of mind is to consist. The use of tapeinophrosune 

or lowliness of mind (i.e. humility) gives the entire passage its focus and indeed 

is central to Paul’s exhortation to joyful communal oneness in the face of 

persecution and adversity such as he was then experiencing. It is introduced in 

contradistinction to selfish ambition and vain conceit as if to highlight these 

counterfeit motivations or mindsets that will breed division, anger, and failure to 

maintain unity. The words so mentioned in passing are real clues for the mature 

and discerning believer to take note of since they can occur in the assembly and 

left unnoticed and uncorrected will do much harm, the kind of harm Paul 

wished the Philippians to avoid.  This sentence also serves as a bridge to the next 

sentence (2:5) which serves as Paul’s portal to advance one of the most 

memorable Christological passages in the entire Bible! The mind of Christ is the 

greatest antidote to the twin poisons of selfish ambition and vain conceit! 
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Robertson’s Word Pictures: Let nothing be done through strife - With a spirit of 

contention. This command forbids us to do anything, or attempt anything as the 

mere result of strife. This is not the principle from which we are to act, or by 

which we are to be governed. We are to form no plan, and aim at no object which 

is to be secured in this way. The command prohibits all attempts to secure 

anything over others by mere physical strength, by superiority of intellect or 

numbers, as the result of dark schemes and plans formed by rivalry, by the 

indulgence of angry passions, or with the spirit of ambition. We are not to 

attempt to do anything merely by outstripping others, or by showing that we 

have more talent, courage, or zeal. What we do is to be by principle, and with a 

desire to maintain the truth, and to glorify God. And yet how often is this rule 

violated! How often do Christian denominations attempt to outstrip each other, 

and to see which shall be the greatest! How often do ministers preach with no 

better aim! How often do we attempt to outdo others in dress and with it the 

splendor of furniture and equipment! How often, even in plans of benevolence, 

and in the cause of virtue and religion, is the secret aim to outdo others. This is 

all wrong. There is no holiness in such efforts. Never once did the Redeemer act 

from such a motive, and never once should this motive be allowed to influence 

us. The conduct of others may be allowed to show us what we can do, and ought 

to do; but it should not be our sole aim to outstrip them; compare 2Co 9:2-4. 

Or vain glory - The word used here -           kenodoxia occurs nowhere else 

in the New Testament, though the adjective -            kenodoxos - occurs 

once in Gal 5:26. It means properly empty pride, or glory, and is descriptive of 

vain and hollow parade and show. Suidas renders it, “any vain opinion about 

oneself” -                                   mataia tis peri eautou oie  sis. The idea 

seems to be that of mere self-esteem; a mere desire to honor ourselves, to attract 

attention, to win praise, to make ourselves uppermost, or foremost, or the main 

object. The command here solemnly forbids our doing anything with such an 

aim - no matter whether it is in intellectual attainments, in physical strength, in 

skill in music, in eloquence or song, in dress, furniture, or religion. Self is not to 

be foremost; selfishness is not to be the motive. Probably there is no command of 

the Bible which would have a wider sweep than this, or would touch on more 

points of human conduct, it fairly applied. Who is there who passes a single day 

without, in some respect, desiring to display himself? What minister of the 

gospel preaches, who never has any wish to exhibit his talents, eloquence, or 

learning? How few make a gesture, but with some wish to display the grace or 

power with which it is done! Who, in conversation, is always free from a desire 

to show his wit, or his power in argumentation, or his skill in repartee? Who 
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plays at the piano without the desire of commendation? Who thunders in the 

senate, or goes to the field of battle; who builds a house, or purchases an article 

of apparel; who writes a book, or performs a deed of benevolence, altogether 

uninfluenced by this desire? If all could be taken out of human conduct which is 

performed merely from “strife,” or from “vain-glory,” how small a portion 

would be left!  

“But in lowliness of mind - Modesty, or humility. The word used here is the 

same which is rendered “humility” in Acts 20:19; Col 2:18, Col 2:23; 1Pe 5:5, 

humbleness, in Col 3:12; and lowliness, in Eph 4:2; Phi 2:3. It does not elsewhere 

occur in the New Testament. It here means humility, and it stands opposed to 

that pride or self-valuation which would lead us to strive for the ascendancy, or 

which acts from a wish for flattery, or praise. The best and the only true 

correction of these faults is humility. This virtue consists in estimating ourselves 

according to truth. It is a willingness to take the place which we ought to take in 

the sight of God and man; and, having the low estimate of our own importance 

and character which the truth about our insignificance as creatures and vileness 

as sinners would produce, it will lead us to a willingness to perform lowly and 

humble offices that we may benefit others.” 

  

2:5 Your attitude (KJV: “mind” {phroneo}) should be the same as that of Christ Jesus. 

 

Context: As mentioned above this sentence serves as Paul’s portal to present one 

of the most memorable Christological passages in the entire Bible! Although 

motivated by the desire to set forth our Lord as a perfect model of humility, it 

goes far beyond that in expressing the innate loveliness and complete devotion of 

his Divine Person and deserves a great deal of meditation that is beyond the 

scope of this word study. Suffice it to say that it ranks on a par with Paul’s 

eloquent description of Agape (the love of God) in 1 Corinthians 13. 

 

Robertson’s Word Pictures: “Let this mind be in you, which was also in Christ 

Jesus - The object of this reference to the example of the Savior is particularly to 

enforce the duty of humility. This was the highest example which could be 

furnished, and it would illustrate and confirm all the apostle had said of this 

virtue. The principle in the case is that we are to make the Lord Jesus our model, 

and are in all respects to frame our lives, as far as possible, in accordance with 

this great example. The point here is, that he left a state of inexpressible glory, 

and took upon him the most humble form of humanity, and performed the 

lowliest offices, that he might benefit us.” 

 



 94 

3:15  All of us who are mature should take such a view of things (KJV: “be thus 

minded” {phroneo}). And if on some point you think differently (KJV: 

“otherwise minded” {heteros phroneo}) that too God will make clear to you. 

 

Context: This sentence and the one that immediately follows (3:16) both occur in 

the section (3:1 – 4:1) warning the Philippians against Judaizers ( or legalists 3:1-

16) and Antinomians (or libertines 3:17 – 4:1). The concern of this passage is not 

about carnal attitudes that could surface from within the community of believers 

(ambition or vain conceit) but about other teaching (hetero doxia) not according 

to Paul’s teaching (ortho doxia). They are really part of the first section against 

Judaizers because Paul’s experience and therefore his concern centered on the 

many painful experiences he had had with Jewish syncretisers who sought to 

enforce the keeping of mosaic law in addition to faith in Jesus’ finished work on 

the cross, a kind ‘grace plus works’ doctrine that denigrated the greatness, 

completeness, and all sufficiency of Jesus’ sacrificial death, and that reflected a 

fundamental misunderstanding of the purpose of the law. The believers at 

Philippi were to have oneness of mind not only in terms of humility but in terms 

of what Paul had already taught them about his conversion experience in which 

he esteemed all his Jewish advantages so much ‘dung’ that he might obtain 

Christ. If there were those who were other minded (heteros phroneo), the 

Philippians must not accept their other doctrine (heteros doxia – a danger 

implied by the warning “watch out”!). But neither must they strive with them. 

They must follow Paul’s example and strive to win the prize of Jesus Christ. God 

would show the single minded Philippians the truth and convict those (who 

were heteros phroneo) as He had Paul on the Damascus road and show them the 

truth as well provided that they, like Paul, were marked for salvation.  

 

Robertson’s Word Pictures: “Be thus minded - That is, be united in the effort to 

obtain the prize, and to become entirely perfect. ‘Let them put forth the same 

effort which I do, forgetting what is behind, and pressing forward to the mark.’  

And if in anything ye be otherwise minded - That is, if there were any among 

them who had not these elevated views and aims, and who had not been brought 

to see the necessity of such efforts, or who had not learned that such high 

attainments were possible. There might be those among them who had been very 

imperfectly instructed in the nature of religion; those who entertained views 

which impeded their progress, and prevented the simple and earnest striving for 

salvation which Paul was enabled to put forth. He had laid aside every obstacle; 

renounced all the Jewish opinions which had impeded his salvation, and had 

now one single aim - that of securing the prize. But there might be those who had 
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not attained to these views, and who were still impeded and embarrassed by 

erroneous opinions.” 

 

3:16  Only let us live up to (KJV: “let us walk {stoicheo} by the same {autos} rule, 

{kanon} let us mind {phroneo}”) what we have already attained. 

 

Context: This sentence following after 3:15 above which closes with what we 

must not do {accept false doctrine (heteros doxia) and strive with those who were 

other minded (heteros phroneo)}. That sentence said what the Philippians should 

not do, this sentence tells them exactly what to do: to walk by the same rule 

{kanon from which we get our English word for rule: cannon} and to mind what 

we have already attained {of Paul’s teaching and example}. 

 

Robertson’s Word Pictures: “Nevertheless, whereto we have already attained, 

let us walk by the same rule - This is a most wise and valuable rule, and a rule 

that would save much difficulty and contention in the church, if it were honestly 

applied. The meaning is this, that though there might be different degrees of 

attainment among Christians, and different views on many subjects, yet there 

were points in which all could agree; there were attainments which they all had 

made, and in reference to them they should walk in harmony and love. It might 

be that some had made much greater advances than others. They had more 

elevated views of religion; they had higher knowledge; they were nearer 

perfection. Others had had less advantages of education and instruction, had had 

fewer opportunities of making progress in the divine life, and would less 

understand the higher mysteries of the Christian life. They might not see the 

truth or propriety of many things which those in advance of them would see 

clearly. But it was not worth while to quarrel about these things. There should be 

no angry feeling, and no fault-finding on either side. There were many things in 

which they could see alike, and where there were no jarring sentiments. In those 

things they could walk harmoniously; and they who were in advance of others 

should not complain of their less informed brethren as lacking all evidence of 

piety; nor should those who had not made such advances complain of those 

before them as fanatical, or as disposed to push things to extremes. They who 

had the higher views should, as Paul did, believe that God will yet communicate 

them to the church at large, and in the meantime should not denounce others; 

and those who had less elevated attainments should not censure their brethren as 

wild and visionary. There were common grounds on which they might unite, 

and thus the harmony of the church would be secured. 
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No better rule than this could be applied to the subjects of inquiry which spring 

up among Christians respecting temperance, slavery, moral reform, and the 

various doctrines of religion; and, if this rule had been always observed, the 

church would have been always saved from harsh contention and from schism. If 

a man does not see things just as I do, let me try with mildness to teach him, and 

let me believe that, if he is a Christian, God will make this known to him yet; but 

let me not quarrel with him, for neither of us would be benefited by that, nor 

would the object be likely to be attained. In the meantime, there are many things 

in which we can agree. In them let us work together, and strive, as far as we can, 

to promote the common object. Thus we shall save our temper, give no occasion 

to the world to reproach us, and be much more likely to come together in all our 

views. The best way to make true Christians harmonious is, to labor together in 

the common cause of saving souls. As far as we can agree, let us go and labor 

together; and where we cannot yet, let us “agree to differ.” We shall all think 

alike by-and-by. 

 

3:19 Their destiny is destruction, their god is their stomach, and their glory is in their 

shame. Their mind {phroneo} is on earthly things. 

 

Context: This sentence is part of the argument advanced with 3:15 and 3:16 

above. But it occurs in the passage about the Antinomians (libertines) and with 

good reason. While a Judaizer might justly claim that they are not focusing on 

earthly things but the law of God, the libertine in casting off all moral restraint 

(for such is the meaning of antinomian {Greek anti (against) and nomos (law)}) 

clearly does so because he wants no restraint in his abuse of earthly things. This 

sentence is a veritable anatomy lesson: their god is their stomach, their glory is in 

their shame, and their mind {phroneo} is on earthly things. But their end is 

destruction, while the next sentence tells the Philippians that their end is heaven.  

 

Robertson’s Word Pictures: “Who mind earthly things - That is, whose hearts 

are set on earthly things, or who live to obtain them. Their attention is directed to 

honor, gain, or pleasure, and their chief anxiety is that they may secure these 

objects. This is mentioned as one of the characteristics of enmity to the cross of 

Christ; and if this be so, how many are there in the church now who are the real 

enemies of the cross! How many professing Christians are there who regard little 

else than worldly things! How many who live only to acquire wealth, to gain 

honor, or to enjoy the pleasures of the world! How many are there who have no 

interest in a prayer meeting, in a Sunday school, in religious conversation, and in 

the advancement of true religion on the earth! These are the real enemies of the 
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cross. It is not so much those who deny the doctrines of the cross, as it is those 

who oppose its influence on their hearts; not so much those who live to scoff and 

deride religion, as it is those who “mind earthly things,” that injure this holy 

cause in the world.” 

 

4:2 I plead with Euodia and I plead with Syntyche to agree with each other (KJV: 

“that they be of the same mind” {autos phroneo}) in the Lord. 

 

Context: This sentence occurs in the section relating to various exhortations 

concerning the Christian life (4:2–9). After having reiterated his underlying 

exhortation to stand firm in 4:1 (in the face of persecution or adverse 

circumstances is implied by earlier comments), he turns to other areas of concern. 

If carnal desire or false doctrine can create division and disunity, simple 

disagreements can have the same effect. So the Apostle beseeches Euodia and 

Syntyche to stop what is probably a “cat fight” based on some misunderstanding, 

because this too can weaken a work of God. He pleads with Epaphroditus, 

whom he styles a “true yokefellow” to lend his good offices to effect a cessation 

of hostilities in this petty squabble. To be of the same mind {autos phroneo} 

precludes the possibility of such harmony threatening misbehavior.  

 

Robertson’s Word Pictures: “That they be of the same mind - That they be 

united, or reconciled. Whether the difference related to doctrine, or to something 

else, we cannot determine from this phrase. The language is such as would 

properly relate to any difference.” 

 

4:10  I rejoice greatly in the Lord that at last you have renewed your concern {phroneo} 

for me. Indeed, you have been concerned {phroneo}, but you had no opportunity 

to show it. 

 

Context: In this sentence, Paul returns to his joy in the Philippian believers, but 

this time his joy centers in their material care for his needs (by the hand of 

Epaphroditus). Their care is a symptom of their care or mindfulness to remember 

the apostle by whom they had been so blessed. As much as anywhere we see that 

the mind of which Paul has been speaking is really an understanding that 

influences both the feelings (concern, joy) and the actions (humble service) and 

the thinking {logizomai} on the things of Christ (whatever is true, whatever is 

noble, whatever is right, whatever is pure, whatever is lovely, whatever is 

admirable-- if anything is excellent or praiseworthy). 
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Robertson’s Word Pictures: “Your care of me hath flourished again - In the 

margin this is rendered “is revived,” and this is the proper meaning of the Greek 

word. It is a word properly applicable to plants or flowers, meaning to grow 

green again; to flourish again; to spring up again. Here the meaning is that they 

had been again prospered in their care of him, and to Paul it seemed as if their 

care had sprung up anew. 

Wherein ye were also careful - That is, they were desirous to render him 

assistance, and to minister to his wants. Paul adds this, lest they should think he 

was disposed to blame them for inattention.” 

 

Summary: Paul’s use of the word phroneo in Philippians is clearly focused on its effect 

on the Christian Community. Although he rejoices in the realization that God, who has 

begun a good work (salvation) in them, will complete it, there is still a concern with 

their mindset and with the possibility of the work being derailed during persecution or 

adverse circumstances. Central to their spiritual success is the character of their 

motivation and attitudes. Above all unity (oneness of mind) is essential. But oneness of 

mind is not enough. People of the world are of one mind in their pursuit of selfish 

ambition and vain glory. They make a god of their appetites (“stomach”) and glory in 

shameful immoral practices. And their end is destruction. The oneness of the mind of 

the Philippians is not to be so, but rather to focus on the heavenly things of Christ and 

move to humble service that models itself on the service of our Lord Jesus during His 

earthly life. They are to mind Paul’s example, particularly when there are those who are 

otherwise minded as regards the spiritual life. They must not strive against such but 

follow Paul’s example of pressing toward the mark. It is steadfastness of mind bent on 

humble service and faithful striving after Christ that will know joy and solidarity in 

trial.  The obstacles may arise from within (as carnal desires) or without (from false 

teaching) or accidentally (as petty arguments). All such are to be avoided.  

 

To gain a fuller sense of how Paul uses this word (and its cognates) a quick search of the 

New Testament turns up 21 references. If we remove the 8 from Philippians we are left 

with 13 of which 10 are Paul’s. This marks the word as a nearly unique Pauline usage. 

They are in order: 

 
Romans 

 

8:5-6 Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds {phroneo} set on 

what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have 

their minds set on what the Spirit desires. The mind {phronema - the mental 
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inclination} of sinful man is death, but the mind {phronema} controlled by the 

Spirit is life and peace.  
 

Context: The argument of the section where this sentence occurs is that the 

interior work of salvation should be made manifest by a change of the focus of 

our minds. Here we see a more full exposition of the point that Paul raised in 

Philippians 3:19. There is was “earthly things.” Here it is “the things of the flesh”.  

Again the feelings, thoughts, and the actions are all involved here. Those that are 

“in the flesh” mind the flesh. Those that are in the Spirit are “led by the Spirit” 

The cast of the mind is a clear indicator of spiritual condition. 

 

Robertson Word Pictures: “Do mind the things of the flesh - They are 

supremely devoted to the gratification of their corrupt desires.  

But they that are after the Spirit - Who are under its influence; who are led by 

the Spirit.  

For to be carnally minded - Margin, “The minding of the flesh.” The sense is, 

that to follow the inclinations of the flesh, or the corrupt propensities of our 

nature, leads us to condemnation and death. The expression is one of great 

energy, and shows that it not only leads to death, or leads to misery, but that it is 

death itself; there is woe and condemnation in the very act and purpose of being 

supremely devoted to the corrupt passions, its only tendency is condemnation 

and despair.” 

 

12:3  For by the grace given me I say to every one of you: Do not think {phroneo} of 

yourself more highly than you ought, but rather think of yourself with sober 

judgment {sophroneo}, in accordance with the measure of faith God has given 

you. 

 

Context: This sentence occurs in the passage where Paul is arguing for the 

believer’s living sacrifice of himself to God as a reasonable service. As part of 

that service we should not entertain inflated notions about our self. But we are 

also introduced to an interesting cognate sophroneo which means to think with a 

sound mind or a sober mind. The term is also used about six times (three by 

Paul). A sound mind is another attribute of the oneness of mind desired for the 

believer not specifically mentioned in Philippians. It is referred to by Paul in 2 

Timothy 1:7 as a gift of God76 

 

                                                 
76

 2Ti 1:7 For God did not give us a spirit of timidity, but a spirit of power, of love and of self-discipline. (KJV “a 

sound mind”) 
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Robertson Word Pictures: “Not to think ... - Not to over-estimate himself, or to 

think more of himself than he ought to. What is the true standard by which we 

ought to estimate ourselves he immediately adds. This is a caution against pride; 

and an exhortation not to judge of ourselves by our talents, wealth, or function, 

but to form another standard of judging of ourselves, by our Christian character. 

The Romans would probably be in much danger from this quarter. The 

prevailing habit of judging among them was according to rank, or wealth, or 

eloquence, or function. While this habit of judging prevailed in the world around 

them, there was danger that it might also prevail in the church. And the 

exhortation was that they should not judge of their own characters by the usual 

modes among people, but by their Christian attainments. There is no sin to 

which people are more prone than an inordinate self-valuation and pride. 

Instead of judging by what constitutes true excellence of character, they pride 

themselves on that which is of no intrinsic value; on rank, and titles, and external 

accomplishments; or on talents, learning, or wealth. The only true standard of 

character pertains to the principles of action or to that which constitutes the 

moral nature of the man; and to that the apostle calls the Roman people. 

But to think soberly - Literally, “to think so as to act soberly or wisely.” So to 

estimate ourselves is to act or demean ourselves wisely, prudently, modestly. 

Those who over-estimate themselves are proud, haughty, and foolish in their 

deportment. Those who think of themselves as they ought are modest, sober, and 

prudent. There is no way to maintain a wise and proper conduct so certain, as to 

form a humble and modest estimate of our own character. 

According as God hath dealt - As God has measured to each one, or apportioned 

to each one. In this place the faith which Christians have, is traced to God as its 

giver. This act, that God has given it, will be itself one of the most effectual 

promoters of humility and right feeling. People commonly regard the objects on 

which they pride themselves as things of their own creation, or as depending on 

themselves. But let an object be regarded as the gift of God, and it ceases to excite 

pride, and the feeling is at once changed into gratitude. He, therefore, who 

regards God as the source of all blessings, and he only, will be a humble man.” 

 

12:16  Live in harmony with one another (KJV “Be of the same mind {autos phroneo} 

one toward another”). Do not be proud (KJV High minded {hupselos phroneo}, 

but be willing to associate with people of low position. Do not be conceited (KJV 

“wise {phronimos} in your own conceits”}. 
 

Context:  This sentence, following upon the argument above, continues to define 

the mind of the believer bent on presenting himself a living sacrifice to God. 
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Here as in Philippians 2:2 oneness of mind is advocated. But here it is set in 

contradistinction to high mindedness and self conceit which war against a 

willingness to content oneself in associations with those of low degree. Yet our 

Lord’s humility argues against such attitudes and for a oneness of mind in 

humility. 

 

Robertson Word Pictures: “Be of the same mind ... - This passage has been 

variously interpreted. “Enter into each other’s circumstances, in order to see how 

you would yourself feel.” Chrysostom. “Be agreed in your opinions and views.” 

Stuart. “Be united or agreed with each other.” Flatt; compare Phi_2:2; 2Co_13:11. 

A literal translation of the Greek will give somewhat a different sense, but one 

evidently correct. “Think of, that is, regard, or seek after the same thing for each 

other; that is, what you regard or seek for yourself, seek also for your brethren. 

Do not have divided interests; do not be pursuing different ends and aims; do 

not indulge counter plans and purposes; and do not seek honors, offices, for 

yourself which you do not seek for your brethren, so that you may still regard 

yourselves as brethren on a level, and aim at the same object.” The Syriac has 

well rendered the passage: “And what you think concerning yourselves, the 

same also think concerning your brethren; neither think with an elevated or 

ambitious mind, but accommodate yourselves to those who are of humbler 

condition;” compare 1Pe_3:8. 

Mind not high things - Greek, Not thinking of high things. That is, not seeking 

them, or aspiring after them. The connection shows that the apostle had in view 

those things which pertained to worldly offices and honors; wealth, and state, 

and grandeur. They were not to seek them for themselves; nor were they to court 

the society or the honors of the people in an elevated rank in life. Christians were 

commonly of the poorer ranks, and they were to seek their companions and joys 

there, and not to aspire to the society of the great and the rich; compare Jer_45:5, 

“And seekest thou great things for thyself? Seek them not;” Luk_12:15. 

Condescend -       γ        sunapagomenoi. Literally, “being led away by, 

or being conducted by.” It does not properly mean to condescend, but denotes a 

yielding, or being guided and led in the thoughts, feelings, plans, by humble 

objects. Margin, “Be contented with mean things.” 

To men of low estate - In the Greek text, the word here is an adjective            

tapeinois, and may refer either to “people” or to “things,” either in the masculine 

or neuter gender. The sentiment is not materially changed whichever 

interpretation is adopted. It means that Christians should seek the objects of 

interest and companionship, not among the great, the rich, and the noble, but 

among the humble and the obscure. They should do it because their Master did it 
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before them; because his friends are most commonly found among those in 

humble life; because Christianity prompts to benevolence rather than to a 

fondness for pride and display; and because of the influence on the mind 

produced by an attempt to imitate the great, to seek the society of the rich, and to 

mingle with the scenes of gaiety, folly, and ambition. 

Be not wise ... - Compare Isa_5:21, “Woe unto them that are wise in their own 

eyes, and prudent in their own sight.” See the note at Rom_11:25. The meaning is, 

do not trust in the conceit of your own superior skill and understanding, and 

refuse to hearken to the counsel of others. 

In your own conceits - Greek, “Among yourselves.” Syriac, “In your own 

opinion.” The direction here accords with that just given, and means that they 

should not be elated with pride above their brethren; or be headstrong and self-

confident. The tendency of religion is to produce a low estimate of our own 

importance and attainments. 

 

14:6  He who regards {phroneo} one day as special, does so to the Lord. He who eats 

meat, eats to the Lord, for he gives thanks to God; and he who abstains {phroneo 

me}, does so to the Lord and gives thanks to God. 

 

Context:  The context here is that of the discussion of one of “weak faith” or a 

sensitive conscience. There is liberty for differences in private practice growing 

out of the individual believer’s personal understanding of what God requires of 

him, i.e. what he ‘minds’. We should not be critical or judgmental of such. This 

attitude not to be confused with Paul’s attitude toward the Judaizers. They who 

sought to force believers to observe days and seasons of the Jewish calendar in 

order to be saved, (See Paul’s concerns in Galatians 4:10) but here is rather the 

isolated case of a scrupulous conscience. The usage here puts us in remembrance 

of our own colloquial usage: “do you mind (i.e. find objection to an action) if I sit 

down here? Or “Mind (i.e. pay attention to) your own business!” 

 

Robertson Word Pictures: “He that regardeth - Greek, “Thinketh of;” or pays 

attention to; that is, he that “observes” it as a festival, or as holy time. 

The day - Any of the days under discussion; the days that the Jews kept as 

religious occasions. 

Regardeth unto the Lord - Regards it as “holy,” or as set apart to the service of 

God. He believes that he is “required” by God to keep it, that is, that the laws of 

Moses in regard to such days are binding on him. 

He that regardeth not the day - Or who does not observe such distinctions of 

days as are demanded in the laws of Moses. 
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To the Lord ... - That is, he does not believe that God “requires” such an 

observance.” 

 

I Corinthians 

 

4:6  Now, brothers, I have applied these things to myself and Apollos for your benefit, 

so that you may learn from us (KJV: “Not to think {phroneo} of us”) the meaning 

of the saying, "Do not go beyond what is written." Then you will not take pride 

in one man over against another. 

 

Context: This sentence occurs in a similar context to Philippians 2:3 and 2:5 

advocating humility. Clearly humility has to do with a mindset that will refuse to 

entertain judgments either good (leading to pride of association) or ill (leading to 

a censorious spirit) as it relates to other servants of God (Paul & Apollos).  

 

Robertson Word Pictures: “Not to think ... - Since you see the plan which we 

desire to take; since you see that we who have the rank of apostles, and have 

been so eminently favored with endowments and success, do not wish to form 

parties, that you may also have the same views in regard to others. 

Above that which is written - Probably referring to what he had said in 1Co_3:5-

9, 1Co_3:21; 1Co_4:1. Or it may refer to the general strain of Scripture requiring 

the children of God to be modest and humble. 

That no one of you be puffed up - That no one be proud or exalted in self-

estimation above his neighbor. That no one be disposed to look upon others with 

contempt, and to seek to depress and humble them. They should regard 

themselves as brethren, and as all on a level. The argument here is, that if Paul 

and Apollos did not suppose that they had a right to put themselves at the head 

of parties, much less had any of them a right to do so. The doctrine is: 

(1) That parties are improper in the church; 

(2) That Christians should regard themselves as on a level; and, 

(3) That no one Christian should regard others as beneath him, or as the 

object of contempt. 

 

13:11  When I was a child, I talked like a child, I thought (KJV: “understood” {phroneo}) 

like a child, I reasoned (KJV: “thought” {logizomai}) like a child. When I became 

a man, I put childish ways behind me. 
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Context: This sentence coming at the conclusion of one of Paul’s best known 

discourses on the love of God, illustrates the understanding that he sees the mind 

as a developmental entity. “When I was a child” … “When I became a man” 

parallel his use of “now” (i.e. our present age) to “then” (i.e. the ages of eternity). 

Just as the mind develops with time, so will our understanding of ourselves 

change in eternity.  “…now I know in part; but then shall I know even as also I 

am known.” 

 

Robertson Word Pictures: “I understood as a child - My understanding was 

feeble and imperfect. I had narrow and imperfect views of things. I knew little. I 

fixed my attention on objects which I now see to be of little value. I acquired 

knowledge which has vanished, or which has sunk in the superior intelligence of 

riper years. “I was affected as a child. I was thrown into a transport of joy or grief 

on the slightest occasions, which manly reason taught me to despise” - 

Doddridge. 

I thought as a child - Margin, “Reasoned.” The word may mean either. I thought, 

argued, reasoned in a weak and inconclusive manner. My thoughts, and plans, 

and argumentations were puerile, and such as I now see to be short-sighted and 

erroneous. Thus, it will be with our thoughts compared to heaven. There will be, 

doubtless, as much difference between our present knowledge, and plans, and 

views, and those which we shall have in heaven, as there is between the plans 

and views of a child and those of a man. Just before his death, Sir Isaac Newton 

made this remark: “I do not know what I may appear to the world; but to myself 

I seem to have been only like a boy playing on the sea-shore, and diverting 

myself by now and then finding a smoother pebble or a prettier shell than 

ordinary, while the great ocean of truth lay all undiscovered before me” - 

Brewster’s Life of Newton, pp. 300, 301. Ed. New York, 1832. “ 

 

II Corinthians 

 

13:11  Finally, brothers, good-by. Aim for perfection, listen to my appeal, be of one 

mind, {autos phroneo} live in peace. And the God of love and peace will be with 

you. 
 

Context: This sentence is part of the very conclusion of the book and 

reemphasizes the thought in Philippians 2:2 of the importance of being of one 



 105 

mind. It was particularly applicable to the Corinthian church whose carnality77 

and Christian immaturity was marked by many divisions and party strife78.  

 

Robertson Word Pictures: “Be of one mind - They had been greatly distracted, 

and divided into different parties and factions. At the close of the Epistle he 

exhorts them as he had repeatedly done before, to lay aside these strifes, and to 

be united, and manifest the same spirit. The sense is, that Paul desired that 

dissensions should cease, and that they should be united in opinion and feeling 

as Christian brethren. “ 

 

Galatians 

 

5:10 I am confident in the Lord that you will take no other view (KJV “be otherwise 

minded” {allos phroneo}). The one who is throwing you into confusion will pay 

the penalty, whoever he may be. 
 

Context: The context of this sentence is not unlike the section of Philippians 3:1-

16 (see esp. 3:15-16), except that in Galatia Judiazers had already been at work 

“bewitching 79” the Christians whereas they had not begun in Philippi. The 

admonition however is the same, oneness of mind in steadfastness to Paul’s 

teaching.   

 

Robertson Word Pictures: “That ye will be none otherwise minded - That is, 

than you have been taught by me; or than I think and teach on the subject. Paul 

doubtless means to say, that he had full confidence that they would embrace the 

views which he was inculcating on the subject of justification, and he makes this 

remark in order to modify the severity of his tone of reprehension, and to show 

that, notwithstanding all he had said, he had confidence still in their piety. He 

believed that they would coincide with him in his opinion, alike on the general 

subject of justification, and in regard to the cause of their alienation from the 

truth. He, therefore, gently insinuates that it was not to be traced to themselves 

that they had departed from the truth, but to the “little leaven” that had leavened 

                                                 
77 1Co 3:1 Brothers, I could not address you as spiritual but as worldly-- mere infants in Christ. 
78 1Co 1:10-11 I appeal to you, brothers, in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ, that all of you agree with 

one another so that there may be no divisions among you and that you may be perfectly united in mind 

and thought.My brothers, some from Chloe's household have informed me that there are quarrels among 

you. What I mean is this: One of you says, "I follow Paul"; another, "I follow Apollos"; another, "I follow 

Cephas"; still another, "I follow Christ." 
79 Galatians 3:1 You foolish Galatians! Who has bewitched you? Before your very eyes Jesus Christ was 

clearly portrayed as crucified. 
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the mass; and he adds, that whoever had done this, should be held to be 

responsible for it.“ 

 

Colossians 

 

3:2  Set your minds {phroneo} on things above, not on earthly things. 
 

Context: The context of this sentence is the contrast between being dead with 

Christ and alive to God. Therefore the cast of the mind should be on things above 

where Christ sets on the right hand of God and not on the earth. The contrast of 

things of Christ and things of earth is a familiar theme advanced in Philippians 

2:21 (“the things which are Jesus Christ's”) and 3:19 (“earthly things”). The mind 

is like a compass directed at heaven or earth depending on whether the person 

has been “born again”. 

 

Robertson Word Pictures: “Set your affection - Margin, “or mind.” Greek” think 

of” -            phroneite. The thoughts should be occupied about the things 

where Christ now dwells, where our final home is to be, where our great 

interests are. Since we are raised from the death of sin, and are made to live anew, 

the great object of our contemplation should be the heavenly world. 

Not on things on the earth - Wealth, honor, pleasure. Our affections should not 

be fixed on houses and lands; on scenes of fashion and gaiety; on low and 

debasing enjoyments. “ 

 

Summary: The work of salvation produces a significant change of the mind set that 

governs what we think (about), what we feel, and above all what we do. The focus of 

the mind which is set not on things of the earth (selfish ambition or vain conceit) but on 

heavenly things is a sure indicator that God has begun the good work of salvation in us 

which He will complete.  While individual experiences may differ, this transformation80 

of the mind (nous) should be universal, so that the mind of one believer looks like all 

the others (autos phroneo). Because of this, it may be said of all believers they are of one 

mind (heis phroneo). Spiritual development may mean that some believers are 

otherwise minded (heteros phroneo) in some things and of more sensitive conscience 

than others. They should not be judged, nor should we strive with them. God will deal 

with them as He chooses. It is for us to maintain a mind focused on humble Christ like, 

sacrificial service (tapeinophrosune) as we press toward the mark of winning Christ and 

                                                 
80 Ro 12:2 And be not conformed to this world: but be ye transformed by the renewing of your mind {nouv  

nous}, that ye may prove what is that good, and acceptable, and perfect, will of God. 
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being made conformable to his suffering, death, and resurrection. It is upon people with 

oneness of mind given to humble service and faithful striving after Christ that 

steadfastness and joy in trial are bestowed.  The obstacles that may arise from within 

(carnal desires), without (from false teaching), or accidentally (as petty arguments) are 

all to be avoided.  

 

In conclusion, we do well to examine the character of our mindset as we pursue our 

spiritual lives in the local church. By the way we are minded, we all contribute to (or 

threaten) Christian unity by what we feel, think, and do. If we emulate the mind of 

Christ (and of Paul, Timothy, and Epaphroditus for that matter) then joy in adversity, 

the joy of service and the confidence that we are following both Jesus’ and others’ noble 

examples as pleasing to God, will characterize our stability. 

 

 

 

 

Interpreting Hebrew Poetry 81 

 

Poetry is the second most common literary form in the scriptures. Besides the Job, 

Psalms, Song of Songs and Lamentations, poetry is found throughout the Old 

Testament and in many places in the New Testament. Many of the prophetic oracles are 

poetic in form. This raises the question what is poetry? Usually we have little difficulty 

recognizing English poetry in printed form. It looks different than prose. In many 

newer Bibles (like the NIV) we can recognize Hebrew poetry because of the way it is 

printed. The fundamental line of prose is the sentence, whereas in poetry it is the poetic 

line, which may or may not be a sentence. Indeed several poetic lines may comprise just 

one sentence. When read, poetry sounds different. There is often in each line a regular 

and repetitious cadence of strong and weak emphases that we call meter. Last words in 

each line frequently have a similar sound; they rhyme. The most common place the 

believer encounters poetry is set to music in the hymnal. We may illustrate all that has 

been said by considering a single hymn. 

 

                                                 
81 In this entire section we are greatly indebted to the excellent survey in chapter 8 of Introduction to Biblical 

Interpretation by William Klein, Craig Blomberg, and Robert Hubbard Jr. , published by Thomas Nelson (2004) 

ISBN 978-0-7852-5225-2 from which we have borrowed extensively both for discussions of, descriptions of, and 

examples of Hebrew poetry. 
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82 

The words of this hymn were written by the great hymn writer (or poet) Isaac Watts 

whose name is shown in the upper left above the hymn. The composer or in this case 

the arranger of the tune was Lowell Mason whose name appears in the upper right 

corner. The Tune has the name “Hamburg” probably the title of the original song from 

which the tune was taken.  

 

Rhythm or meter: The initials “LM” after the tune name stand for Long Meter which is 

a rhythmic cadence of 8.8.8.8. We may understand this by taking the first verse and 

presenting it in poetic line form: 

 

When I survey the wondrous cross 

On which the Lord of Glory died, 

My richest gain, I count but loss, 

And pour contempt on all my pride. 

 

Notice that it takes four poetic lines to make a single sentence. Notice too that the 

beginning of each poetic line in the hymn is capitalized: “When…On…My…And.” 

 

                                                 
82

 From Hymns of Worship and Remembrance, Truth and Praise inc, Publishers 1950 
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If we recite the words paying attention to the syllables of each (which are shown 

divided in the hymn) and count them, we have the following: 
 

When I sur-vey the won-drous cross  (8 syllables) 

On which the Lord of Glo-ry died,  (8 syllables) 

My rich-est gain, I count but loss,   (8 syllables) 

And pour con-tempt on all my pride.  (8 syllables) 
 

Hence the meter: 8.8.8.8. That is four poetic lines of exactly eight syllables each.  

In this poem, there are four stanzas each having exactly the same metric pattern. Many 

poems have a rhythmic pattern of 8.6.8.6 which is so pleasing to the ear that so many 

poems use the cadence and it is said to be common meter.  
 

O for a thou-sand tongues to sing  (8 syllables) 

My great re-deem-er’s praise   (6 syllables) 

The glo-ries of my God and King   (8 syllables) 

The Tri-umphs of His grace   (6 syllables) 

There are many different meters and designations: 

CM   Common meter   8.6.8.6   4 lines/stanza 

CMD  Common Meter Doubled  8.6.8.6.8.6.8.6  8 lines/stanza 

LM  Long Meter    8.8.8.8    4 lines/stanza 

LMD  Long Meter Doubled  8.8.8.8.8.8.8.8   8 lines/stanza 

SM  Short Meter    6.6.8.6    4 lines/stanza 

SMD  Short Meter    6.6.8.6.6.6.8.6   8 lines/stanza 
 

And there are a host of others with no name but a good hymnal will have a metric index. 
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Page of a typical metric index showing  

Hymn tunes, meters, and page location 83 

The advantage of such an index is that any tune can be used for any hymn having the 

same meter. The tune when sung with an alternate tune of the same meter will be said 

to “scan”.  

Rhyme:  The other most common sound pattern is that of rhyme. That is the last words 

of each poetic line sound similar to other words in adjacent lines. In the two hymns 

noted above the words “cross” and “loss” rhyme as do “died” and “pride”.  

When I survey the wondrous cross 

On which the Lord of Glory died, 

My richest gain, I count but loss, 

And pour contempt on all my pride. 

                                                 
83

 From Hymns of Worship and Remembrance, Truth and Praise inc, Publishers 1950 
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The rhyming scheme is based on which words rhyme together. The first line is called 

line “a”, the next line “b”. Because the last word of the third line rhymes with the first 

line, it too is called “a” while the fourth line is called “b” for similar reasons. Thus the 

rhyming scheme of this stanza is a b / a’ b’. The scheme is consistently repeated for all 

four stanzas.  

 

Exercise: Determine the meter and rhyming scheme for the following famous hymn by 

Isaac Watts: 

Alas and did my Savior bleed? 

And did my Sovereign die? 

Would He devote that sacred head 

For such a worm as I? 

 

Note also that besides rhyming, the author makes use of repeated sounds: 

Savior …Sovereign…sacred…such. The repetition of such sounds though widely 

separated is akin to the poetic device of alliteration in which sounds repeat closely 

together: “Fields ever fresh, and groves forever green.” 

 

Yet there are many forms of poetry like blank verse that follow none of these 

conventions and yet are recognized as poetry. So there must be more. 

 

Poetic Content: Poetry involves much more than the clever use of certain sounds and 

word structure, which are in a sense only external. Ultimately, poetry represents a 

highly distilled from of communication that uses words sparingly but with great 

cognitive and affective impact. It does this through the studied use of language to 

produce an imaginative and affective response in the hearer or reader. Simply put, 

while prose talks to the mind, poetry aims to move the heart. It does this not just by 

clever word and sound patterns but by the way language is used. Consider the 

following: 

 

He built no temple, yet the farthest sea 

Can yield no shore that’s barren of His place 

For bended knee. 

 

He wrote no book, and yet His words and prayer 
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Are intimate on myriad tongues, 

Are counsel everywhere. 

 

The life He lived has never been assailed, 

Nor any precept, as He lived it, yet 

Has ever failed 

 

He built no kingdom, yet a King from youth 

He reigned, is reigning yet; They call His realm 

The kingdom of Truth. 

 

- Therese Lindsey84 

 

In summary, poetry is communication using words marked by terseness85, vividness, 

and a high degree of structure. As a literary work, its compressed, highly structured 

thought is image rich and emotionally effective. Hebrew poetry may be evaluated along 

these lines but, as we shall see, it is different from English poetry in many ways. The 

remainder of our study on interpreting Hebrew poetry will focus on three major areas: 

Structure, language, and sound.  

 

Structure: Perhaps the most accessible part of Hebrew poetry for non Hebrew speaking 

scholars lies in its structure. Hebrew structure is marked by freedom, whether in the 

rhythm of words that we call meter or in the larger units of related thought that we call 

stanzas. In a sense, neither meter nor stanzas map well into the Hebrew poet’s creations, 

but something analogous to them does. Under structure we will consider the wider idea 

of “sense units” (like stanzas) and “parallelism” (rhyming ideas instead of rhyming 

words).  We will consider several different types of parallelism and examples of each.  

 

Language: Poetic language makes use of striking imagery not unlike that found in 

English poetry. We will look at concepts of simile and metaphor (as well as their 

extended forms parable and allegory respectively, and the compressed form of both: 

parables) as well as other forms including word play, personification, apostrophe, 

hyperbole, metonymy, synecdoche, and irony. We will look at examples of each and 

                                                 
84

 From Masterpieces of Religious Verse James Dalton Morrison Editor, Baker Book House 1978 ISBN 0-8010-

6038-9  
85

 Terseness is not synonymous with shortness. Worldwide, there is a great tradition of epic poetry stretching back to 

antiquity. From Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey to Spencer’s Faerie Queen and Milton’s Paradise lost some of the 

longest literary works of men are poetic in nature.    
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discuss why the poet may have chosen that particular language in the light of the larger 

work. 

 

Sound: This area is perhaps the least accessible to the non-Hebrew speaking scholar. 

But with careful attention to transliteration available to the student from lexicons like 

Strong’s of Young’s some assessment of the repeated sounds and therefore reasons for 

specific word choices might become clearer.  If we could hear the Psalms, for example, 

read in their original language we would note the presence of several sound based 

mechanisms that mark near eastern poetry. Among these are: assonance (repetition of 

vowels), alliteration (repetition of consonants), and onomatopoeia (words whose 

meaning is hinted at in their sound - like our word “buzz”) 
 

Structure – Sense units: When we look at a Psalm, for instance we need to be aware of 

the various parts of the Psalm. Such shifts may be marked by differences of purpose 

(from praising God to complaining about His treatment of his people); changes in 

content, speaker, grammar, or literary form; concentration of key words in a given 

section; or the appearance of refrains or repeated statements. To find such divisions 

may take the beginning scholar several readings of the psalm under consideration, until 

the sense units become apparent to them. Scholars may disagree on the division of a 

particular Psalm, but a good help may be found in the introductory material of 

Spurgeon’s Treasury of David. (Available in Power Bible, but not in E-sword) Consider 

the following examples: 

 

 
Sense 

unit 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 

 

 

 

 

 

5 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Psalm 32 

{A Psalm of David, Maschil} 

 

1 Blessed is he whose 

transgression is forgiven, 

whose sin is covered. 

2 Blessed is the man unto 

whom the LORD imputeth 

not iniquity, and in whose 

spirit there is no guile. 
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3 When I 

kept 

silence, 

my 

bones 

waxed 

old 

through 

my 

roaring 

all the 

day long. 

4 For 

day and 

night thy 

hand 

was 

heavy 

upon me: 

my 

moisture 

is turned 

into the 

drought 

of 

summer. 

Selah. 

5 I 

acknowl

edged 

my sin 

unto 

thee, and 

mine 

iniquity 

have I 

not hid. I 

said, I 

will 

confess 

my 

transgres

sions 

unto the 

LORD; 

and thou 

forgavest the iniquity of my sin. Selah. 

 

6 For this shall every one that is godly pray 

unto thee in a time when thou mayest be 

found: surely in the floods of great waters 

they shall not come nigh unto him. 

7 Thou art my hiding place; thou shalt 

preserve me from trouble; thou shalt compass 

me about with songs of deliverance. Selah. 

 

 

8  I will instruct thee and teach thee in the 

way which thou shalt go: I will guide thee 

with mine eye. 

9  Be ye not as the horse, or as the mule, 

which have no understanding: whose mouth 

must be held in with bit and bridle, lest they 

come near unto thee. 

10  Many sorrows shall be to the wicked: but 

he that trusteth in the LORD, mercy shall 

compass him about. 

 

11 Be glad in the LORD, and rejoice, ye 

righteous: and shout for joy, all ye that are 

upright in heart. 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Speaker: impersonal 

Addressee: impersonal 

Form: “blessed person” described 

Content: addresses sin & forgiveness / character 

Function: Introduction: 

 

 

 

 

Speaker: Change to “I” 

Addressee: Change to God “thy” 

Form: testimony 

Content: experience of forgiveness 

Function: Illustrate theme 

 

 

 

 

 

Speaker: Change to impersonal 

Addressee: God - “thy” 

Form: (6) Exhortation to the godly, 

(7) Testimony of confidence 

Content: value of prayer 

Function: Encourage prayer 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Change of speaker: God (“I”) 

Change of addressee: Israel 

Form: (8) Promises,  (9) 

Exhortation, (10) Instruction  

Function: To encourage prayer by 

showing the benefits of it. 

 

  

 

 

 

 

Change of speaker: Impersonal 

Change of addressee: “ye righteous” 

Form: exhortation 

Function: To encourage joy and 

rejoicing 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sense unit 

 

 

 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 
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3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 

 

 

 

5 

 

 
 

 

6 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Psalm 46 

 
{To the chief 

Musician 

for the sons 

of Korah, A 
Song upon 

Alamoth.} 

 
1 God is 

our 

refuge 

and 

strength, 

a very 

present 

help in 

trouble.  

 2 Therefore will not we fear, though the earth 

be removed, and though the mountains be 

carried into the midst of the sea;  

 3 Though the waters thereof roar and be 

troubled, though the mountains shake with 

the swelling thereof. Selah. 

 

 

 4 There is a river, the streams whereof shall 

make glad the city of God, the holy place of 

the tabernacles of the most High. 

 5 God is in the midst of her; she shall not be 

moved: God shall help her, and that right 

early. 

 

 

  6 The heathen raged, the kingdoms were 

moved: he uttered his voice, the earth melted. 

 7 The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of 

Jacob is our refuge. Selah. 

  

 

 

 8 Come, behold the works of the LORD, 

what desolations he hath made in the earth. 

 9 He maketh wars to cease unto the end of 

the earth; he breaketh the bow, and cutteth 

the spear in sunder; he burneth the chariot in 

the fire. 

 

 10 Be still, and know that I am God: I will be 

exalted among the heathen, I will be exalted 

in the earth. 

 

 

11 The LORD of hosts is with us; the God of 

Jacob is our refuge. Selah. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Speaker: Israel “our” 

Addressee: Impersonal 

Form: Testimony 

Content: Lack of fear despite 

circumstances 

Function: Introduce theme: God as 

Israel’s Refuge & strength 

 

 
 

 

 

Speaker: Change to impersonal 

Addressee: Impersonal 

Form: Instruction 

Content: Lack of fear despite 

circumstances 

Function: Encourage trust 

 

 

 

 

Speaker: Change to Israel “us – 

our” 

Addressee: Impersonal 

Form: Testimony 

Content: Israel’s experience 

Function: Illustrate theme 

 

 

Speaker: Israel  

Addressee: Impersonal 

Form: (8) Invitation “come” & (9) 

instruction 

Content: God’s activities 

Function: Encourage trust 

 

 

Speaker: Change to God “I”  

Addressee: Impersonal 

Form: Command  

Content: God’s purposes 

Function: Encourage trust 

 

Speaker: Change to Israel “us - our”  

Addressee: Impersonal 

Form: Testimony 

Content: reiterate theme: 

Function: Closure  
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Homework: Using the two samples as a guide, examine Psalms 47 and 48 and mark 

the divisions that you find there. Why are the sections different from each other? 
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Sense 

unit 

 

 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Psalm 47 

 
{To the chief Musician, A Psalm for the sons of Korah.}  

 

1. O clap your hands, all ye people; shout 

unto God with the voice of triumph. 

 2 For the LORD most high is terrible; he is a 

great King over all the earth. 

 3 He shall subdue the people under us, and 

the nations under our feet. 

 4 He shall choose our inheritance for us, the 

excellency of Jacob whom he loved. Selah. 

 

 

 5 God is gone up with a shout, the LORD 

with the sound of a trumpet. 

 6 Sing praises to God, sing praises: sing 

praises unto our King, sing praises. 

 7 For God is the King of all the earth: sing ye 

praises with understanding. 

 8 God reigneth over the heathen: God sitteth 

upon the throne of his holiness. 

 

 

9 The princes of the people are gathered 

together, even the people of the God of 

Abraham: for the shields of the earth belong 

unto God: he is greatly exalted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Speaker: Psalmist 

Addressee: Israel 

Form: Command 

Content: God to be praised for His 

greatness (2) and His faithfulness to 

Israel (3 &4) 

Function: Invite the people to join 

in the praise to God 

 

 
 

 

Speaker: Psalmist 

Addressee: Israel 

Form: Testimony with exhortation 

Content: God to be praised (6 &7b) 

for what He is doing (5) and what 

the three things this action reveals of 

His Person (7a & 8) 

Function:To encourage the people 

continue their praise to God 

 
 

 

Speaker: Psalmist 

Addressee: Impersonal 

Form: Testimony  

Content: Describes the solemn 

assembly of Israel  

Function: To show Israel’s favored 

position as God’s people 



 118 

Sense 

unit 

 

 

 

 

 

1 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5 

 

 

 

 

 

Psalm 48 

 
{A Song and Psalm for the sons of Korah} 

 

1 Great is the LORD, and greatly to be 

praised in the city of our God, in the 

mountain of his holiness. 

 2 Beautiful for situation, the joy of the whole 

earth, is mount Zion, on the sides of the north, 

the city of the great King. 

 3 God is known in her palaces for a refuge. 

 

 4 For, lo, the kings were assembled, they 

passed by together. 

 5 They saw it, and so they marveled; they 

were troubled, and hasted away. 

 6 Fear took hold upon them there, and pain, 

as of a woman in travail. 

 7 Thou breakest the ships of Tarshish with an 

east wind. 

 

 8 ¶ As we have heard, so have we seen in the 

city of the LORD of hosts, in the city of our 

God: God will establish it for ever. Selah. 

 9 We have thought of thy lovingkindness, O 

God, in the midst of thy temple. 

 10 According to thy name, O God, so is thy 

praise unto the ends of the earth: thy right 

hand is full of righteousness. 

 

 

 

 

 

11 Let mount Zion rejoice, let the daughters of 

Judah be glad, because of thy judgments. 

 

 

 

 

 12 Walk about Zion, and go round about her: 

tell the towers thereof. 

 13 Mark ye well her bulwarks, consider her 

palaces; that ye may tell it to the generation 

following. 

 14 For this God is our God for ever and ever: 

he will be our guide even unto death. 

 

 

 

 
 

Speaker: Psalmist 

Addressee: Impersonal 

Form: Testimony 

Content: The greatness of God is 

revealed in the beauty of Zion 

Function: Invite the hearer to 

admire the beauty of Zion that rests 

in God’s presence 

 
 

Speaker: Psalmist 

Addressee: Impersonal 

Form: Historical tale 

Content: Describes the loss of 

courage of a federation of kings  at 

the sight of Jerusalem (possibly 2 

Chronicles 20:19-36) 

Function: To support the testimony 

of the first section with historical 

facts 

 

 

Speaker: Israel (“we”, “our”) 

Addressee: God 

Form: Historical tale 

Content: Describes the loss of 

courage of a federation of kings  at 

the sight of Jerusalem (possibly 2 

Chronicles 20:19-36) 

Function: To support the testimony 

of the first section with historical 

facts 

 

 

 
Speaker: Psalmist 

Addressee: Israel 

Form: command 

Content: Israel to praise God for 

His judgments 

Function: To encourage the 

inhabitants of Zion (and Judah) to 

add to the glory of Zion by their 

praises of God 

 

 

Speaker: Israel (“our”) 

Addressee: Impersonal 

Form: Command (12 & 13a) 

supported by testimony (14) 

Content: Invites the hearer to 

observe for themselves (“walk 

about”, “mark well”, “consider”) 

Function: To encourage the hearer 

to tell this message to succeeding 

generations  
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Structure - Parallelism: The division of a particular psalm into sense units is just the 

start of the analysis that will enable us to understand and enjoy Hebrew poetry. Just as 

the stanza of English poetry corresponds roughly to the “sense unit” of Hebrew, so the 

concept of rhyming words corresponds (even more roughly) to the concept of rhyming 

ideas or parallelism. But, as we shall see, Hebrew parallelism goes far beyond the 

simplistic rhyming of sounds in parallel verses. Parallelism is like using an old 

fashioned stereopticon in which the mind blends two photographs of the same object 

taken from slightly different perspectives (that of the left and right eye) to give the 

illusion of depth. This added “depth” tends to heighten or intensify the subject in hand. 

The relationship between successive lines can be exceedingly complex and will require 

careful attention to eke out the meanings conveyed by the subtle shifts in wording.  

 

Take, for example, our Lord’s statement in Luke 6:27b & 28 “Love your enemies, do 

good to those who hate you, bless those who curse you, pray for those who mistreat 

you.” 

 

Love    your enemies,  

Do good to   those who hate you,  

Bless    those who curse you,  

Pray for   those who mistreat you.” 

 

At first glance to love/to do good to/to bless/to pray for all seem to be the same idea, as 

you enemies/those who hate you/those who curse you/those who mistreat you similarly 

seem to be the exact same. But careful consideration of the verbs reveals that love is a 

state of the heart, whereas doing good involves the will and our actions. Blessing and 

prayer may both involve the mouth but the person to whom the articulation is directed 

is different. And blessing may not even be verbal but may be a good action as perceived 

by the one blessed whereas doing good is more in terms of what we feel is important to 

do. Then too an enemy may not be seen only as a military adversary but rather as the 

one opposite in heart state from one who loves (love: hate). The exchange (bless: curse) 

is also sharply defining of the nature of communication existing between two people 

who have such a vast difference in heart attitude. The couplet (do good: mistreat) is 

another marked contrast but in terms of action not heart attitude or communication. 

 

The apparent repetition is far from a mindless repetition of exactly identical thoughts 

using other words, but rather opens the understanding to progression in thought and 

action.  

Structure - Representing Parallelism: In order to understand the richness and variety 

of Hebrew parallelism, it is necessary to understand the representational schema of the 

fundamental line of Hebrew poetry the stich (pronounced stick from the Greek 
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“stichos”: a row or a line of writing) 86 In order to have parallelism at least two lines (a 

couplet or distich) and sometimes three lines (a triplet or tristich) is needed. Not unlike 

poetry in English, the related stichs are designated by capital letters (A,B,C) while the 

individual parts of each stich are designated by lower case letters (a, b, c, d, …) 

 

So for Psalm 77:1 (NIV) we have 

 

“I cried out to God for help; I cried out to God to hear me.” 

 

         a                    b                      c 

A  I cried out  to God  for help; 

  

         a’                  b’                      c’ 

B  I cried out  to God  to hear me. 

 

The parallelism here is a restated parallelism in which the second stich reiterates the 

exact thought of the first. The interesting progression lies in the words help and hear 

which implies that for the psalmist for God to truly “hear” his cry vouchsafes God’s 

“help” The structure is represented as (a b c / a’ b’ c’). 

 

Consider Proverbs 14:34, a case in which the stichs contrast: “Righteousness exalts a 

nation, but sin is a disgrace to any people.” 

 

  a      b   c 

A  Righteousness  exalts    a nation,  

 

  -a     - b   - c 

B  but sin   is a disgrace   to any people. 

 

Syntactically the lines are parallel, but semantically they are the opposites of one 

another. So the second line is described as the negative of the first:  (abc / -a-b-c). 

 

There are cases of parallelism in which an element of the first stich is omitted from the 

second because it is understood by the reader to be there. In this case the second stich 

makes an elliptical reference to the missing term and is known as ellipsis.  

 

Consider Psalm 47:3 He subdued nations under us, peoples under our feet.  

 

                                                 
86

 Some scholars prefer the term “colon” (plural “cola”) while others refer to a verset or “line”. 
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   a   b   c 

A  He subdued   nations   under us,  

     B’   c’ 

B     peoples   under our feet. 

 

The second stich omits “He subdued” but its presence is assumed by the elliptical 

reference to the first stich. 

 

In some cases the second stich may omit the verb but add information not in he first 

stich. Consider Psalm 47:1 Clap your hands, all you nations; shout to God with cries of 

joy. 

  a    b  

A  Clap your hands,   all you nations;  

 

  a’       c’ 

B  Shout to God      with cries of joy. 

 

The second stich omits but assumes that “all you nations” are still being addressed as in 

the first but adds additional information that the nature of the nations shout is to be one 

of joy. The structure is (ab/a’c’). 

 

Another example is found in Psalm 50:4 “He summons the heavens above, and the 

earth, that he may judge his people.”  

 a   b 

A He summons  the heavens above,  

    b’   c’ 

B and    the earth,   that he may judge his people: 

 

The second stich refers elliptically to the verb “He summons” in the first but adds 

additional information as to the purposes of that summons, i.e. judgment. The 

parallelism is represented as (ab/ b’c’) 

 

Structure – How Parallelism works: The way two (or three) stichs are bound together 

ranges as a spectrum from simple to complex. The traditional scheme which divided 

this spectrum into three basic heads: synonymous, antithetical, and synthetic has 

proved inadequate to fully describe the types of parallelism that scholars are 

increasingly observing. Synonymous parallelism describes a few cases. While 

antithetical parallelism may describes more cases, synthetic parallelism has trouble 

containing all the varieties of the remaining instances. A more robust model for 

parallelism has been developed and will be reviewed here. The spectrum of parallelism 
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ranges from relatively rare cases of synonymous parallelism like that of Proverbs 14:5 

“A false witness will not go unpunished, and he who pours out lies will not go free.” 

 

 a     b  

A  A false witness    will not go unpunished,  

 

 a’     b’  

B and he who pours out lies   will not go free. 

 

Clearly “a false witness/he who pours out lies” and “will not go unpunished/ will not 

go free” are grammatically and semantically equivalent parallels of each other, the 

second stich adding little to expand the meaning of the first. 

 

On the other end of the spectrum is a parallelism in which the second stich seems to 

reiterate nothing of the first as in the case of Psalm 115:18 “it is we who extol the LORD, 

both now and forevermore.” 

 

 a  b  

A  it is we  who extol the LORD, 

 

       c  

B       both now and forevermore.” 

 

In this case, the second stich completes the first as a sentence. The varieties of 

parallelism lie between these two extremes.  This raises the question:” how does 

Hebrew parallelism work?” Basically it works on three possible levels: grammatically, 

lexical-semantically, and phonologically. The first concerns itself with the elements of 

grammar (tense, mood, case, number, etc.) In comparing stichs we may observe a 

change in the verb tense from present to future or nouns from singular to plural. One 

stich may be declarative while the second is a question. One stich may state something 

positively while the other states it negatively. 

 

Lexical-semantic relations between stichs focus on the relationship between specific 

words in parallel lines. Hebrew poets use word pairs commonly associated with each 

other. These may be synonyms (eat/drink, earth/dust, mouth/tongue) or antonyms 

(left/right, heaven/earth, righteous/sinner).  

 

Phonological relations between stichs basically make use of word play not unlike our 

English use of puns. To a man who is tired of hearing Mr. McGee’s proverbial puns, the 

rejoinder “ ’taint punny McGee” makes sense in a punny sort of way. This latter relation 
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requires that the poetry be read aloud in the original tongue and is the least accessible 

to the average reader, but scholars do point out instances from time to time.  

 

Successive stichs may relate to one another in one or more of these ways, and the reader 

should watch for their occurrence.  

 

Structure – Types of Parallelism: As noted the traditional threefold division of 

synonymous, antithetical, and synthetic has proved inadequate to fully describe the 

types of parallelism that scholars are increasingly observing. I am presenting the 

schema developed by Klein, Blomberg, and Hubbard in their text Introduction to 

Biblical Interpretation87 which is itself based in part on the works of other scholars that 

they note. As they note: “Our purpose is to train the reader’s eye to identify parallelism 

and to provide some terms to describe how the lines function – key elements in 

interpreting poetry.”88   

 

Types of parallelism: A=B In this case the two related stichs are grammatically similar 

or the second line is the “echo” of the first as in the case of Matthew 11:30 “For my yoke 

is easy and my burden is light." 

 

  a  b c  

A For  my yoke  is  easy 

  a’  b’ c’  

B and  my burden  is  light.  

 

The parallelism is an obvious echo by the second stich of the first. 

 

A=B may also be used in contrast as in the case of Proverbs 11:20 “An abomination to 

Jehovah are the perverse of heart, And the perfect of the way are His delight.” (Young’s 

literal) 

 a     b  c  

A An abomination    to Jehovah  are the perverse of heart,  

 -c’       -a’  

B And the perfect of the way    are His delight. 

 

                                                 
87

 Introduction to Biblical Interpretation by  William Klein, Craig Blomberg, and Robert Hubbard Jr. , 

published by Thomas Nelson (2004) ISBN 978-0-7852-5225-2 (pages 289-297) 
 
88

 Ibid p.289 
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It is interesting to note that a different translation will give us a somewhat different 

poetic structure Proverbs 11:20 “ The LORD hates those with evil hearts but is pleased 

with those who are innocent” (New Century Version) 

  

  a   b   c  

A  The LORD   hates    those with evil hearts  

     -b’   -c’  

B but     is pleased with  those who are innocent 

 

With Young’s literal we would find the structure (a,b,c/-c’-a’) with an ellipsis for b‘, and 

the structure of the second stich is inverted from the first. Whereas with the New 

Century Version we would show the structure as (a,b,c/-b’,-c’) with an ellipsis for a’ and 

the structure of the second stich is exactly parallel to the first. These differences are 

really artifacts of the translator89, but in each case, what is fundamental to the passage is 

that the parallelism A=B is one of contrast not echo! In this particular instance the 

contrast is antithetical. The passage is describing two totally different classes of people 

for whom God has diametrically opposite responses (abomination/delight, hate/pleased) 

so that we see that this example relates both grammatically and semantically. 

 

But contrast need not always be antithetical. Consider Judges 5:25a “He asked for water, 

and she gave him milk…” (NIV) 

  a b   c 

A   He  asked for   water,  

  a’ b’  d c’ 

B  and  she  gave   him  milk… 

 

In this passage the Canaanite general Sisera asked for water. In contrast the Kenite 

woman, Jael, gave him milk. Milk is not the antithesis of water but an acceptable 

substitute by way of contrast.  

 

Types of parallelism: Subordination A>B: This type of parallelism occurs when A 

states the main idea and B qualifies it. B is subordinate to A. This subordination may be 

related to means, reasons, or time. 

 

Subordination of means: Consider Psalm 111:6 “Ps 111:6 He has shown his people the 

power of his works, giving them the lands of other nations.” (NIV) 

 
                                                 
89

 This example should serve to alert us to the fact that using the methodology for describing poetic elements is 

secondary to establishing the form of parallelism being used. This is to the real task of understanding how the 

parallelism works, which is a key to understanding what the author is really saying.  
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A He  has shown  his people  the power of his works,  

B  giving  them   the lands of other nations 

 

In this case B which is subordinate to A describes the means by which God has shown 

his people the power of his works. A raises the question how did God show the power 

of his works? B answers that nascent question. 

 

Subordination of reasons: Consider Exodus 15:21b “Sing to the LORD, for he is highly 

exalted. The horse and its rider he has hurled into the sea." 

 

 

A Sing to the LORD,  

B  for he is highly exalted.  

C The horse and its rider  

D  he has hurled into the sea. 

 

A is an imperative states the main idea that Israel should sing unto the Lord. B is 

subordinate to the imperative and gives the reason for A. C&D give an example of how 

God is highly exalted. We can more readily understand the relationships between 

subordinate parallelism by being sensitive to the implicit questions that each stich raises 

almost as if an older person were speaking to a child so: 

 

A Command: Sing to the LORD,  

 (Question: Why should I sing unto the LORD?) 

B Reason: for he is highly exalted.  

 (Question: How do I know He is highly exalted?) 

C Answer: The horse and its rider  

D  he has hurled into the sea. 

Such questioning is not irreverent, because the listener is seeking reasonable 

information to justify their obedience. It is through slowly “walking” through each line 

of Hebrew poetry that we arrive at a better understanding of what  the Psalmist is 

actually saying. 

 

Subordination of time: Consider Psalm 137:1 “By the rivers of Babylon we sat and wept 

when we remembered Zion.” (NIV) 

 

        a            b  

A     By the rivers of Babylon     we sat and wept 

            [b’-ellipsis]          c  

B            [we sat and wept]     when we remembered Zion. 
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The second stich which builds with the ellipsis to the phrase in the first is wholly 

subordinate to the first temporally. They wept “when” they remembered Zion. 

 

Types of parallelism: Expansion or completion A<B: In this form of parallelism occurs 

when A introduces an idea on which B expands to continue. It may include a 

continuation of the idea presented by A, a comparison with the idea presented by A, 

further specification of the idea presented by A, or intensify the idea presented by A.  

 

Parallelism of continuation: Consider Isaiah 40:9 You who bring good tidings to Zion, 

go up on a high mountain. You who bring good tidings to Jerusalem, lift up your voice 

with a shout, lift it up, do not be afraid; say to the towns of Judah, "Here is your God!" 

 

A  You who bring good tidings to Zion,  

B  go up on a high mountain.  

C You who bring good tidings to Jerusalem,  

D  lift up your voice with a shout, 

E lift it up, do not be afraid;  

F  say to the towns of Judah,  

G "Here is your God!" 

 

At first glance the verses seem to be reiterating the same thing, but the action requested 

in B,D,F, and G are all progressive in the order in which they would be expected to 

occur. Here again asking questions between the stichs helps us to understand the action. 

 

A  Address: You who bring good tidings to Zion,  

B Command: go up on a high mountain.  

 (Question:    What do you want me to do up on a high mountain?) 

C Address: You who bring good tidings to Jerusalem,  

D Answer: lift up your voice with a shout, 

(Question:    Couldn’t I get in trouble by being too outspoken?) 

E Answer: lift it up, do not be afraid;  

 (Question:    Who do you want me to shout to up on the mountain?) 

F Answer: say to the towns of Judah,  

 (Question:    What do you want me to say up on the mountain?) 

G  Answer: "Here is your God!" 

 

Here again the process of becoming aware of the implicit questions raised is a simple 

way of understanding what each verse is saying and reveals a clear progression of 

action (“go up/lift up/do not be afraid/say: here is your God”) 
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Parallelism of comparison: Consider Psalm 103:13 “As a father has compassion on his 

children, so the LORD has compassion on those who fear him” 

 

A  As a father   has compassion  on his children,  

B so the LORD   has compassion on those who fear him 

 

In this parallelism the lesser or unknown nature of the LORD’s compassion is explained 

in terms of the well known compassion of an earthly father. But B is far greater than A 

(A<B) because though similar to human compassion, the compassion of God goes far 

beyond the earthly adumbration of a human father. Then too the scope is far greater. A 

human father has children, but God relates in compassion to all who fear him, a vast 

number.  

A similar parallelism of comparison occurs in Jesus’ teaching. Consider Matthew 7:11 

“If you, then, though you are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how 

much more will your Father in heaven give good gifts to those who ask him! “ (NIV) 

 

A  If you, then, though you are evil,  

know how to give good gifts to your children,  

 

B  how much more will your Father in heaven  

give good gifts to those who ask him! 

 

The parallel of comparison uses the implicit comparison (evil/[good]) to expand on the 

propensity of God to give “good gifts” to those who ask Him. Here also the term “your 

children” is also vastly expanded to “those who ask him” just as it was with Psalm 

103:13 (his children/those who fear him) 

 

These are cases of a parallelism of comparison that are explicit because of they use 

words (as/so, like/as) which signal the use of a simile. But there are cases of parallelisms 

of comparison that lack such words. In these cases the parallelism is implicit. Consider 

Psalm 125:2 “Jerusalem: mountains are around it, and Jehovah: he is around his people 

from now and forever.” (Translation of John Goldingay90) 

 

 a   b  

A Jerusalem:   mountains are around it,  

 

                                                 
90

 Psalms Volume 2 Psalms 90 – 150 by John Goldingay  Part of the Baker Commentary on the Old Testament 

Wisdom and Psalms ISBN 978-0-8010-3143-4, 2008 
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 a’   b’    c 

B and Jehovah:  he is around his people  from now and forever 

 

The juxtaposition of these two stichs is not accidental. The well known physical 

geography of Jerusalem surrounded by mountains higher than the hill of Zion but at 

such a distance that no ancient enemy missile could reach the city gave the inhabitants a 

sense of security. The second stich goes on to amplify the first by comparison of God 

with those mountains. As the surrounding mountains provide security, so the 

surrounding Jehovah provides a far greater (and more permanent – “from now and 

forever”) security than the mountains. 

 

Parallelism of specification: In parallelisms of specification, each succeeding stich is 

greater that than the preceding (A<B) because it further specifies the idea which the 

opening stich states in general terms. It marks a movement from general to specific. 

These may deal with special or geographic details, explanations of the opening line, 

provide dramatic details, or give specific reasons that support the first stich.  

 

Parallelism of specification - Spatial details: Consider Isaiah 45:12 “It is I who made the 

earth and created mankind upon it. My own hands stretched out the heavens; I 

marshaled their starry hosts.” (NIV) 

 

 

A It is I who made the earth     (general) 

B  and created mankind upon it.   (specific) 

C My own hands stretched out the heavens;  (general) 

D   I marshaled their starry hosts.  (specific) 

 

 

The parallelism here moves from the general: the creation of earth (A) and of the 

heavens (C) to the specific: the creation of the inhabitants of earth (B) and of the starry 

hosts (D). Between A/B and C/D there is also a parallelism of expansion in that the 

heavens and the starry hosts are similar to but far greater than the earth and mankind. 

So here we have parallelisms of both types used in the same passage. 

 

Parallelism of specification - Explanatory details: Consider Isaiah 48:20b-21 “… say, 

"The LORD has redeemed his servant Jacob." They did not thirst when he led them 

through the deserts; he made water flow for them from the rock; he split the rock and 

water gushed out.” (NIV) 
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A say, "The LORD has redeemed his servant Jacob."  

B  They did not thirst when he led them through the deserts;  

C he made water flow for them from the rock;  

D  he split the rock and water gushed out.” 

 

A announces that the LORD has redeemed Israel, but B, C, and D give the specific 

details of that redemption. B explains A, C explains B, and D explains C. If we use the 

implicit question and answer approach this narrowing of explanatory detail becomes 

more obvious. 

 

A Assertion: say, "The LORD has redeemed his servant Jacob."  

 (Question:   What does it mean that the LORD redeemed Israel?) 

B Answer: They did not thirst when he led them through the deserts; 

 (Question:   How could they not have been thirsty in the desert?) 

C Answer: he made water flow for them from the rock; 

 (Question: How did He get water from a rock?) 

D Answer: he split the rock and water gushed out.” 

 

 

 

 

Parallelism of specification - Dramatic details: Consider Psalm 72:9 “The desert tribes 

will bow before him and his enemies will lick the dust.” (NIV) 

 

A The desert tribes   will bow before him  

B and his enemies   will lick the dust.  

 

A sets forth a cultural picture of allegiance to the king of Israel, but B gives two 

dramatic details that greatly enhance the general picture presented in A. The tribes are 

not friends or allies but enemies and their bowing is not the usual show of honor and 

respect for a king but the humiliating prostration of a totally defeated people before the 

conquering warrior king.  

 

 

Parallelism of specification - Reasonable details: Consider Proverbs 4:1 “Listen, my 

sons, to a father's instruction; pay attention and gain understanding.” (NIV) 

 

 a   b  

A Listen, my sons,  to a father's instruction;  

 a’   [b’ – ellipsis]   c  
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B pay attention  [to a father's instruction]  and gain understanding.” 

 

Note that the ellipsis b’ allows the poet space to insert a reason for the admonition a/a’ 

(listen, my sons/pay attention) as c (so that you will gain understanding). So B (a’c) is 

the reason for A (a/b).  

 

Parallelism of intensification: Parallelism of intensification occurs when the second stich 

restates the first in a more pointed, forceful or extreme way. It is as if B states not only A 

but much more so (A<B). Consider Deuteronomy 32:20 a “De 32:30 How could one man 

chase a thousand, or two put ten thousand to flight” (NIV) 

 

A  How could one man  chase a thousand,  

B  or two    put ten thousand to flight, 

 

This is not describing a linear equation of military manpower and its effect. That would 

be 1 : 1000=2 : 2000. Here the term “ten thousand” dramatically emphasizes the truth in 

B that was nascent but not readily observed in A. what underlies one man chasing a 

thousand (A) is the same as that which underlies two men chasing ten thousand (B). But 

the second verset by its intensification makes it obvious that it is God who is involved 

not just men and with Him little is much. 

 

Parallelism of intensity can involve verbs as in Proverbs 3:10 “then your granaries will 

be filled with abundance, and with new wine your vats will burst.” (Alter translation) 

 

A  then your granaries  will be filled  with abundance,  

B and with new wine your vats will burst 

 

To fill a granary with grain is passive but the picture of a vat bursting with new wine is 

far more intense. Both stich speak of abundance but B greatly intensifies the action by 

the use of a dramatic verb. 

 

In summary we have considered different types of parallelism lying under the 

fundamental relationships between two stichs in a verset  

 

 

A=B Equality 

Echo 

 Contrast 

A>B   Subordination 

  Means 
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Reasons 

Time 

A<B Expansion or Completion 

Continuation 

Comparison 

Specification 

Spatial 

Explanation 

Dramatic Effect 

Purpose 

Intensification 

  

Home work: Having developed the sense units of psalm 47, look at each section and 

represent the parallelism of each set of each distich and characterize the nature of each 

parallelism. Trace the progression of the Psalmist’s thought through the entire psalm 

using your analysis. 

 
 

Verse 

 

 
1 

 

 

2 

 

 

3 

 

 

4 

 

 

5 

 

 

6 

 

 

7 

 

 

8 

 

 

9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

Psalm 47 
 

{To the chief Musician, A Psalm for the sons of Korah.}  

 

O clap your hands,   all ye people;  

Shout unto God   [all ye people]  with the voice of triumph. 

 

For the LORD most high  is terrible;  

He    is a great King   over all the earth. 

 

He shall subdue   the people   under us, and 

[He shall subdue]  the nations   under our feet. 

 

He shall choose   our inheritance for us,  

[He shall choose]  the excellency of Jacob  whom he loved. Selah. 

 

God    is gone up   with a shout, 

The LORD  

 [is gone up]

 with the sound of 

a trumpet 

  

Sing praises  

 to God,  

  sing 

praises:  

Sing praises  

 unto our King, 

  sing 

praises. 

 

For God   is the 

King        of all the earth:  

                                                                          

sing ye praises 

with 

understanding. 

 

God  

 reigneth  

  over 

 the heathen:  

God   sitteth 

  

 upon  the 

throne of his holiness. 

 

           The princes of the 

people                         

are gathered together,  
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 Even [the 

princes of] 

the people    

of the God 

of 

Abraham: 

    

[are 

gathered 

together] 

 

For the 

shields of 

the earth            

belong 

unto God: 

                                                                                            

[

F

o

r] 

h

e 

i

s greatly exalted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A<B (a,b/a’c) 

Specification: purpose 

 

A<B (a,b/a’b’,c) 

Specification: explanation 

 

A=B (a,b,c/a’b’,c’) 

Echo 

 

A>B  (a,b,/b’,c) 

Subordination: reason 
 

A=B (a,b,c/a’,c’) 

Echo 

 

A=B (a,b,c/a’b’,c’) 

Echo 

 

A>B  (a,b,c/d) 

Subordination: reason 

 
A=B (a,b,c/a’b’,c’) 

Echo 
 

A<B (a,b/a’c) 

Specification: explanation 

 

A<B (a,b/c) 

Specification: explanation

 

While this assignment of the type of parallelism to each verset may seem tedious, when 

time is taken to carefully understand what the poet meant, such effort is repaid in a 

thorough understanding of the underlying structure of each verset. By understanding 

how the parallel thoughts go together (do they add, explain, define, give reasons for, or 

are they simply parallel) we are better able to begin the process of understanding just 

what the real similarities and differences of the parts of the distich are and what 

meaning those similarities and differences may mean to us as a reader. The chief goal as 

mentioned is to look at two lines and be able to intelligently compare them 

grammatically and lexical-semantically. Phonological parallelism (repeated sounds) 

requires the trained ear of a Hebrew scholar.  

 

But parallelism is not just limited to adjacent lines in a verset. To understand how lines 

separated by other lines are selected for synoptical consideration we must look at two 

other forms of poetic construction: staircase (or stairstep) parallelism and chiasm. 

 

Types of parallelism: Stairstep parallelism Stairstep parallelism occurs when each 

successive line adds a new word or thought. In some cases that new word or thought 

becomes, in turn, the key word in the next sentence. In stairstep parallelism each 

sentence adds a word like a step. Consider the following three examples: 

 

Jeremiah 31:21b 
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Return,  O Virgin Israel,  

Return  [O Virgin Israel] to your towns. 

 

Psalm 57:8 

 

Awake,  my soul!  

Awake,    harp and lyre!  

I will awaken      the dawn. 

 

John 1:4-5 

 

In him was life,  

and that life was the light of men. 

     The light shines in the darkness,  

                                but the darkness has not understood it. 

The sentences build toward the last sentence which is a kind of climax to the escalating 

lexical tension created by successive sentences.  

 

Types of parallelism: Chiasm In Chiasm the parallel words repeat but in reverse order.  

It is easily observed in versets like Genesis 1:27a: 

 

So God created man   in his own image,  

in the image of God   he created him; 

 

The first thought of God creating man and the second thought of man as created in 

God’s image are repeated in the second line but the order is reversed. So if the key 

words, created and image in each line were connected by lines they would form an “X”. 

In Greek the letter “X” is chi, hence the name chiasm.  

 

Chiasm typically occurs for a verset in structures like a,b/b’a’ or a,b,c b’a’. But chiasm 

can occur in larger sections than single distichs. Consider a portion of Mary’s psalm in 

Luke 1:71-74. 

 

a   salvation from our enemies  

            and from the hand of all who hate us-- 

b     to show mercy to our fathers  

c       and to remember his holy covenant, 

b’            the oath he swore to our father Abraham: 

a’ to rescue us from the hand of our enemies,  

and to enable us to serve him without fear 
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Note the use of parallel words “our enemies and our father(s)”. Where Chiasm involves 

more than two lines, it has the effect of focusing our attention on the central line of five 

or more lines (c in a,b,c,b’,a’) or line pair of four or more lines(b/b’ in ab/b’a). In the case 

above, the parallelism is a,b,c,b’,a’ with the central line “to remember his holy 

covenant,” being both the visual and conceptual pivot about which the whole action 

turns.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Consider Jeremiah 2:5-9 

 

This is what the LORD says: 

 

A "What fault did your fathers find in me,  

that they strayed so far from me?  

 

B  They followed worthless idols and  

became worthless themselves. 

 

C   They did not ask,  

'Where is the LORD,  

 

D    Who brought us up out of Egypt  

And led us through the barren wilderness,  

through a land of deserts and rifts,  

a land of drought and darkness,  

a land where no one travels  

and no one lives?' 

 

E      I brought you into a fertile land  

To eat its fruit and rich produce.  
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D’    But you came and defiled my land  

and made my inheritance detestable. 

 

C’   The priests did not ask, 

'Where is the LORD?'  

Those who deal with the law  

did not know me;  

the leaders rebelled against me.  

 

B’  The prophets prophesied by Baal,  

following worthless idols. 

 

A’ "Therefore I bring charges against you again," declares the LORD. 

"And I will bring charges against your children's children. 

 

The conceptual flow of ideas (as the underlined similar or identical words and phrases 

suggest) is A,B,C,D,E,D’,C’,B’,A’; with thought E being the central thought which has 

no parallel idea. Like the case of Mary’s Psalm it is the central idea: that God brought 

them into a fertile land to eat its produce with the implication being that the action is an 

expression of His pure love for which they behaved in a thoroughly ungrateful and 

wicked manner as if they had found fault with God who now finds fault with them and 

their generations after them. As we become aware of chiasm as a structure we learn to 

identify which lines or sets of lines should be considered together as parallels as we did 

with versets. So the set A//A’ involves their behaving as though they had found 

imagined fault with God who now finds a very real fault with them. In B//B’ worthless 

idols are followed both by the people and their prophets. C//C’ laments that neither the 

people nor their priests ever asked “Where is the LORD” While D//D’ contrasts the 

worthless and deadly lands that God led them through with the land that they rendered 

God’s land polluted. Without seeing the chiasmus of the passage, it is unlikely that 

these comparisons would be made. 

In one case cited by Klein, Blomberg and Hubbard91 a suggested chiasmus for the entire 

book of Song of Songs was presented thus: 

 

                                                 
91

 Page 301 Introduction to Biblical Interpretation by William Klein, Craig Blomberg, and Robert Hubbard Jr. , 

published by Thomas Nelson (2004) ISBN 978-0-7852-5225-2 which was reproduced by them with permission of 

R.L.Alden in D.E. Garrett, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs NAC 14 Nashville, Broadman, 1993) 
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Homework: Analyze and describe the sense units for Psalm 90 and arrange them as a 

possible chiastic structure. Pay attention to the use of words and images that repeat and 

consider how these can be represented as part of that structure. 
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Sense Unit 

 

 

A 
(God our Dwelling) 

 

 

 

B 
(God deals with sin: 

Judgment & Mercy) 

 

C 
(God’s Timelessness) 

 

D 
(Judgment inevitable & 

Timely) 

 

 

D’ 
(God’s inescapable judgment 

on Israel) 

 

 

 

C’ 
(Man’s temporality) 

 

 

 

 

 
 

B’ 

(Moses’ plea for mercy with 

judgment) 

 

 

A’ 

(What it means to Dwell in 

God) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Psalm 90
92

 
{A Prayer of Moses the man of God.} 

 
1 Lord, thou hast been our dwelling place  

in all generations. 

2 Before the mountains were brought forth, 

 or ever thou hadst formed the earth and the world,  

             even from everlasting to everlasting, thou art God.93 

 

  3 Thou turnest man to destruction;  

and sayest, Return, ye children of men. 

 

   4 For a thousand years in thy sight 

 are but as yesterday when it is past, 

               and as a watch in the night. 

 

 5 Thou carriest them away as with a flood; they are as a sleep: 

               in the morning they are like grass which groweth up. 

 6 In the morning it flourisheth, and groweth up;  

                in the evening it is cut down, and withereth. 

 

 7 For we are consumed by thine anger,  

                and by thy wrath are we troubled. 

 8 Thou hast set our iniquities before thee,  

                our secret sins in the light of thy countenance. 

 

 9 For all our days are passed away in thy wrath:  

                we spend our years as a tale that is told. 

10 The days of our years are threescore years and ten;  

                and if by reason of strength they be fourscore years,  

      yet is their strength labor and sorrow;  

                for it is soon cut off, and we fly away. 

11 Who knoweth the power of thine anger?  

                even according to thy fear, so is thy wrath. 

   12 So teach us to number our days,  

                               that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom. 

 

  13 Return, O LORD, how long?  

                 and let it repent thee concerning thy servants. 

 

14 O satisfy us early with thy mercy;  

that we may rejoice and be glad all our days. 

15 Make us glad according to the days wherein thou hast afflicted us,  

and the years wherein we have seen evil. 

16 Let thy work appear unto thy servants,  

and thy glory unto their children. 

17 And let the beauty of the LORD our God be upon us: 

 and establish thou the work of our hands upon us;  

           yea, the work of our hands establish thou it. 

                                                 
92 From verses 1- 6 God’s Creation & relationship (A), His justice & mercy in dealing with sin (B), His eternality 

(C), and the inevitability of His judgment (D) are described. The Psalm to this point is driven by God’s time which 
is limitless. From verse 7 to the end the focus shifts to Israel’s limited time in a conceptual chiasm in which these 

thoughts are played back in reverse order (D’,C’,B’,A’) 
93 “This evocation of God’s eternality introduces the topic of the two temporal scales, God’s and man’s, which is 
the awesome subject of the psalm” – Robert Alter The Book of Psalms 
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Imagery and poetic language: Hebrew poetry is much more than parallelism. The 

Hebrew poet paints word pictures just like the artist who paints oil paintings. By 

creating vivid word pictures, the poet does more than engage our thinking. He 

engages our feelings and our ‘vision’ as well. Semitic thought relies heavily on 

parabolic constructs in which material objects are understood to stand for something 

immaterial. When, for example the writer of Ecclesiastes says “a threefold cord is not 

quickly broken.” 94 It is clear from the preceding context that concerted human effort is 

implied. A Greek might say abstractly “in unity there is strength”. But here the “three 

fold cord” creates a very graphic and memorable physical image that suggests the 

concept of human cooperation. Hebrew poet uses words to evoke a sensory response 

from our imagination.  The Greek might introduce the 23rd Psalm: ‘The Lord always 

takes good care of me’. But how pale this seems compared to David’s famous opening 

line: “The Lord is my shepherd”. This single line brings to mind all of David’s early 

life as well as many other Biblical pictures of shepherds on the hillside watching 

carefully over their sheep. It even anticipates our Lord’s famous metaphor “I am the 

good shepherd”. The use of images can surprise as well as delight. Certainly Jeremiah 

startled his audience when he described the state funeral that God planned for King 

Jehoiakim  

 

He shall be buried with the burial of an ass, 

 Drawn and cast forth  

Beyond the gates of Jerusalem.95 

 

The disciples must have been startled when Jesus went far beyond David’s imagery 

when He said: 

 

I am the good shepherd:  

the good shepherd giveth his life for the sheep.96 

 

They knew the image of the good shepherd from David’s assertion “I shall not want” 

But giving his life for the sheep was a new and striking thought in the image. 

 

Understanding poetic language: There are two steps in understanding poetic 

language in Hebrew: identifying the nature of the language used and interpreting the 

language according to its use.  

                                                 
94

 Ecclesiastes 4:12  And if one prevail against him, two shall withstand him; and a threefold cord is not quickly 

broken. 
95

 Jeremiah 22:19 
96

 John 10:11 
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Identifying poetic language: There are several poetic devices that are used in Hebrew 

poetry. 

 

Simile and Parable (extended simile)  

Metaphor and Allegory (extended metaphor) 

Anthropomorphism 

Personification 

Apostrophe 

Hyperbole 

Metonymy 

Synecdoche 

Irony 

 

Of all these, Simile and Metaphor are the most common devices, but we will look at 

all of them. 

 

Simile and Parable:  A simile is a figure of speech that compares two things using the 

words “like” or “as”.  There are several uses of similes in the Bible: simple, paired, 

multiple, and extended.  Simple similes involve just one comparison: 

 

Now then, I will crush you  

as a cart crushes  

when loaded with grain.97 

 

Here God threatens the immanence of his crushing judgment to be like the wheels 

of a heavily laden grain cart. He will roll over Israel and crush her into the dust. 

 

Like a lily among thorns 

is my darling among the maidens.98 

 

Here the lover brags of the beauty of his beloved among the other women by 

comparing her to a solitary Lilly growing up among in a field of thorns or brambles.  

 

Similes may have attached comments: 

 

 Simile:   He will be like a tree planted by the water  

That sends out its roots by the stream.  

                                                 
97

 Amos 2:13 
98

 Song of Solomon 2:2 
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Comment:  It does not fear when heat comes;  

Its leaves are always green.  

It has no worries in a year of drought  

And never fails to bear fruit."99 

 

Paired similes make use of two successive similes to make a more complex 

comparison.  

 

Their poison is like the poison of a serpent:  

They are like the deaf adder that stoppeth her ear; 

Which will not hearken to the voice of charmers,  

charming never so wisely.100 

 

In this case the wicked and their words are likened to the poison of a serpent and a 

particular serpent. The first image suggests the terrible damage that their poisoned 

words can do while the second addresses their inability to hear the words of others 

that might otherwise “charm” them and prevent their striking. 

 

Multiple similes heighten the effect of the picture. They may also be coupled with the 

parallelism of continuation.  

 

So I will come upon them like a lion,  

Like a leopard I will lurk by the path. 

Like a bear robbed of her cubs,  

I will attack them and rip them open.  

Like a lion I will devour them;  

(Like) a wild animal will tear them apart.101 

 

Notice the progression of action that each added simile suggests as the picture unfolds. 

The first scene is that of encountering a fearsome lion in the wild. With any encounter 

there is a possibility that the lion has not seen the unwary person. But the second 

simile makes quite clear such is not the case. Although the terrible encounter seems 

accidental, it is not. God has been waiting for them, watching for their approach as a 

leopard that lurks waiting for its prey to approach. With this sudden realization, the 

next simile paints the terrible ferocity of the attack, as sudden as a bear robbed of her 

                                                 
99

 Jeremiah 17:8 
100

 Psalm 58:4 
101

 Hosea 13:7-8 
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cubs. All the vengeful fury is launched in a second. The final pair of similes paints 

what follows the ferocious attack. Israel is torn apart and devoured.  

 

The last type of simile we discuss is the parable, found particularly in the New 

Testament.  A parable is an extended simile. When our Lord Jesus introduces His 

parables He uses words like “the Kingdom of Heaven is like….” The difference 

between multiple similes and an extended simile lies in the fact that the various parts 

of the extended simile are all related by a common story line. It is not several related 

pictures that are created but a short “movie.” But parables (unlike allegories) require 

that an interpretation be supplied. Consider the parable of the leaven. 

 

And again he said, Whereunto shall I liken the kingdom of God? 

It is like leaven,  

which a woman took  

and hid in three measures of meal,  

till the whole was leavened.102 

 

The parable has a continuous action that does not rest on a succession of related 

similes. It occurs only once but there several interrelated pictures that describe the 

levels on which the comparison proceeds.  

 

1. Leaven is taken 

2. Leaven is hid in dough 

3. Leaven leavens the dough (turns the dough sour like itself) 

 

Typically leaven is symbolic of evil.103 If Jesus is using the term leaven as a symbol for 

the evil of false doctrine then the extended simile suggests three aspects of its 

progression in the Kingdom of Heaven on earth: 

 

1. Evil (false doctrine) is taken up by an individual (the woman) 

2. Evil is hidden in the hearts and minds of those who hear the false doctrine 

3. Evil tends to corrupt the heart and minds of those who hear it and to render 

them not unlike the original evil. 
 

                                                 
102 Luke 13:20-21 
103 1Corinthians 5:7 Purge out therefore the old leaven, that ye may be a new lump, as ye are unleavened. For even Christ our 

passover is sacrificed for us: and Luke 12:1 In the mean time, when there were gathered together an innumerable multitude of 

people, insomuch that they trode one upon another, he began to say unto his disciples first of all, Beware ye of the leaven of the 

Pharisees, which is hypocrisy. 
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However there are those (like R.C. Trench) who maintain that Jesus is not bound to 

observe the traditional symbolic meaning of Leaven as evil but rather is likening the 

progress of the Gospel (not the evil corruption of it) under the simile of leaven. If this 

be so, then the parable assumes a wholly different meaning which explains the way 

the word of God is hidden in the human heart by the preaching of the gospel and how 

that word transforms the heart into something different until, at last, the “three 

measures of meal” (the whole world?) has been permeated and transformed by the 

preaching of the Gospel. History has shown both processes to have happened.   This 

illustrates the difficulty of interpreting parables and why, though illustrative, 

memorable, and profound, they are not to be used as primary sources of doctrine.  
 

Metaphor and Allegory: A metaphor is a figure of speech that draws a comparison 

between two things without using “like” or “as”.  A metaphor says: “A is B”.  It is 

more blunt than a simile. Although the two things are different, they share a point of 

in common. At some point their meanings overlap and that is what the poet wishes to 

emphasize. For example:  
 

Thy word is a lamp unto my feet,  

and a light unto my path.104 
 

In this case the writer compares the spiritual illumination of God’s word in his life to  

the illumination of a lamp on a dark night, enabling the wayfarer to stay on the correct 

path and not fall down or run into hidden obstacles. The sense of the picture is that 

word of God helps us understand how to lead a God pleasing life and avoid sin. 
 

Metaphors may also come in pairs: 

 

Her officials are roaring lions,  

her rulers are evening wolves,  

who leave nothing for the morning.105 

 

What a vivid picture the prophet provides of political tyrants who roam Jerusalem 

day and night terrifying the inhabitants and preying on the weak! Their appetite is so 

great for ill got gain that they leave nothing behind. 

Metaphors may also come in multiples. For example Jacob’s description of his sons in 

Genesis: 

 

                                                 
104 Psalm 119:105 
105

 Zephaniah 3:3 
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Then Jacob called for his sons and said: "Gather around so I can tell you what will 

happen to you in days to come….You are a lion's cub, O Judah; you return from the 

prey, my son. … Zebulun will …  become a haven for ships; … Issachar is a rawboned 

donkey lying down between two saddlebags.… Dan will be a serpent by the roadside, a 

viper along the path, that bites the horse's heels so that its rider tumbles backward…. 

Naphtali is a doe set free that bears beautiful fawns. … Joseph is a fruitful vine, a fruitful 

vine near a spring, whose branches climb over a wall…. Benjamin is a ravenous wolf; … 

All these are the twelve tribes of Israel, and this is what their father said to them 

when he blessed them, giving each the blessing appropriate to him.106 

 

An allegory is an extended metaphor in which the objects and actions described are 

understood to have symbolic meanings rather than the literal meaning the words 

would convey. Pilgrim’s progress is perhaps the most famous allegory in the English 

language. Allegory is expressly mentioned only once in scripture by the Apostle Paul.  

 

Tell me, ye that desire to be under the law, do ye not hear the law? For it is 

written, that Abraham had two sons, the one by a bondmaid, the other by a 

freewoman. But he who was of the bondwoman was born after the flesh; but he 

of the freewoman was by promise. Which things are an allegory: for these are 

the two covenants; the one from the mount Sinai, which gendereth to bondage, 

which is Agar. For this Agar is Mount Sinai in Arabia, and answereth to 

Jerusalem which now is, and is in bondage with her children.  But Jerusalem 

which is above is free, which is the mother of us all.107 

 

The history of Biblical interpretation once abounded in allegorical “interpretations” of 

scripture and produced many erroneous theological ideas based more on the 

interpreter’s imagination than on what the human author actually meant. So many 

errors abounded in its use, that allegorical interpretive practice has fallen into 

disrepute. An allegorical passage should be apparent to the careful reader. 

 

Allegory vs. Parable: R.C. Trench, in his classic Notes on the Parables of Our Lord108, 

compares parables and allegories as follows:  

 
 “The parable differs from the allegory, but it is more in from than essence. In the allegory, 

there is a blending, an interpretation of the thing signifying and the thing signified. It needs not, 

as the parable, an interpretation from without, for it contains its interpretation within itself, and 

                                                 
106

 Genesis 49:1-28 (selected) 
107

 Galatians 4:21-26 
108

 .R C. Trench, in his classic Notes on the Parables of Our Lord Baker Book House 1948, ISBN 0-8010-

8774-0 
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as it proceeds, that also proceeds, or at least is never far behind it. (The Pilgrim’s Progress 

amply illustrates this.)” 

 

This difference can be illustrated by comparing two OT passages that use the same 

basic imagery but one as an allegory and one as a parable requiring an external 

explanation. 

 
Allegory: (Psalm 80:8-16) 

 

8 ¶ Thou hast brought a vine out of Egypt: thou hast 

cast out the heathen, and planted it. 

 9 Thou preparedst room before it, and didst cause it 

to take deep root, and it filled the land. 

 10 The hills were covered with the shadow of it, 

and the boughs thereof were like the goodly cedars. 

 11 She sent out her boughs unto the sea, and her 

branches unto the river. 

 12 Why hast thou then broken down her hedges, so 

that all they which pass by the way do pluck her? 

 13 The boar out of the wood doth waste it, and the 

wild beast of the field doth devour it. 

 14 Return, we beseech thee, O God of hosts: look 

down from heaven, and behold, and visit this vine; 

 15 And the vineyard which thy right hand hath 

planted, and the branch that thou madest strong for 

thyself. 

 16 It is burned with fire, it is cut down: they perish 

at the rebuke of thy countenance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Parable: Isaiah 5:1-6 

 

1 ¶ Now will I sing to my well beloved a song of my 

beloved touching his vineyard. My well beloved 

hath a vineyard in a very fruitful hill: 

 2 And he fenced it, and gathered out the stones 

thereof, and planted it with the choicest vine, and 

built a tower in the midst of it, and also made a 

winepress therein: and he looked that it should bring 

forth grapes, and it brought forth wild grapes. 

 3 And now, O inhabitants of Jerusalem, and men of 

Judah, judge, I pray you, betwixt me and my 

vineyard. 

 4 What could have been done more to my vineyard, 

that I have not done in it? wherefore, when I looked 

that it should bring forth grapes, brought it forth 

wild grapes? 

 5 And now go to; I will tell you what I will do to 

my vineyard: I will take away the hedge thereof, and 

it shall be eaten up; and break down the wall thereof, 

and it shall be trodden down: 

 6 And I will lay it waste: it shall not be pruned, nor 

digged; but there shall come up briers and thorns: I 

will also command the clouds that they rain no rain 

upon it. 

 

{Interpretation} 

 

 7 For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the 

house of Israel, and the men of Judah his pleasant 

plant: and he looked for judgment, but behold 

oppression; for righteousness, but behold a cry.

Anthropomorphism: Anthropomorphism is a specific class of metaphors in which 

God is spoken of in human terms. For example:  

 
The eyes of the LORD are on the righteous  

and his ears are attentive to their cry; 

the face of the LORD is against those who do evil,  

to cut off the memory of them from the earth.109  

 

                                                 
109

 Psalm 34:15-16 
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Clearly God, who is Spirit,110 does not have these human features. What the passage is 

saying anthropomorphically is that God is totally aware of what we do (His “eyes 

see”) and what we say (His “ears hear”) and He will not countenance evil. 

Anthropomorphic metaphors abound throughout the Bible. 

 

Personification: In personification, the poet writes about something non-human – an 

inanimate object of abstract idea – as if it were human. Hebrew poets use this device 

in several ways. Sometimes they bring an abstract idea to life as in this case: 

 

Send forth your light and your truth,  

let them guide me;  

let them bring me to your holy mountain,  

to the place where you dwell.111 

 

Here the psalmist likens light and truth to two human guides who will show him the 

way to the temple. The implication being that God “dwells” in the temple on the holy 

mountain (which is anthropomorphism). 

 

In the wisdom literature, personification is made use of.  

 

Does not wisdom call out?  

Does not understanding raise her voice? 
 

On the heights along the way, where the paths meet,  

she takes her stand; 

beside the gates leading into the city, at the entrances, 

she cries aloud: 
 

"To you, O men, I call out;  

I raise my voice to all mankind. 
 

You who are simple, gain prudence; 

you who are foolish, gain understanding. 
 

Listen, for I have worthy things to say;  

I open my lips to speak what is right. 
 

My mouth speaks what is true,  

for my lips detest wickedness.112 

                                                 
110

 John 4:24 God is a Spirit: and they that worship him must worship him in spirit and in truth. 
111

 Psalm 43:3 
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Here wisdom is personified as a woman standing by the wayside calling out to the 

men passing by. The loveliness of a woman that could arrest the progress of careless 

male passerby is likened to the loveliness of wisdom that should arrest the progress of 

the simple and foolish. It brings the abstract ideas of the beauty, the desirability, and 

the accessibility of wisdom to life. It allows us to form a memorable picture in our 

minds. 

 

Apostrophe: The device of apostrophe resembles personification. Apostrophe is a 

direct address to someone or something absent as if it were present.  

 

Therefore, you kings, be wise;  

be warned, you rulers of the earth.113 

 

It is clear that none of the kings of the earth were present to hear the psalmist deliver 

his admonition. Although addressing them, they were not physically present. But 

what a dramatic picture presents itself to our mind. Here stands the lowly psalmist on 

a podium and beyond him dressed in all their opulent finery, gold and jewels in great 

array stand the kings of all the earth. And the psalmist’s voice rings out over all the 

grand space between with this sonorous admonition. 

 

Sometimes personification and apostrophe are joined as in this example. 

 

Where, O death is your victory?  

Where, O death is your sting?114 

 

Here death is pictured as person, once victorious but now defeated. Not only does he 

personify death, but the apostle addresses death as if this personification were 

actually present. Consider again the wonderful picture that presents itself to our 

mental eye. The once great victor, the dreaded conqueror, now addressed by the 

apostle bold in the victory of Jesus Christ as he calls out without fear to mock the once 

dark and dreaded persona. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                                                                                                                          
112

 Proverbs 8:1-7 
113

 Psalm 2:10 
114

 I Corinthians 15:55 
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Hyperbole: Hyperbole is conscious exaggeration for the sake of effect. 

 

I am poured out like water,  

and all my bones are out of joint.  

My heart has turned to wax;  

it has melted away within me.115 

 

Clearly the psalmist did not have all his bones out of joint nor did his heart melt. The 

exaggerations create a picture in the reader’s mind which serves to amplify his pain 

like that of a bone out of joint and the heartache that leaves the psalmist with no will 

to fight. 

 

Saul and Jonathan-- in life they were loved and gracious,  

and in death they were not parted.  

They were swifter than eagles,  

they were stronger than lions.116 

 

Clearly Saul and Jonathan were neither physically swifter than eagles nor stronger 

than lions. But in his funeral dirge, David exaggerates by likening Saul and Jonathan 

to the creatures that model great speed and strength. He does this in order to express 

his deep love for them and great sorrow at the loss of these loved ones. 

 

Metonymy: Metonymy features the substitution of a word or idea for one closely 

associated with it. 

 

You prepare a table before me  

in the presence of my enemies.117 

 

"The high places of Isaac will be destroyed  

and the sanctuaries of Israel will be ruined…118 

 

Truthful lips endure forever,  

but a lying tongue lasts only a moment.119 

 

                                                 
115

 Psalm 22:14 
116

 2 Samuel 1:23 
117

 Psalm 23:5a 
118

 Amos 7:9a 
119

 Proverbs 12:19 
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In the first example, the psalmist is not saying that God provided a new piece of 

furniture for him. The term table stands for what tables usually contain a bountiful 

meal which in itself is the metonymy of the even wider scope of all God’s blessings 

not just food. (table/food/blessings). 

 

In the next example Isaac stands as the metonymy of his people Israel (Isaac/Israel). 

 

In the third example the wise man is not saying that truthful lips will endure while a 

lying tongue will fall out. Rather these elements of anatomy represent the person who 

is speaking. It is the character of the speaker (truthful or lying) that will determine his 

judgment. 

 

Synecdoche: Synecdoche is similar to metonymy. In synecdoche a part of something 

actually connected with an idea or item serves to represent the whole idea or item.  

 

I will turn your religious feasts into mourning 

and all your singing into weeping.120 

 

In the second stich the word “singing” is clearly parallel to feasts. But it is also an 

integral part of all the feasts. The term singing suggests that the whole festal cycle 

would be turned into one of mourning/weeping. 

 

Irony: In irony, the writer says the exact opposite of what he means. Sarcasm is a form 

of irony that is contemptuous and taunting. 

 

Go to Bethel and sin;  

go to Gilgal and sin yet more.  

 

Bring your sacrifices every morning,  

your tithes every three years.  

 

Burn leavened bread as a thank offering  

and brag about your freewill offerings— 

 

 boast about them, you Israelites,  

for this is what you love to do, 

 

declares the Sovereign LORD.121 

                                                 
120

 Amos 8:10 
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Clearly God is not seriously advocating that Israel should go to Bethel and sin yet 

more and more or brag about their freewill offerings! Our understanding of God 

clearly tells us that these are things He hates. But the passage is ironic. God desires the 

very opposite behavior of what He is telling them to do. 

 

Sarcasm is irony that is tinged with bitterness. 

 

And the LORD said to me, "Throw it to the potter" 

-- the handsome price at which they priced me!122 

 

The passage is messianic and refers to the thirty pieces of silver paid to Judas for 

betraying Jesus to his enemies. But the last line is incredibly bitter when we consider 

all that Jesus had done for Israel and to be rejected (paid for his services by thirty 

pieces of silver) is the most abject and unspeakably mean-spirited undervaluation of 

that which transcends comprehension let alone compensation. But God refers to it as 

“the handsome price” in the most bitter of ironies. 

 

Interpreting poetic language: Once the poetic idiom has been identified, the meaning 

of the particular verse is determined by distilling the figurative meaning from the literal 

meaning or the actual meaning of the words. By figurative meaning, the student will 

have to determine what part of the literal meaning the poet wanted to highlight. The 

student will have to ask himself why the poet used this particular figure. What was 

the poet’s purpose in using a particular figure of speech. This is to determine the 

function of the figure of speech in the poetry. In David’s psalm he says  

 

You prepare a table before me  

in the presence of my enemies 

 

Clearly this is figurative language. David’s enemies would not sit still while he ate a 

large meal before them. Why then does he use this image? As we think about the 

image, we realize three things: 

 

1.  God has blessed David, not only with the necessary supply of food for himself 

and his people but with every blessing. One can just picture a table set up in 

the wilderness that would normally be the source of no blessing but here God 

invites David to enjoy the limitless bounty of the riches of His grace in a very 

                                                                                                                                                          
121

 Amos 4:4-5 
122

 Zechariah 11:13 
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unfriendly environment. It is unfriendly because it is the wilderness and 

because David’s enemies are there. 

 

2. We can picture the desire of David’s enemies wanting to rob him of the wealth 

of blessings provided by God right in front of their face. They would have him 

poor and starving if not dead. After all they are enemies and hate him. 

 

3. We see that David’s enemies can do nothing. Why? Because “the LORD is my 

shepherd” and “I shall not want”. God will not suffer David’s enemies to touch 

him. How they must be chafing and fuming behind this invisible wall that 

separates David in security from the fuming rage of his enemies. 

 

So the image brings home just what it means in experience to have God as your 

shepherd.  

 

In interpreting Hebrew poetry, one must take care to not go beyond the image that the 

audience of the day would have understood. When, for example, Jesus uses the 

metaphor: “Ye are the salt of the earth” he is not speaking of salt as a seasoning the 

way we understand it but as a preservative that would have been in use before the 

days of refrigeration. As such He means that our presence in society prevents the 

spread of the rottenness and putrefaction in that society that is dead in trespasses and 

sin. 

 

“The best guard against over interpretation is to adhere to the rule of context. 

We must understand poetic images in the light of their use in the immediate 

context and of what would have come to peoples’ minds in biblical times. Since 

images commonly only evoke a few points of comparison, the proper 

interpretation requires that we understand them within this limited range 

rather than read in meanings not intended by the writer.”123 

 

Interpreting a Psalm 

 

Having touched upon the several tools that can be applied to facilitate the 

interpretation of Hebrew Poetry, we will now apply them to Psalm 91. It is a good 

idea for you to read the psalm over several times to familiarize yourself with the 

poem and to allow the imagery to begin to speak to your soul. If you have an 

                                                 
123

 Introduction to Biblical Interpretation by  William Klein, Craig Blomberg, and Robert Hubbard Jr. , 

published by Thomas Nelson (2004) ISBN 978-0-7852-5225-2 (page 309) 
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introductory note on the psalm read it. In the NIV study Bible (the one selected for 

this series), there is an introductory note that reads as follows: 

 
“A glowing testimony to the security of those who trust in God – set beside Psalm 90as a 

counterpoint to the dismal depiction of the human condition found there. It was probably 

written by one of the temple personnel (a priest or Levite)as a word of assurance to godly 

worshippers. Because the “you” of vv. 3-13 applies to any who “make the Most High your 

dwelling” (v9 see 90:1), the devil applied vv.11-12 to Jesus (see Mt 4:6; Lk 4:10-11). 

Structurally the psalm is divided into two halves of eight verses each with the opening 

couplet of the second half (vv. 9-10) echoing the theme of vv. 1-2. In the first half the godly are 

assured of security from four threats (vv. 5-6) – though thousands fall (v 7). In the second half 

they are assured of triumphing over four menacing beasts (v 13). The oracle of vv. 14 – 16 offers 

climatic assistance.”124 

 

We will use the following approach: 

 

1. Parse the psalm into its respective verses so that the grouping of 

particular stichs is visible. This is usually done by modern study Bibles 

when Hebrew poetry is presented. 

2. Analyze the psalm for the sense units. 

3. Consider the nature of the parallelism used in each verset as well as any 

observable parallelism in the structure of the entire psalm;  

4. Identify the type of poetic language used how that imagery informs our 

understanding of what the psalmist is saying. How do these ‘word 

pictures’ develop the overall purpose of the psalm? 

5. Summarize the message of the psalm as whole with its application to 

our present times. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
124

 Footnote for psalm 91, Page 891. NIV Study Bible by Zondervan 2008 update. 
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The Psalm is usually seen in its verse divisions so: 

 
Psalm 91 

 
1 He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High will rest in the shadow 

of the Almighty. 

2 I will say of the LORD, "He is my refuge and my fortress, my God, in 

whom I trust." 

3 Surely he will save you from the fowler's snare and from the deadly 

pestilence. 

4 He will cover you with his feathers, and under his wings you will find 

refuge; his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart. 

5 You will not fear the terror of night, nor the arrow that flies by day, 

6 nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, nor the plague that 

destroys at midday. 

7 A thousand may fall at your side, ten thousand at your right hand, but 

it will not come near you. 

8 You will only observe with your eyes and see the punishment of the 

wicked. 

9 If you make the Most High your dwelling-- even the LORD, who is my 

refuge-- 

10 then no harm will befall you, no disaster will come near your tent. 

11 For he will command his angels concerning you to guard you in all 

your ways; 

12 they will lift you up in their hands, so that you will not strike your 

foot against a stone. 

13 You will tread upon the lion and the cobra; you will trample the great 

lion and the serpent. 

14 "Because he loves me," says the LORD, "I will rescue him; I will 

protect him, for he acknowledges my name. 

15 He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in 

trouble, I will deliver him and honor him. 

16 With long life will I satisfy him and show him my salvation." 
 

Parsing the psalm by verset: parsing the psalm by verset immediately makes the 

couplets (and occasional triplet) immediately visible so: 
 

Psalm 91 
 

1 He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High  

will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. 
 

2 I will say of the LORD,  "He is my refuge and my fortress,  

my God, in whom I trust." 
 

3 Surely he will save you from the fowler's snare  

and from the deadly pestilence. 
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4 He will cover you with his feathers,  

and under his wings you will find refuge;  

 

his faithfulness will be your shield and rampart. 
5 You will not fear the terror of night,  

           nor the arrow that flies by day, 
              6 nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness,  

           nor the plague that destroys at midday. 
 

7 A thousand may fall at your side,  

ten thousand at your right hand,  

but it will not come near you. 
 

8 You will only observe with your eyes  

and see the punishment of the wicked. 
 

9 If you make the Most High your dwelling 

-- even the LORD, who is my refuge— 
 

10 then no harm will befall you,  

no disaster will come near your tent. 
 

11 For he will command his angels concerning you 

 to guard you in all your ways; 
 

12 they will lift you up in their hands,  

so that you will not strike your foot against a stone. 
 

13 You will tread upon the lion and the cobra;  

you will trample the great lion and the serpent. 
 

14 "Because he loves me," says the LORD, "I will rescue him; 

 I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name. 
 

15 He will call upon me, and I will answer him; 

 I will be with him in trouble,  

I will deliver him and honor him. 
 

16 With long life will I satisfy him 

and show him my salvation." 




Analyzing the psalm for the sense units: Here again we ask several questions. 

 
 Who is speaking? 

 Who is addressed? 

 What is the form of the verset (command, testimony, exhortation, etc)? 

 Is there a common content of the verset that suggests that it is part of a larger section? 

 Is there a common function of the verset that suggests that it is part of a larger section? 
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By paying particular attention to changes in the answers to these questions we may be 

able to detect shifts that signal section changes. 

 
1 He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High  

will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. 
 

2 I will say of the LORD, "He is my refuge and my fortress,  

my God, in whom I trust." 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3 Surely he will save you from the fowler's snare  

and from the deadly pestilence. 
 

4 He will cover you with his feathers,  

and under his wings you will find refuge;  

 

His faithfulness will be your shield and rampart. 
                 5 You will not fear the terror of night, 

       nor the arrow that flies by day, 
                               6 nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness,  

       nor the plague that destroys at midday. 
 

7 A thousand may fall at your side,  

Ten thousand at your right hand,  

but it will not come near you. 
 

8 You will only observe with your eyes  

and see the punishment of the wicked. 
 

9 If you make the Most High your dwelling-- 

even the LORD, who is my refuge— 
 

10 then no harm will befall you,  

no disaster will come near your tent. 
 

11 For he will command his angels concerning you 

 to guard you in all your ways; 
 

12 they will lift you up in their hands,  

so that you will not strike your foot against a stone. 
 

13 You will tread upon the lion and the cobra;  

you will trample the great lion and the serpent. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Speaker: Psalmist (King David?)125 

Addressee: Unidentified individual 

(to Solomon?) 

Form: Testimony (to a future 

king?)126 

Content: Describes the state of those 

who make God their dwelling place as 

evidenced by the Psalmist’s personal 

experience. Spurgeon notes this 

section as “Their state” 

Function: To encourage trust in God 
 

 

 

Speaker: Psalmist (King David?) 

Addressee: Unidentified individual 

(to Solomon?) 

Form: Teaching (to a future king?) 

Content: Describes the actions of 

God (“He will save, cover, command, 

lift up”) and the emotional (“you will 

not fear”) and experiential (“you will 

only observe, see, tread, trample”) 

responses in the lives of those who 

seek the shelter of divine protection 

through faith. Four destructive forces 

(terror of night, arrow by day, 

pestilence and plague) are listed that 

will not be feared .127 Spurgeon notes 

three subsections: their safety (3-8), 

their habitation (9-10), and their 

servants (11-13) 

Function: To encourage trust in God 
 

 

 

 

                                                
125

 While no note is given in the Masoretic 

text (and KJV), the LXX lists David as the 

author. 
126

 While v. 2 seems to present a shift of 

speaker, it is still part of the testimony 

begun in verse 1. In the first verse the 
speaker is not speaking of himself;f only in 

generality to the hearer, But in v 2, the 

testimony takes a personal tern which 
seems to emphasize that the truth of the 

opening assertion is supported by personal 

experience. 
127

 Although the verbs shift back and forth 

between the believer and God, still the 

bulk of the section is like a tightly 

interwoven discourse between the Psalmist 
who scans a unified scene of the 

individual’s emotional and experiential 

state and God’s specific actions. It is 
perhaps simpler not to take abart such 

tightly woven structures. 
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14 "Because he loves me," says the LORD, "I will rescue him; 

I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name. 
 

15 He will call upon me, and I will answer him; 

I will be with him in trouble,  

I will deliver him and honor him. 
 

16 With long life will I satisfy him 

and show him my salvation." 
 





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Speaker: The LORD (Jehovah) 

Addressee: Unidentified individual 
(Solomon?) 

Form: Testimony  

Content: God describes His actions in 

consequence to the individual who 

makes God their dwelling place. 

Seven specific actions on God’s part 

are promised by Him (“rescue, protect, 

answer, be with, deliver, honor, 

satisfy, show”) Making God their 

dwelling place is described in three 

ways (“loves, acknowledges, calls”) 

Spurgeon calls this last section “their 

friend” Spurgeon’s divisions do make 

sense in terms of the way the subject 

matter is handled, and shows the 

usefulness of other commentators in 

forming our own sense of how a 

psalm breaks down in conceptual 

units. 

Function: To encourage trust in God 
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Consider the nature of the parallelism used: To make the parallelism more clear we 

have added the obvious elliptic references between brackets [ ]. 

 
1 

 

 

2 

 

 

3 

 

 

4 

 

 

 

5 

 

6 

 

 

7 

 

 

 

8 

 

 

9 

 

 

10 

 

 

11 

 

 

12 

 

 

13 

 

 

14 

 

 

15 

 

 

16 

 

 

 

 

 

He who dwells  in the shelter  of the Most High  

[He]     will rest in the shadow  of the Almighty. 

 

  I will say of the LORD, "He is        my refuge and my fortress,  

[I will say of the LORD, "He is]                       my God,                        in whom I trust." 

 

         Surely he will save you   from the fowler's snare  

and [surely he will save you]  from the deadly pestilence. 

 

 He will cover you                            with his feathers,  

and under his wings                      you will find refuge;  

                     

His faithfulness               will be your shield and rampart. 

You will not fear              the terror    of night, 

[You will not fear]     nor the arrow that flies   by day, 

[You will not fear]     nor the pestilence that stalks  in the darkness,  

[You will not fear]     nor the plague that destroys  at midday. 

 

A thousand    may fall   at your side,  

ten thousand   [may fall]  at your right hand,  

but it    will not come  near you. 

 

You will only observe with your eyes  

                       And see    the punishment of the wicked. 

 

If you make   the Most High   your dwelling— 

    Even                                          the LORD,   who is my refuge— 

 

 then    no harm   will befall you,  

                                    no disaster  will come near your tent. 

 

For he will command  his angels             concerning you  

[For he will command] [his angels]           to guard you             in all your ways; 

 

            They will lift you up                in their hands,  

 so that you will not strike                       your foot               against a stone. 

 

You will tread upon  the lion   and the cobra;  

You will trample   the great lion  and the serpent. 

 

Because he loves me," says the LORD,   I will rescue him;  

I will protect him,                 for he acknowledges my name. [says the LORD] 

 

He will call upon me,      and I will answer him;             I will be with him in trouble,  

                                  I will deliver him     and [I will] honor him. 

 

With long life    will I satisfy him  

and [I will] show him   my salvation." 

 

 

 

 

 

A=B (a,b,c/a’,b’,c’) 

Echo 
 

A<B (a.b/b’,c’) 
Specification:explanation 

(stairstep parallelism) 

 

A=B (a,b/a’,b’) 

Echo 

 
A=B (a,b/b’,a’) 

Echo (Chiasm) 

 

A<B 
Specification: Explanation 

(with time) 

 

 

 
A<B 
Intensification 

 

 

A<B 
Specification: Explanation 

(stairstep parallelism) 
 

A=B (a,b,c/,b’,c’) 

Echo 

 

A=B (a,b,/a’,b’) 

Echo 

 

A<B (a,b,c/c’,d) 
Specification: Explanation 

 

A<B (a,b/a’,b’,c) 
Specification: Purpose 

 
A<B (a,b,c/a’,b’,c’) 

Dramatic effect 

 

A=B (a,b/b’,a’) 

Echo (Chiasm) 

 

A=B (a,b,c/b’,c’) 

Echo 

 

A=B (a,b/b’,a’) 

Echo (Chiasm) 
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Poetic language and imagery: From the sense unit analysis, we see that the entire 

psalm consistently encourages the individual reader to place their trust in God. While 

there appears to be no observable parallelism of the entire psalm, there are certain 

leitmotifs that individual versets support and amplify what it means to so trust. We 

will use the divisions that were advanced by Spurgeon and others. 

The State of the Godly 

 

He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High  

 will rest in the shadow of the Almighty. 

 

I will say of the LORD, "He is my refuge and my fortress,  

my God in whom I trust." 






The Psalm begins with a familiar metaphor for God as the “dwelling place.” Psalm 90 

begins: “Lord, you have been our dwelling place throughout all generations.”128  It 

introduces the Psalm’s central theme: that God provides protection for those who 

trust in Him. In normal use the verb ‘to dwell’ has the meaning of living out a 

significant part (or all) of our lives in a certain geographic place or a particular society. 

There is sometimes an overtone of contentment associated with the use of the verb129. 

Clearly God is not a house. Rather the Psalmist is telling us that it is possible to have a 

lifelong relationship with God and to live together with Him (dwell) in contentment 

(rest). But central to the possibility of such a relationship is trust (“my God in whom I 

trust“), the very trust that the whole psalm encourages in the hearer.  In this section, 

however, three dwelling place metaphors are used: a shelter, a refuge, and a fortress. 

While similar, each metaphor evokes a slightly different picture of what it means to 

dwell in God.  

The shelter evokes a picture of a normal house that provides protection from the 

elements of the weather. On hot sunny days it provides protection from the sun 

(shadow or shade). Protection from the rain is also implied but not mentioned. Both 

sun and rain can stand symbolically for the judgment of God on sinners if they are 

intense. They can also stand for God’s blessing on an agricultural society if they are 

                                                 
128

 Psalm 90:1 
129 As is the case of Elisha to the Shunammite woman in 2Kings 4:13 And he said unto him, Say now unto her, Behold, thou hast been careful 
for us with all this care; what is to be done for thee? Wouldest thou be spoken for to the king, or to the captain of the host? And she answered, 

I dwell among mine own people. 
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gentle.130 But the love of God hardly needs sheltering from. Given the tone of this 

psalm the sun suggests either the judgment of God or the persecution of men.131 

The Refuge evokes the image of flight to a more secure dwelling to avoid calamitous 

events or disasters. Refugees are a real part of and a problem in warfare. People flee 

the terrors of war seeking a more secure place to live. The thought: “God is our refuge 

and strength a very present help in time of trouble”132 echoes a similar metaphor. 

The Fortress evokes a sense of strength against a human foe. It can certainly be a 

refuge but once there the people go no further. They dwell secure in the ability of the 

fortress’s ramparts to shield them, language that is picked up in verse 5. 

 

The Safety of the Godly 

 

Surely he will save you from the fowler's snare  

And from the deadly pestilence 

 

He will cover you with his feathers,  

And under his wings you will find refuge;  

 

His faithfulness will be your shield and rampart. 

You will not fear the terror of night, 

Nor the arrow that flies by day, 

Nor the pestilence that stalks in the darkness,  

Nor the plague that destroys at midday. 

 

A thousand may fall at your side,  

Ten thousand at your right hand,  

But it will not come near you. 

 

You will only observe with your eyes  

And see the punishment of the wicked. 






This section introduces a new extended metaphor. But it is chiefly causal in its 

approach. It refers elliptically back to the first section. The reason a person says God 

                                                 
130 Matthew 5:44-45 But I say unto you, Love your enemies, bless them that curse you, do good to them that hate you, and pray for them which 
despitefully use you, and persecute you; That ye may be the children of your Father which is in heaven: for he maketh his sun to rise on the 

evil and on the good, and sendeth rain on the just and on the unjust. 
131 Matthew 13:6,20-21 And when the sun was up, they were scorched; and because they had no root, they withered away. … But he that 
received the seed into stony places, the same is he that heareth the word, and anon with joy receiveth it; Yet hath he not root in himself, but 

dureth for a while: for when tribulation or persecution ariseth because of the word, by and by he is offended. 
132

 Psalm 46:1 
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“is my refuge and my fortress” results from God’s willingness and ability “to save” 

(v.3) and to cover” (v.4). In fact looking ahead we find that God will do a great many 

things in response to the individual’s trust in Him: 

 

 He will save him    v. 3a 

 He will cover  him    v. 3b 

 He will command angelic help  v. 11 

 He will rescue him    v. 14a 

 He will protect him    v. 14b 

 He will answer his call   v. 15a 

 He will be with him in trouble  v. 15a 

 He will deliver him    v. 15b 

 He will honor him    v. 15b 

 He will satisfy him with long life  v. 16a 

 He will show him His salvation  v. 16b 

 

The new metaphor revolves around birds. Key phrases are: “the fowler’s snare … his 

feathers…his wings …the terror of night…arrow that flies by day.” One has the sense 

that there is a conscious malevolence directed against godly that none but God can 

deflect. The fowler’s snare speaks of a camouflaged trap that will cost the 

unsuspecting bird its life. But even if taken in the snare, God will open the trap and 

save you. The bird image presents both a picture of a heavenly and a defenseless 

creature. If a snare represents a passive and hidden trap, there are active dangers for 

the godly like those birds of prey that swoop down on smaller and defenseless 

creatures. So God will “cover you with his feathers” as a mother hen gathers her 

chicks beneath her wings to protect them from the predator.133 The thought of finding 

a refuge beneath God’s “wings” expands the picture of God our refuge presented in 

verse 2a. Verse 5a extends the thought of a refuge as a shield (God’s “wings” shield) 

and a rampart (fortress). Verses 5b and 6 present four threats that God will protect 

from. These threats span both day and night: the terror of night, the arrow that flies by 

day, the pestilence that stalks in the darkness, and the plague that destroys at midday. 

The fowler’s snare and all the avian inferences to birds of prey are not in actuality 

threats to the godly, these four threats are very real human threats. They are not 

metaphorical. Terror at night, arrows by day, pestilence and plague kill people. But 

these four do represent a kind of typical catalogue of all that can hurt the godly both 

man made (arrows, terror) and naturally occurring (pestilence, plague).  They are a 

                                                 
133

 Doubtless the words of our Lord Jesus echo this thought: Mt 23:37 O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the 

prophets, and stonest them which are sent unto thee, how often would I have gathered thy children together, even 

as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and ye would not! 
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catalogue of threats from which the godly need constant protection. The implication 

here simply is two fold: 

 

1. God protects those who trust Him from all threats 

2. God protects those who trust Him both day and night. 

 

If it were not for their trust in God, they would most definitely fear these threats. Btu 

now they “will not fear” any of these things. 

 

Considering these threats, reason could say that arrows launched at random or 

plagues unleashed indiscriminately are bound, sooner or later, to find a target among 

the godly that trust in God. But verse 7 refutes this. Nature and man may be governed 

by stochastic laws (randomness) but God most definitely is not. Thus verse 7 asserts 

God’s sovereignty over the affairs of men and His control of the processes of nature as 

it affirms the trustworthiness of God’s protection.  Verse 8, tells us that what we will 

see is the punishment of the wicked. But that assertion raises two questions. How 

their wickedness is established and how are they punished?  Were they deemed 

wicked because of their various evil deeds? In the light of the intent of this psalm, the 

inference seems justified that the wicked are wicked for one reason only: they chose 

not to trust in God and make Him their dwelling place. Because of this, there is no 

protection accorded them from the various threats which fall on them that might have 

fallen on the godly were they not deflected by God from the godly. This inference 

means that the threats described are directed against all men but that God provides a 

way of escape for those who trust in Him. This is a gospel message that spans the 

scriptures from the exodus from Egypt to the preaching of Gospel in the New 

Testament!  So the godly will not fear, but they will see a thousand that fall at their 

side and ten thousand that fall at their right hand. These are presumably the wicked 

who in their folly said no to God.  In short this part of the psalm asserts that safety of 

the godly is complete and inviolable, but that the judgment of the wicked is just as 

complete and absolutely unavoidable.  

 

The Dwelling of the Godly 

 

If you make the Most High your dwelling— 

Even the LORD, who is my refuge— 

 

Then no harm will befall you,  

No disaster will come near your tent. 
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This portion of the psalm continues and expands on the metaphor of God our 

dwelling place. It essentially restates what the previous section has taught that God’s 

protection of the godly is absolute and complete day and night. But it introduces in a 

most humble way the notion of the dwelling place as it actually is: a tent. What could 

be more vulnerable than a tent? True it is a shield from sun and rain but that is about 

all. It will not stop the terror at night, the arrows by day, nor pestilence and plague. 

But the use of the image of a tent here is not just as a dwelling. The use of the word 

tent is a metonymy for our bodily existence. Our bodies and all that goes with our 

living are the tent and all its contents. The metonymy conveys the sense that our 

existence is totally vulnerable. It also tells us that we are creatures of place (near you) 

as well as creatures of time (night, day, darkness, midday). So the psalmist is telling us 

that God will extend an actual safety zone around us so that very real threats will not 

come near us (near your tent). 

 

The Servants of the Godly 

 

For he will command his angels concerning you  

To guard you in all your ways; 

 

They will lift you up in their hands,  

So that you will not strike your foot against a stone 

 

You will tread upon the lion and the cobra;  

You will trample the great lion and the serpent. 






This section of the psalm introduces the role of an order of beings (angels) whose task 

is to minister to them who shall be the heirs of salvation.134 The imagery here is that of 

a particular type of servant a pedagogue. The term pedagogue, usually referring to 

teaching means literally to gather (agoge) around the feet (pede) of the child in order 

to guide their steps to prevent them from straying off the path or accidentally falling 

over a stone or stepping on a serpent and being bitten. In short it is a protective role 

that centers on the feet. Notice the imagery of feet in this section: “your ways….your 

foot….you will tread…your will trample” 

 

There is a metaphor (nascent in this passage) relating to guiding the footsteps of the 

young. It is introduced with the command of God to the angels to guard your way. 

                                                 
134 Heb 1:13-14 But to which of the angels said he at any time, Sit on my right hand, until I make thine enemies thy footstool? Are they not all 

ministering spirits, sent forth to minister for them who shall be heirs of salvation? 
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The image of the way is exceedingly broad in psalms being mentioned 83 times! The 

way brings in the metaphor of life as a journey or a pilgrimage. The way also conveys 

the sense of God’s law providing the believer a way to live that is pleasing to God. But 

like those who walk in the wilderness (this spiritually desolate world), the way can be 

missed and we can lose it. There are dangers. We might trip and fall precipitously 

over a rock or sprain our ankle and be unable to go on. We might come close to a 

lion’s den or step on a cobra and be bitten. As we go on through our life, the angels 

are tasked by God with being the agents of our protection from all kinds of spiritual 

dangers.  Their “hands” lift us up so that we do not fall. The image of a small child 

whose hand must be held at all times while he is walking comes immediately to mind. 

But this guardian protection has a point. We are being prepared for greater things 

ahead. One day we will upon the lion and the cobra. A lion is a metaphor for strength 

(usually ascribed to kings – even our Lord Jesus: the Lion of the Tribe of Judah), while 

the cobra is a metaphor for a deadly subtlety and stealth. But in this parallelism of 

drama, the godly not only tread upon such but they trample them! One can tread on a 

creature and produce an injury, but to trample it means to kill. And what is being 

trampled? The great lion and the serpent are trampled. Both metaphors now become 

clear. The lion speaks of the devil in his deadly power,135 while the serpent speaks of 

him in his stealth and poison.136  So this passage introduces a new feature. Not only 

does God protect us (by his angels) from the malevolent power and poison of Satan, 

but He actually protects us as we become God’s instruments of His earthly dealings 

with this adversary. If this psalm was written by David and directed to his young son 

Solomon, what an admonition this would be for his future governance.  

An interesting side light is that this is noted in Matthew’s Gospel.  

 

Then the devil taketh him up into the holy city, and setteth him on a pinnacle 

of the temple, and saith unto him, If thou be the Son of God, cast thyself down: 

for it is written, He shall give his angels charge concerning thee: and in their 

hands they shall bear thee up, lest at any time thou dash thy foot against a 

stone. Jesus said unto him, It is written again, Thou shalt not tempt the Lord 

thy God.137 

 

While our Lord correctly emphasizes that the promises of God are not to be 

demanded (“Thou shalt not tempt the Lord thy God.” i.e. to put God to the test), it is 

interesting to note the hermeneutic error of Satan. He was to interpreting this passage 

literally (cast yourself down off this physical precipice so that the angels will be forced 

                                                 
135 1Peter 5:8 Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil, as a roaring lion, walketh about, seeking whom he may devour. 
136 Genesis 3:1 Now the serpent was more subtil than any beast of the field which the LORD God had made. And he said unto the woman, Yea, 

hath God said, Ye shall not eat of every tree of the garden?       Revelation 12:9 And the great dragon was cast out, that old serpent, called 
the Devil, and Satan, which deceiveth the whole world: he was cast out into the earth, and his angels were cast out with him. 

137 Matthew 4:5-7 
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to bear you up in their hands), whereas it is clearly a metaphor of life and meant to be 

taken spiritually. It is also interesting to note the messianic overtones of this psalm 

that become so clear in the next portion. 

 

The FRIEND of the Godly 

 

“Because he loves me," says the LORD, “I will rescue him; 

I will protect him, for he acknowledges my name.  

 

He will call upon me, and I will answer him; I will be with him in trouble,  

I will deliver him and honor him. 

 

With long life will I satisfy him  

And show him my salvation." 






This section reveals how God describes the personal testimony at the end of verse 

2b,”in whom I trust.” God says of the godly,”He loves me…He acknowledges my 

name.” And because of this advances the last eight promises  

 

 I will rescue him    v. 14a 

 I will protect him    v. 14b 

 I will answer him when he calls  v. 15a 

 I will be with him in trouble  v. 15a 

 I will deliver him    v. 15b 

 I will honor him    v. 15b 

 I will satisfy him with long life  v. 16a 

 I will show him my salvation  v. 16b 

 

That these eight promises are not identical is revealed by the Hebrew words 

translated 

 

Rescue: jlp {pronounced paw-lat'} a primitive root; to slip out, i.e. escape; 

causatively, to deliver to carry away safe, deliver, to cause to escape. 

 

Protect: bgs {pronounced saw-gab'} a primitive root; to be (causatively, make) lofty, 

especially inaccessible; by implication, safe, strong; used literally and figuratively --

defend, exalt, be excellent, (be, set on) high, lofty, be safe, set up (on high), be too 

strong. 
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Answer: hne  {pronounced aw-naw'} a primitive root; properly, to eye or (generally) 

to heed, i.e. pay attention; by implication, to respond; by extension to begin to speak. 

 

Be with him in trouble: hru {pronounced tsaw-raw'} tightness (i.e. figuratively, 

trouble, a “tight” spot). 

 

Deliver: ylx {pronounced khaw-lats'} a primitive root; to pull off; hence (intensively) 

to strip, (reflex.) to depart; by implication, to deliver. 

 

Honor: dbk {pronounced kaw-bad' or kaw-bade'} a primitive root; to be heavy in a 

good sense (numerous, rich, honorable; causatively, to make weighty, abounding with, 

glorify, be (make) glorious (things), glory. 

 

Satisfy: ebs {pronounced saw-bah' or saw-bay'-ah}; a primitive root; to sate, i.e. fill to 

satisfaction (literally or figuratively):-have enough, fill. 

 

Show …my salvation:  

har {pronounced aw'} a primitive root; to see, to behold, consider, discern, (make to) 

enjoy, have experience, gaze, take heed, look 

 

hewvy {pronounced yesh-oo'-aw} something saved, i.e. (abstractly) deliverance; hence, 

aid, victory, prosperity:--deliverance, health, help(-ing), salvation, save, saving 

(health), welfare. The name of our Lord Jesus. 

 

Nascent in these several promises is that the way the godly see God is through His 

actions in the circumstances they find themselves in. 

Are we trapped? He allows us to escape, to slip out so that He carries us away. 

Are we still in danger? He makes us inaccessible to evil, strong and lifted up above 

harm. 

Are we upset, confused, or lonely? He awaits our call and is beginning to speak at the 

first sound of our voice. 

Are we in a “tight” spot? Look around He is there with us! 

Are we in the clutches of the wicked or evil? He will pull the hand of the wicked off us, 

He will strip the evil away from us. 

Are we despised, humiliated, cast down with the burdens of life? He will weight us 

down with the burdens of glory. He will raise us up in honor. 

Are we empty? Do we hunger and thirst for righteousness? He will fill us until we 

want no more. He will sate us with life in all its fullness? 
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You ask, “How will He do this?” He will show us his salvation. He will cause us to 

look upon, to consider, to discern, to take heed to, to experience, to gaze on with joy - 

Jesus! 

 

The Message and application of the psalm:  

 

He who dwells in the shelter of the Most High 

will rest in the shadow of the Almighty 

 


 

“In 1956 five United States missionaries in their twenties landed on a shore in 

Ecuador near the homes of a native American people, hoping to share the good 

news of Christ with them. These local people killed the five. They clearly did 

not find Jehovah was their refuge and stronghold. Yet the widow of one, 

Elizabeth Elliot, subsequently wrote a memoir about her husband and titled it 

Shadow of the Almighty 138 . If ever there was a man whose life and death 

disproved the claims of Ps. 91, it was Jim Elliot. Yet there is something 

profoundly authentic about the audacity with which his wife applies its words 

to him. No doubt as a Christian she reckoned that the mere fact that he had 

died did not mean he had left God’s shadow.”139 

 

Throughout these lessons we have been struggling with developing a method of 

interpreting the Scriptures in order to understand what the ancient human authors 

meant when they penned them. That method has been based on and used strictly 

rational tools. But beyond the question of what the human authors meant, lies the far 

greater question of what is God saying through their writings140? And when we come 

to questions relating to God, we come to the Supra Rational Being. Reason tells us that 

this psalm promises God’s protection for those who trust Him. The problem is that 

viewed in the light of history, life doesn’t work the way reason says life, as seen in this 

psalm, should work. Those who trust in God do die from arrows that fly by day and 

the pestilence that stalks in the darkness. The Apostle who wrote to the Hebrews had 

not only seen this happen but very likely caused some of it, and would experience it 

himself. 141 There were those who “escaped the edge of the sword,” while others were 

“were put to death by the sword”. Yet he concluded that “These were all commended 

for their faith, yet none of them received what had been promised.” He says elsewhere 

                                                 
138 New York, Harper, 1958 
139 John Goldingay, Psalms Baker Academic,2008, Vol. 3 - Page 50 
140 2Ti 3:16- 17 All scripture is given by inspiration of God, and is profitable for doctrine, for reproof, for correction, for instruction in 
righteousness: that the man of God may be perfect, thoroughly furnished unto all good works. 
141 The apostle Paul in Hebrews Heb 11:32 -40. 
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“All these people were still living by faith when they died. They did not receive the 

things promised; they only saw them and welcomed them from a distance.”142 

 

Evangelical Christianity tends to emphasize eternal salvation. But for the Jew 

salvation was a very worldly thing. It meant being delivered from one’s political 

enemies in the here and now. And it seems wrong for the Christian to insist on a 

salvation that has no present fulfillment. Are we to settle for a feeling of security now 

and eternal salvation hereafter? Is our God the God of the hereafter only and not the 

present moment? When looked at through the lens of history, this psalm is like a 

Pandora’s Box. When opened, hard questions leap out and abound. Has that where all 

our careful Hermeneutics led us, to raise more questions than it solves?  

 

It will help to say that we are vulnerable. And men have been seeking a hiding place 

from violence and death for generations. This psalm tells us that the only safe hiding 

place is God. But this psalm is not about telling us a way to get God to do things we 

want Him to do. This psalm is not about manipulation. Jesus, in effect, tells Satan that 

when he refuses to jump off the temple to force His Father’s angels to “bear him up 

lest he dash his foot against a stone.” So if this psalm is not about promises to 

be ”claimed” for the here and now; what is it about? In a word the psalm is about 

trust or faith. What does it mean to trust God? And this brings us to the crux not only 

of this psalm but also of all the scriptures. We may obtain a more accurate 

understanding of what they are saying by rational means, but they are ultimately not 

apprehended by these. They are apprehended by faith143. And faith doesn’t care about 

rationalizing circumstances the way reason does. That there is a role for reason in the 

Christian life is indisputable. God Himself invites us. “Come now, and let us reason 

together, saith the LORD….144 So at the end of this psalm and at the end of this series 

of lessons we are confronted with the same problem: what is the relation of reason 

and faith. The answer lies at the end of the psalm. God says I will “show him my 

salvation (hewvy {pronounced yesh-oo'-aw145})” I will show him Jesus. The scriptures 

are all about seeing Jesus. The soul’s sight of the Son of God who is also the Son of 

Man does not answer reason’s many Pandora box questions, it simply makes them 

moot. “I have heard of thee by the hearing of the ear: but now mine eye seeth thee. 

Wherefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes.”146 

                                                 
142 Hebrews 11:13a 
143 Romans 10:17 So then faith cometh by hearing, and hearing by the word of God. John 20:31 But these are written, that ye might 

believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God; and that believing ye might have life through his name. 
144 Isaiah 1:18a But the reason for the invitation  is not so that we will understand God, rather it is so that “though your sins be as 

scarlet, they shall be as white as snow; though they be red like crimson, they shall be as wool” Isaiah 1:18b. 
145 yesh-oo-aw is the phonetic spelling of Joshua, the English equivalent name of the Greek form of Jesus 
146 Job 42:5-6  


