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The purpose of exegesis* is to understand a text in its own literary, historical, and theological context, to hear as best we can what the first readers heard from it. Exegesis is not the same as reading for homiletical or devotional purposes, but it’s the essential first step in good preaching, and is often very helpful for personal devotional study of the Bible as well. You can’t draw your own theological conclusions about a text until you have wrestled with what it says on its own terms.


Having said that, however, it is important also to say that true objectivity in reading texts (or doing anything) is impossible. Human beings always relate as subjects to each other and to the world, which means we inevitably bring to a text our personalities, perceptions, and histories. The questions we ask are functions of our individual and corporate lives, just as the reality of a New Testament text is a function of the individual and corporate lives that produced it. There is therefore no such thing as “the” correct reading of a text, because exegesis is the product of the relationship between a reader and a text. This does not mean, however, that we indulge in unrestrained subjectivity, using the Bible as a mirror to reflect ourselves and our own ideas. Reading a text is a lot like getting to know a person, and just as it is abusive to impose our subjective impressions on a person, so good exegesis forbids imposing our preconceived religious or theological convictions on a text. 


Historical criticism at its best is a fence we put around texts to protect them from our propensity to force them to say what we want them to say. In human interaction, individuals can check out our impressions of each other and be corrected if we are mistaken. Written texts are more passive than that. We are therefore obligated by honesty and respect to allow the text to speak first in this conversation that is exegesis.


Each exegetical exercise comes with a set of questions designed to guide you toward the writing of an exegetical essay or the making of an exegetical argument. That argument may or may not lead you to the preparation of a sermon or the construction of a theological case, although exegesis is never ultimately divorced from questions of meaning. The purpose of the study questions is to help you form exegetical habits, customary ways of approaching biblical texts that you can employ whenever you read the New Testament. What follows here is something of a summary, the important tasks involved in historical-critical exegesis. There is no particular order in which in which one must do these tasks, and you are encouraged to experiment. The same is true of the steps listed in the various handbooks available, including the one by Michael J. Gorman we will read together.  Every exegete goes about the various tasks in a different order, subject to his or her own experience and perception of the text. All these tasks need to be accomplished somewhere along the line, but the actual procedure eventually becomes a matter of personal style. The specific questions in the exercises follow many of these steps explicitly; some do not. All are intended to help you understand the basic function of historical-critical exegesis—to create a conversation between an ancient text in its own context and a modern reader in his or her own context.


An exegetical essay ought to resemble an iceberg—much of your detail work lies below the surface, and your conclusions are what show. The conclusions make no sense unless they are backed up by evidence, but those conclusions can also get lost if all your reader sees are mounds of unconnected and uninterpreted data. Your goal is to formulate an ARGUMENT—your reading of the text—and to back up that argument with compelling proof FROM THE TEXT of the rightness of your interpretation. Here it is important to distinguish between an opinion and an argument. Both are valuable, but they are different. Your opinion is your personal response to a text; an argument is your attempt to persuade someone else to see the text as you do. An argument requires evidence, and in the case of an exegetical argument, it requires evidence from the text of the New Testament.


To make sure you communicate your argument as clearly and succinctly as possible, devote as much energy to your writing as you do to your exegesis. The most persuasive argument in the world will convince no one if it is not effectively presented. The three best friends a writer (or preacher, for that matter) has are Strunk and White’s The Elements of Style, Kate Turabian’s A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, and a good proofreader. It is a human impossibility to proofread your own writing.


1. Before you do anything else, read the entire book from which your text comes. This helps you establish the wider literary context. Read the book as though you’ve never read it before, and you may need to read it all the way through several times in the process of interpreting one passage. What are the major themes that seem to occupy the author’s attention? What gets repeated? Listen if you can for the other half of the conversation: is the author responding to someone else’s position? Remember that it is we who have divided the text up; the author never intended chapter and verse numbers. Moreover, the author’s first readers (or hearers) did not have the whole NT before them when they read your text. The pericope* has to make sense within the book from which it comes. The Corinthians never read Mark, and Matthew never read Revelation. After you have read the piece yourself, the article on that book in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible or The Anchor Bible Dictionary or the appropriate introductory section of a good one-volume commentary (such as Harper’s Bible Commentary) can highlight features of the book you may have missed and alert you to important issues other folks have seen.


2. After you have read the whole book from which your passage is taken, look at the immediate literary context of your passage. In an epistle, what subject is dealt with just before it, and what comes after? In a narrative text, what action precedes and follows? Sometimes the single most important clue to the meaning of a passage lies in its placement in the story or the argument. Much of exegesis is a matter of balancing your attention to the parts and the whole, looking at both your pericope and its context.


3. What happens in the pericope itself? What is the flow of the argument or the center of the action? It may help here to make an outline of the pericope. Does the author argue step by step or make a single point with little detail? Is the passage poetry or prose? Story or argument? If a story, is the focus on the characters’ actions or their words? What is the pericope’s structure? This is where your outline can be most helpful.


4. What is the main point, and how do the various pieces of the passage serve to make that point? In a didactic section (e.g., of a letter), what is the key to the argument, the final statement of the point? In a narrative portion of a Gospel or Acts, what is the focus of the action or the punch line of the story? Can you paraphrase the pericope in your own words in a single sentence or two?


5. The single most important exegetical tool is a concordance. Words are always defined by their users in context, not by dictionaries. Furthermore, the smallest unit of communication is not an individual word or even a sentence, but a paragraph. Isolate what look like the important words in your pericope and use a concordance to find out where else the same author uses those words. Other authors may use the same word in very different ways, so look first to your author’s usage, and only secondarily (if at all) across the New Testament. Another tool that may occasionally help in this respect is a theological dictionary. As with translations, theological dictionaries reflect the historical and theological presuppositions of their authors, so your own concordance work is always the most helpful. Do not consult someone else’s concordance work in a theological dictionary until you have done your own. The real value of theological dictionaries is that they can provide access to historical, archaeological, and epigraphic evidence that you might not otherwise be able to find. But remember, WORDS ARE DEFINED BY THEIR USERS IN CONTEXT. 


6. Does the author make use of traditional material? Does he quote or allude to scripture (that is, the Old Testament)? Does he make use of known literary sources (such as synoptic material)? Does he quote his conversation partners or adversaries? The apparatus in your Greek New Testament and an annotated English Bible will help you answer the first of these questions; a Gospel Synopsis will answer the second. The answer to the third is sometimes more difficult to discern, and is a product of your reading of the whole book.


7. Although commentaries are frequently very useful conversation partners, they function that way only after you have done your own exegetical work. Commentators can draw your attention to peculiarities of grammar and style, obscure structural features, and important elements of historical background that you may have no other way of knowing. They can also help you see things in the text you may have overlooked. Like all good theology, the best exegesis is done in community—and that includes the community of scholars. If you’re not careful, though, commentators can numb you to the text itself by prejudicing you with their own readings. When you are in conversation with a commentary, note that in your essay (with proper attribution) and back up your position from the text. Nothing is true simply because it is in a book. 


8. In the final presentation of your exegesis in an essay, state at the beginning what you think is going on in the passage. Everything that follows, then, is evidence to support your assertion. While exegesis is a lot like solving a mystery, it’s better to let your reader in on the solution from the start so you can construct a forest within which to recognize the individual trees. Just as you outlined the pericope (# 4 above), outline your essay: state your thesis at the beginning, and demonstrate from the text why you think your reading is correct.

* A helpful introductory discussion is provided by Leander E. Keck and Gene M. Tucker in “Exegesis” in The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible (1976) Suppl. 296-303.


* The word “pericope” (pe-RIK-oh-pee) comes from a Greek word meaning “a cutting all around.” It refers to a complete thought or a literary unit. It is sometimes the same thing as a modern paragraph, although not always. 





