
The Paradigm 
Study Notes

We believe that the Bible is a unified story that leads to Jesus. This is not just a memorable 
phrase—this is the shorthand for a robust paradigm for engaging the Bible. It’s a summary 
of our attempt to read the Bible the way it was designed to be read. When we come to a text 
with our own presuppositions or expectations, we often misunderstand what it was designed 
to communicate, or we misuse the text to do things for which it wasn’t designed. Use these 
study notes to dig deeper into the ideas introduced in our podcast series, The Paradigm. 
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Shifting the Paradigm

When people come to the Bible, they will bring with them their own paradigms 
that need to be deconstructed. Most of these paradigms have good intuitions 
behind them, but ultimately, they don’t reflect what the Bible actually is.

There is a core paradigm that sees the Bible as a reference book, and it gets expressed in a few different ways.

The reference book approach to the Bible is often expressed through seeing the Bible as:

• A theology dictionary
• A moral handbook or rule book
• A devotional grab bag

The reference book approach to the Bible sees the Bible as a book that one can refer 
to when they have questions, a need, or are confused about something. 

This mentality is expressed in a number of ways in Christian traditions. Let’s look at a few 
of them and understand the intuition behind them and what needs to shift. 

The Bible as a Theology Dictionary

Paradigm: The Bible exists to give me precise definitions about theological issues.

Good Intuition: The Bible is designed to shape my view of reality and 
what is true about the world, God, myself, and others.  

Shift: We need to move from the idea that the Bible teaches us truth about 
theological topics to the idea that the Bible is meditation literature.

The Bible as a Moral Handbook

Paradigm: The Bible exists to give me clear rules from God about how to live.

Good Intuition: The Bible must instruct me on how to flourish as a human 
and be in right relationship with God and others.

Shift: We need to move from the idea of the Bible as a rule book to the Bible as 
wisdom literature that can transform our character, through God’s Spirit.
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The Bible as a Devotional Grab Bag

Paradigm: The Bible exists to find personal inspiration and connection to God, so I can 
pick and choose what inspires me and makes me feel God’s presence.

Good Intuition: The Bible is designed to connect us to the living God and God’s purposes in the world.  

Shift: We need to move from the idea that we can pick and choose how the Bible should influence our 
own individual lives to seeing the Bible as inspired literature that is meant to be read and reflected on 
in community to discover how our lives fit into the grand story of God’s purpose for creation.

Now that we understand the common paradigms that we need to dismantle, let’s look closer at the 
seven components that make up the paradigm through which we are striving to see the Bible. 

Defining the Paradigm

The Bible Is Human and Divine Literature

The Bible is a true collaboration between humanity and God. By exploring the Bible’s humanity, we 
discover its divinity. And when we confess the Bible’s divinity, it transforms our humanity. 

• This conviction is rooted in the portrait of the Spirit of God throughout the Bible.
• On page one of Genesis, we’re introduced to the Ruakh Elohim, the invisible, personal, vitalizing 

presence of the creator who engages the dark disorder and brings about order, life, and beauty. 
• Aside from this first appearance in the pre-creation state, every other time the Spirit is 

depicted as being at work in creation, it is in and through God’s human partners.

• Joseph is the interpreter of Pharaoh’s dreams and the economic times (Gen. 41:38).
• Bezalel is an artisan who designs and creates the micro-Eden of the tabernacle (Exod. 28:3; 31:3).
• The Spirit empowers Moses and the elders to lead the people (Num. 11:17, 25-26).
• The Spirit empowers leaders to deliver Israel from their enemies (e.g., Judg. 3:10; 6:34; 11:29; 14:6).
• The Messiah is expected to be empowered by the Spirit of God (Isa. 11:1-9; 42:1; 61:1).
• God speaks to his people through the prophets, who are prompted by the Spirit (Isa. 59:21).

• God works with his human partners in and through the Spirit, not to override or diminish human 
agency but to empower his people to become vehicles of God’s heavenly life here on Earth. 

• This kind of partnership, between divine and human, is also found in the origins of the Bible. 
The Bible is a collection of ancient Israelite texts written in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek by 
humans. Yet the consistent experience of God’s people through the centuries is that when 
they meditate on these texts, they hear the word of God leading and guiding them. 

• When the biblical authors describe the origins of biblical texts, they do not talk 
about ecstatic, trance-like experiences where they lose consciousness or agency 
(Exod. 17:14; Deut. 31:19; 31:30-32:43; 2 Sam. 23:1-2; Isa. 8:11-18; Jer. 36).

• When Jesus and Paul use the phrase “word of God,” they are referring to this divine-human partnership. 
In 2 Timothy 3:16-17, Paul calls the Scriptures (his Greek OT scrolls) theopneustos, or God-Spirited. 
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• The Implications

• Within the biblical text, God’s meaning and the human author’s meaning are not different things. 
• In order to understand the meaning of these texts, we (or at least somebody) need to 

learn the language, culture, and literary conventions of these ancient Jewish texts. 
• The very human history of how these texts came into existence is not at odds 

with the conviction that they are a divine word to God’s people. 
• We should expect the Bible’s history to be just as complicated, exciting, 

and puzzling as any other event in human history. 

The Bible Is Unified Literature

The Bible has many authors, literary styles, and themes, but it tells one story about 
God’s rescue of humanity to be his partners in ruling the world.  

There are two large literary collections in the Bible, the Hebrew Bible and the New Testament, and each has its 
own unique formation history. These collections are unified in terms of editorial history and content/theme/story.

The Hebrew Bible is a collection of scrolls that was over 1,000 years in the making, bringing 
together literature from many periods of ancient Israelite history and culture. 

• However, it is not a disorganized amalgamation. Rather, the collection is like a museum 
exhibit of diverse artifacts that has been editorially and thematically unified. 

• The collection recounts one overall narrative (Genesis-Kings) and then reflects on the meaning 
of that narrative from many angles (the Prophets and the Writings). The story is about:

• Humanity as God’s image-bearing partners, who corrupt their true 
vocation to rule the world with God and share in eternal life

• The promised seed of the woman, who will bring vindication and victory 
for a restored humanity, but at the cost of his own life

• Israel’s calling to be that seed and their many failures that lead to the exile
• God’s eternal loyalty to his promises and his people

• Key features of the formation history of the Hebrew Bible

• Moses: the first mentioned writer of any biblical text (see Exod. 17, 19-24; Deut. 31)
• The prophets in the mold of Moses (see Isa. 8; Jer. 36; Hab.; Mal. 3; Ps. 1)
• The Israelite exile and return with Ezra, the priestly scribe
• The macro-organization of the TaNaK

The New Testament is a collection of Jewish texts from the second half of the 1st century. They were written 
within decades of each other, all by people connected to the first generation of leaders in the Jesus movement. 

• Each work originated independently (though with the Gospels and some letters of Paul, there was 
interdependence), but within 50 years, they were being collected and circulated together. 

• The process of reception of the NT works continued for over two centuries and was validated officially only 
much later, while the sheer influence of these texts created their own momentum in the early years. 



The Paradigm Study Notes 5

• Example: Mark was (most likely) the earliest of the four Gospel accounts, while Matthew 
and Luke were created through interaction with an earlier source (Mark) and other 
materials, and John seems aware of Mark, and maybe Matthew and Luke as well. 

• Example: Paul wrote many letters to churches and some to communities in the same area 
(Ephesians, Colossians, Philemon). The letters were to be shared (Col. 4:16), and within or 
shortly after Paul’s lifetime, they were circulating in collections (see 2 Pet. 3:15-16). 

• Illustration:

• The Hebrew Bible is like a grove of aspen trees, coming from the same root ball, genetically identical 
and interconnected on a deep level, but sprouting in various places and at different sizes and rates. 

• The New Testament is like a collection of potted trees that were all planted 
by the founders, who were inspired by one master gardener that taught them 
everything they knew. As the trees grew, they were grouped together. 

• Implications:

• Both collections are unified editorially and compositionally (Hebrew 
Bible) and thematically, in terms of content (New Testament). 

• These collections are not homogenous in many ways, and they show their 
diversity on every page. The unity of the Scriptures is a type that can tolerate 
a lot of diversity: historical, theological, and ethical differences. 

The Bible Is Messianic Literature

The story of the Bible and all of its main themes come to their fulfillment in 
Jesus’ life, death, and resurrection and the gift of the Spirit.

This component comes from the following key places in the New Testament.

• The word “messiah” means anointed, and it refers to two institutions in the story of Israel 
that thematize what the entire biblical story is about: the king and the priest. 

44 Now he said to them, “These are my words which I spoke to you 
while I was still with you, that all things which are written about me in 
the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” 

45 Then he opened their minds to understand the Scriptures, 
46 and he said to them, “Thus it is written, that the Messiah 
would suffer and rise again from the dead the third day, 47 and 
that repentance for forgiveness of sins would be proclaimed 
in his name to all the nations, beginning from Jerusalem.”

Luke 24:44-47 (NASB95)

14 You, however, continue in the things you have learned 
and become convinced of, knowing from whom you have 
learned them, 15 and that from childhood you have known 
the sacred writings which are able to give you the wisdom 
that leads to deliverance through faith in Messiah Jesus.

2 Timothy 3:14-15 (NASB95)

3 For I delivered to you as of first importance what I also 
received, that Messiah died for our sins according to 
the Scriptures, 4 and that he was buried, and that he was 
raised on the third day according to the Scriptures …

1 Corinthians 15:3-4 (NASB95)
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• Humanity is appointed as God’s royal priest to represent God’s presence and character to creation. 
They forfeit this calling, and so the entire biblical story is about the cyclical nature of human 
nature. Each generation partly succeeds, but most fail at the job, and each generation’s failure 
generates hope for a coming royal priest. At the same time, each generation’s success leaves 
behind a narrative portrait of the need and role that a new royal priesthood will have to play. 

• We see examples of this cycle in the stories of Adam and Eve, Noah, Abraham and Sarah, Jacob, 
Joseph and Judah, Moses and Aaron, Joshua and Caleb, the judges, Ruth, Samuel, Saul, David, 
Solomon, the kings of Israel and Judah, the prophets, Esther and Mordecai, and Daniel. 

• The Hebrew Bible is not primarily predictive literature. Rather, it generates future expectation through 
prospective analogy (Andrew Teeter and Jacob Stromberg). Early stories and characters are set on analogy 
to past stories and characters (retrospective analogy), and these patterns set the readers’ expectations 
that the future resolution of this plot tension will follow the same patterns as the past resolutions. 

• Example:

• The Torah: Exodus 19-34
• Israel agrees to a covenant with Yahweh and then violates that covenant
• Yahweh’s justice threatens to destroy Israel
• Moses intercedes and offers his own life for the people’s sins

• The Prophets
• Israel agrees to and then violates their covenant with Yahweh (Isa. 1)
• Yahweh’s justice threatens to destroy Israel (Isa. 2-11)
• A Moses-like servant will come to offer his own life for Israel’s sins (Isa. 42-55)

• The Gospel Accounts
• Israel lives in a state of covenant violation
• Yahweh’s justice threatens to destroy Israel (Mark 13:4-8)
• Jesus arrives as a Moses-like intercessor to offer his own life for Israel’s sins (Mark 1:9-16:8) 

The Bible Is Communal Literature

The Bible was designed to be read and studied within a community that is learning to live by its story. 

The first instances of the writing of the Bible in the Bible are communal settings.

Deliverance from the Amalekites

• Israel has experienced the great salvation event (deliverance from Egypt through the waters and deliverance 
from Amalekites in the valley). They are liberated from slavery in Egypt, and then they are brought to 
Mount Sinai, where God appears in person to invite them into a covenant relationship (Exod. 19-24). 

• This covenant relationship remakes their identity from slaves into priestly 
representatives among the nations—a “kingdom of priests” (Exod. 19:4-6). 

Then the LORD said to Moses, “Write this on a scroll as something 
to be remembered and make sure that Joshua hears it, because I 
will completely blot out the name of Amalek from under heaven.”

Exodus 17:14
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• They hear God give Moses the terms of the covenant (the ten commandments) as they are 
assembled at the foot of the mountain, and they affirm their commitment (Exod. 20).

• Moses writes up all the terms of the covenant and reads them aloud (“the LORD’s words and 
laws” Exod. 24:3-4) and the people respond: “Everything the LORD has said, we will do.” 

Instructions for Communal Literature

This practice of communal reading and hearing of Scripture is carried on throughout 
Israel’s history, though it is largely unmentioned in the Bible.

• It’s described in the time of Joshua (Josh. 8)
• It’s described in the time of King Josiah (2 Kgs. 22-23)
• It’s described in the time of Ezra-Nehemiah after the exile (Neh. 8)

3 Then Moses came and recounted to the people all the words of 
the LORD and all the ordinances; and all the people answered with 
one voice and said, “All the words which the LORD has spoken 
we will do!” 4 Moses wrote down all the words of the LORD. Then 
he arose early in the morning, and built an altar at the foot of 
the mountain with twelve pillars for the twelve tribes of Israel.

Exodus 24:3-4 (NASB95)

10 Then Moses commanded them, saying, “At the end of every 
seven years, at the time of the year of remission of debts, at 
the Feast of Booths, 11 when all Israel comes to appear before 
the LORD your God at the place which he will choose, you shall 
read aloud this Torah in front of all Israel in their hearing. 

12 Assemble the people, the men and the women and children 
and the immigrant who is in your town, so that they may hear and 
learn and fear the LORD your God, and be careful to observe all 
the words of this law. 13 Their children, who have not known, will 
hear and learn to fear the LORD your God, as long as you live on 
the land which you are about to cross the Jordan to possess.”

Deuteronomy 31:10-13

“The main form of publication in the ancient world was oral 
presentation. This is Moses’ method as well [in Deuteronomy 31]. 
He stores the tablets of the Decalogue in the Ark (Exod. 25:16, 21-
22; Deut. 10:1-2) and reads the Book of the Covenant to the people 
(Exod. 24:7), but he makes no arrangements for people to study 
them or the records of Israelite victories (Exod. 17:14; Num. 21:14). 
Although he says that the Teaching be written on the doorposts of 
homes, on city gates, on stone pillars on Mount Ebal … he does not 
have copies made on parchment or papyrus, a form convenient 
for study. The written copy made in chapter 31 is to be stored and 
taken out periodically and read to the people. All of this points to the 
fact that even in Deuteronomy, the dissemination of the Teaching 
remains primarily oral, with teachers either reciting it from memory 
or reading aloud from the written text (see also 4:9-10; 6:7, 20-
25; 11:19; 30:14; cf. 32:7) ... Doubtless, in the First Temple period, 
the written text of Scripture was used primarily for preservation, 
copying and verification, memorization, and for reading to others.”

Jeffrey H. Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy, p. 500
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This aspect of biblical religion was expressed artistically at 
Dura-Europos in Syria, as perceived by E. J. Bickermann: “The 
sacred books of all other religions … were ritual texts to be 
used or recited by priests. In the Mithra temple at Dura, it 
is a Magian in his sacred dress who keeps the sacred scroll 
closed in his hand. [But] in the synagogue of Dura a Jewish 
layman, without any official office, is represented reading the 
open scroll” (Mentioned by Tigay, Deuteronomy, p. 501).

This practice was foundational for the early 
messianic Jewish communities, as seen in the 
following examples from the New Testament.

• Jesus in Luke 4
• Paul and Barnabas in Pisidian-Antioch in Acts 13
• Paul’s church networks:

• 1 Thessalonians 5:27: “I charge you before the Lord to have this letter read to all the brothers and sisters.” 
• Colossians 4:16: “After this letter has been read to y’all, see that it is also read in the 

church of the Laodiceans and that y’all in turn read the letter from Laodicea.” 
• 1 Timothy 4:13-14: “Until I come, devote yourself to the public 

reading of Scripture, to preaching and to teaching.”

So for modern readers, the question is: Why do we need to continue this practice when 
we all have our own Bibles that we’re able to read whenever we want to? 

• Because all of our understandings of reality are influenced by our life experience and 
social location(s), and our understanding of texts is a subjective enterprise. 

• In order to gain a more full understanding of the Scriptures, we need to engage 
the worldwide and historical community of God’s people. 

• We are all coming to the Scriptures with our own questions, crises, and cultural contexts that 
cause us to notice, be alarmed and confused by, and favor different parts of the Bible. 

• We truly need a community of learning for both understanding and self-
critique in our journey of understanding the Scriptures.

• Start with my local church and also with people who come from different backgrounds and traditions. 
• Start by building a Bible study library: dictionaries, atlases, study Bibles, and commentaries. 
• Start by learning about Church history and reading biblical studies from different times and places. 

“The public reading of the Teaching is part of the ‘democratic’ 
character of biblical religion, which addresses its teachings and 
demands to all its adherents, with few distinctions between 
priests and laity, and calls for universal education of the citizenry 
in law and religion. The entire people, and not only a spiritual, 
intellectual, or clerical elite, are God’s children and consecrated 
to Him. Hence, biblical religion is for the people as a whole.” 

Jeffrey H. Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy, p. 501
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The Bible Is Ancient Literature 

The Bible was written in another time and culture, and we need to honor that 
ancient historical context as we come to understand it better.  

The Bible is an ancient text, written in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, by ancient Israelites who 
lived in the hill country on the eastern end of the Mediterranean Sea. They were taken into exile 
in Babylon and then returned to that hill country or further north in modern day Turkey. 

Any act of human communication requires some knowledge of the language, culture, and history of 
the author so that we don’t colonize their texts with our own language, culture, and history. 

Reading the Bible well requires us to examine our encyclopedias, as well as the encyclopedias of the biblical 
authors. Each of us brings our own “encyclopedias” of word meanings with us when we communicate with 
other parties—including the biblical text—so we might assume the wrong meaning from time to time.

Because of historical context, culture, and literary style, our encyclopedias will not be the same as 
the biblical authors’, so we have to keep this in mind when interpreting the text. We call this divide the 
encyclopedia of production (biblical authors) versus the encyclopedia of reception (modern readers).  

For more on this topic, check out our free online course, Art of Biblical Words, on BibleProject Classroom.

Reading the Bible is a cross-cultural experience and requires patience, humility, effort, and love. 

There are huge differences between the cultural assumption of the biblical authors and that of modern readers.

Sacramental and spiritual

• The biblical authors don’t see the spiritual and material as opposites; 
rather, they see them as overlapping spaces. 

• The spiritual is the foundation underlying all material existence (Gen. 1:2, 2:4-9; Ps. 104).
• Sacred space is a super dense appearance of the spiritual within the material. 

• Heaven and Earth
• Sky and land
• Inside and outside
• Holy and common

“Christians have a long tradition of adjusting and translating from 
biblical to contemporary cosmologies, often without realizing it. In 
the history of Christianity, the ancient Israelite cosmology gave way 
to the Ptolemaic cosmology, which dominated Christian thought for 
centuries. [Ptolemaic cosmology was earth-centric, but envisioned 
the earth as a globe.] Most Christians did not even notice that a shift 
had taken place. And once Copernican cosmology finally supplanted 
the Ptolemaic, Christians had little trouble adapting to that either …

Remember, in the biblical texts, the symbolic meaning of the image 
of heaven above had always been the most important thing about 
such language. Height or depth spoke of relative importance 
and rank … and for the biblical authors, the idea of heaven being 
“above” the rest of creation meant that heaven was the most 
important dimension of the created world, because from that high 
and exalted place God ruled over all things. Interpreting language 
of the high heaven non-geographically does not threaten the 
heart of this biblical teaching at all—the truth Scripture pointed to 
was always that heaven is invisible and inaccessible to humans, 
and yet is at the heart of creation because divine life and rule 
flow from it. Whether or not heaven is also literally above the sky 
or not is incidental to the truth that Scripture points towards.”

Robin A. Parry, The Biblical Cosmos, pp. 180-181
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Collectivism and individualism

• People shaped by individualist cultures assume that only an individual can be held 
responsible for their own choices. In the biblical world, an individual’s choices 
implicate the entire group/family/tribe/nation to which they belong. 

• An entire family can be held accountable for an individual’s choices. 

• David and Israel in 2 Samuel 24
• Achan’s household in Joshua 7-8
• The Corinthian man sleeping with his mother-in-law in 1 Corinthians 5

• An individual can take responsibility for a group’s behavior.

• Daniel’s prayer of repentance in Daniel 9: he takes responsibility 
for Israel’s history of covenant violation

• The suffering servant of Isaiah 53 dies for the sins of his people 
so that his vindication from death becomes theirs

• Individualist cultures tend to elevate the individual at the expense of the group.
• Collectivist cultures tend to elevate the group at the expense of the individual. 

Honor and shame

• Social status is indicated by esteem/reputation, which comes from the Greek word 
dokeo (δοκεω), meaning “to be recognized.” In fact, this verb is the root of the Greek noun 
doxa (δοξα), often translated as “glory,” but it is better rendered as “honor.”

• “The one firm conviction from which we move to the proof of other points is this: that which is 
honorable is held dear for no other reason than it is honorable.” (Seneca, De Beneficiis, 4.16.2)

• Honor comes from the public affirmation of a person’s worth, validated by family, 
peers, and community members. Honor is awarded on the basis of the person’s 
ability to embody the virtues and traits that the society values. 

• Some attributes are not earned: birth into a family of wealth or status, 
birth into a particular ethnos (Roman vs. Barbarian). 

• Other attributes can be earned: piety (worship of the gods), courage, reliability.
• Honor differs according to class: a free man’s honor will differ from 

a free woman’s, in contrast to a male or female slave.  

“Simply defined, honor and shame refer to the ongoing attribution 
or loss of esteem by one’s peers, family, social-class, city, and so 
on. In Roman society this respect was based primarily on such 
things as wealth, education, rhetorical skill, family pedigree, and 
political connections. These were the culture’s ‘status-indicators.’ 
In this context, ‘self-esteem’ would be conceived of as a ridiculous 
oxymoron, the only esteem one has is bestowed not by the self but 
by the group … In this environment, peer pressure is not negative 
or something to avoid, but is viewed as appropriate and welcome.”

Michael J. Gorman, Apostle of the Crucified Lord: A 
Theological Introduction to Paul and His Letters, p. 13 
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• In a culture where an individual’s honor is tied to the group’s honor, there is a strong 
incentive to promote conformity to the group’s core values. Violations of the group’s 
code of honor are dealt with severely: adultery, cowardice, theft.

• In this kind of culture, persuasion often takes the form of showing how certain behaviors result in honor, 
while others result in dishonor and shame. Praising people and criticizing others is a regular practice. 

• In honor cultures, there is a carefully defined group of elites who define the group’s values and 
practices and who enforce the boundary lines of the community through honor and shame.

• Multicultural dynamics of honor and shame:

• The Roman empire was an ancient melting pot. Greek, Roman, and Jewish 
honor codes all differed and overlapped in various ways. 

• Jews: Monotheism and allegiance to the one God of Israel, expressed through 
Torah observance of kosher laws, circumcision, and Sabbath

• Romans: Piety for the traditional Roman deities
• Jews thought Romans acted dishonorably by worshiping idols and not worshiping the one God.

• Honor and shame in the New Testament:

• The early Christians were a persecuted religious minority whose founding figure 
was a degraded and shamefully executed criminal of the Roman state. What we 
see in the NT letters is a reframing of the meaning of Jesus’ death as an act of 
courage and self-giving generosity, which is therefore seen as honorable.

• Early Christians were viewed as social deviants and therefore shunned, shamed, and 
dishonored. 1 Peter is a full reframe of this shame in terms of inverted honor.

• These texts attempt to lower the importance of popular standards of honor and elevate 
an alternative court of standards (standards from God, Jesus, the apostles, etc.)

You see, at just the right time, when we were still powerless, 
Christ died for the ungodly. Very rarely will anyone die for a 
righteous person, though for a good person someone might 
possibly dare to die. But God demonstrates his own love for 
us in this: While we were still sinners, Christ died for us.

Romans 5:6-8

Dear friends, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal that has come 
on you to test you, as though something strange were happening 
to you. But rejoice inasmuch as you participate in the sufferings 
of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his honor/glory is 
revealed. If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you 
are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you. If you 
suffer, it should not be as a murderer or thief or any other kind of 
criminal, or even as a meddler. However, if you suffer as a Christian, 
do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name.

1 Peter 4:12-16
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• Understanding this dynamic helps us understand the NT letters in multiple 
ways (from DeSilva, An Introduction to the New Testament, pp. 99-100). 

• It helps us see the persuasive power of the NT letters for their original 
audiences, who were minority communities struggling to maintain self-respect 
and faithfulness despite the public shame or humiliation they faced.

• It helps us identify the social agenda of the NT letters as they seek to form 
counter-cultures that are guided by an alternative value set. Such contrasting 
communities require a reframing of core values and codes of honor.

Purity and pollution

• Key words: holy, clean, pure, undefiled, unblemished, sanctified, 
saints, unholy, impure, defiled, profane, common

• Purity and impurity have to do with items being in the “proper place.” An example of this is 
that food belongs in the kitchen and dining room but not in the bathroom. Food belongs on 
a plate but not on the floor. Soil and grime belong outside the house but not on the living 
room floor. Trash belongs in a hidden can but not on display in your bedroom. 

• Items that are out of place are seen as polluting or defiling that space.

The Bible Is Meditation Literature

The Bible is ancient Jewish literature that is artistically designed to interpret itself and encourages a  
lifetime of rereading and reflection. 

The Bible is a collection of ancient Jewish literature, written and designed according to a unique set of literary 
conventions, often called poetics (from the Greek word poiesis, “work or style of craftsmanship”). The unique 
poetics of biblical literature were developed within ancient Israel’s unique history over the course of 1,500 years. 

Psalm 1:1-3 (NASB95)

 
A 

 
B

 
 
A’

1 How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked,  
    nor stand in the path of sinners, 
    nor sit in the seat of scoffers! 

2 But his delight is in the law of the LORD,  
and in his law he meditates day and night. 

3 He will be like a tree firmly planted by streams of water,  
  which yields its fruit in its season.  
   And its leaf does not wither;  
   and in whatever he does, he prospers.

Meditation literature is a style of literature that is intentionally dense and not simple to process or make sense 
of. It is designed to not be fully understood on the first reading, or even the 50th reading. Rather, it requires 
years of consistent rereading, so that the meaning of each part only makes sense in light of the whole.

• Because it was designed as a collection, each part was crafted with an eye toward what comes 
later, precisely to anticipate and foreshadow themes and ideas that will be taken up later in 
the story. Conversely, later stories are designed to imitate and recall themes and ideas from 
earlier. Every part of the collection assumes a thorough knowledge of all the other parts. 
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• Biblical literature, in all of its styles, has a poetic design. It uses narrative, symmetry, creative repetition, 
wordplay, metaphors, and symbols to communicate its message. Biblical literature employs an “economy 
of style” and “the art of reticence” (Robert Alter) that forces the reader to work for understanding. 

• The collection was created by generations of scribes with a high degree of literary 
sophistication. Every little detail is packed with meaning and significance. It was 
designed to be slowly read and re-read over the course of a lifetime. 

The Bible Is Wisdom Literature

All of the diverse literary styles in the Bible reveal God’s wisdom and invite us into a journey  
of character transformation.

In the Hebrew Bible, wisdom literature describes how these texts are aimed at character formation, 
shaping a kind of human who sees the world a certain way and acts accordingly. 

Wisdom is about know-how, a skill-based knowledge. And in its widest sense, it is about how to be human.

Wisdom is practical know-how for craftsmanship.

Wisdom is practical know-how and discernment for leadership and making right decisions.

Wisdom is practical know-how for making wise, right decisions that shape the life of a community. 

1 Now the LORD spoke to Moses, saying, 2 “See, I have called 
by name Bezalel, the son of Uri, the son of Hur, of the tribe of 
Judah. 3 I have filled him with the Spirit of God in wisdom, in 
understanding, in knowledge, and in all kinds of craftsmanship, 
4 to make artistic designs for work in gold, in silver, and in bronze, 
5 and in the cutting of stones for settings, and in the carving 
of wood, that he may work in all kinds of craftsmanship.”

Exodus 31:1-5 (NASB95)

13 Now King Solomon sent and brought Hiram from Tyre. 14 He 
was a widow’s son from the tribe of Naphtali, and his father was 
a man of Tyre, a worker in bronze; and he was filled with wisdom 
and understanding and knowledge for doing any work in bronze. 
So he came to King Solomon and performed all his work.

1 Kings 7:13-14 (NASB95)

Now Joshua the son of Nun was filled with the spirit of wisdom, 
for Moses had laid his hands on him; and the sons of Israel 
listened to him and did as the LORD had commanded Moses.

Deuteronomy 34:9 (NASB95)

5 See, I have taught you statutes and judgments just as the 
LORD my God commanded me, that you should do thus in the 
land where you are entering to possess it. 6 So keep and do 
them, for that is your wisdom and your understanding in the 
sight of the peoples who will hear all these statutes and say, 
“Surely this great nation is a wise and understanding people.”

Deuteronomy 4:5-6 (NASB95)



The Paradigm Study Notes 14

Wisdom is about practical, moral discernment.

The Adam and Eve story is all about who gets to define true wisdom about how to be human, and folly is 
defined as rejecting God’s wisdom and defining what is good and bad by our own limited understanding. 

The book of Proverbs takes up the Eden narrative and universalizes its implications. Every 
human is an Adam/Eve, facing their own moral decisions at their own trees of testing, and 
the question is about how to find eternal life and avoid the folly that leads to death. 

Jesus and the apostles spoke of the Scriptures as literature that reveals God’s wisdom to his people. In other words, 
it is literature that is meant to form our character and moral imagination by telling us a story about all reality. 

7 “Now, O LORD my God, you have made your servant king in place 
of my father David, yet I am but a little child; I do not know how 
to go out or come in. 8 Your servant is in the midst of your people 
which you have chosen, a great people who are too many to be 
numbered or counted. 9 So give your servant an understanding 
heart to judge your people, to discern between good and 
bad. For who is able to judge this great people of yours?”

10 It was good in the eyes of the LORD that Solomon 
had asked this thing. 11 God said to him, 

“Because you have asked this thing and have not asked for 
yourself long life, nor have asked riches for yourself, nor have 
you asked for the life of your enemies, but have asked for 
yourself discernment to understand justice, 12 behold, I have 
done according to your words.  Behold, I have given you a 
wise and discerning heart, so that there has been no one like 
you before you, nor shall one like you arise after you.”

1 Kings 3:7-12 (NASB95)

The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge;  
       fools despise wisdom and instruction.

Proverbs 1:7 (NASB95)

7 Do not be wise in your own eyes;  
      fear the LORD and turn away from evil.  
8 It will be healing to your body  
     and refreshment to your bones.

Proverbs 3:7-8 (NASB95)

13 How blessed is the man who finds wisdom  
     and the man who gains understanding.  
14 For her profit is better than the profit of silver, 
      and her gain better than fine gold.  
15 She is more precious than jewels,  
      and nothing you desire compares with her.  
16 Long life is in her right hand;  
      in her left hand are riches and honor.  
17 Her ways are pleasant ways,  
       and all her paths are peace.  
18 She is a tree of life to those who take hold of her, 
       and fortunate are all who hold her fast.

Proverbs 3:13-18 (NASB95)

In everything, therefore, treat people the same way you want 
them to treat you, for this is the Law and the Prophets.

Matthew 7:12 (NASB95)

24 Therefore everyone who hears these words of mine and 
acts on them, may be compared to a wise man who built his 
house on the rock. 25 And the rain fell, and the floods came, 
and the winds blew and slammed against that house; and 
yet it did not fall, for it had been founded on the rock. 

26 Everyone who hears these words of mine and does not act on 
them, will be like a foolish man who built his house on the sand. 
27 The rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds blew and 
slammed against that house; and it fell—and great was its fall.

Matthew 7:24-27 (NASB95)
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Paul: Wisdom that leads to rescue through trust in the Messiah Jesus

Wisdom literature is a meta-category that encompasses the entire Bible. It’s all about the human 
quest and need for wisdom, the ability to discern between what is good and bad. 

Now these things happened to them  
[the wilderness generation] as an example,  
and they were written for our instruction, upon 
whom the ends of the ages met together.

1 Corinthians 10:11 (NASB95)

For whatever was written in earlier times was written for 
our instruction, so that through perseverance and the 
encouragement of the Scriptures we might have hope.

Romans 15:4 (NASB95)

14 You, however, continue in the things you have learned and become 
convinced of, knowing from whom you have learned them, 15 and that 
from childhood you have known the sacred writings which are able 
to give you the wisdom that leads to salvation through faith which is 
in Messiah Jesus. 16 All Scripture is inspired by God and profitable for 
teaching, for reproof, for correction, for training in what is right; 17 so 
that God’s people may be adequate, equipped for every good work.

2 Timothy 3:14-17 (NASB95)


