Module Min-S1
Biblical Studies and the Book of Joel
Module Subjects

1. Biblical Studies

2. Biblical Studies for Yourself

3. Biblical Studies to Study and Teach

4. Biblical Studies Resources

5. Understanding Context

6. Teaching in Context

7. Joel

8. Implementing Tools in Joel

9. Shared Teaching
Assignment Topics
If you want to complete the module you need to present a Bible Study on the selected passage from Joel and also write a report on one of the following subjects:

1. What tools are available to help with Biblical studies and which do you find useful?

2. How does studying the Bible differ from daily reading for yourself?

3. In what contexts do you need a deeper understanding of a Biblical passage?

4. How might the context of a passage impact how you read it? Use an example passage.
Week 5. Understanding Context
Biblical studies is about getting knowledge, understanding and wisdom. It can be hard to discern whether it is truth from God or our own understanding. One of our greatest enemies in Biblical Studies is our own interpretation. To help us avoid that we will consider reading things in context.

Discussion Q9: Have you ever taken a verse completely out of context, or heard one preached out of context?
Context is about not allowing yourself to dictate the message of the passage but let it speak with clarity. The goal is to understand it in it's original context before drawing conclusions on how to apply it in current and personal circumstances. There are several aspects to context that we will consider and we begin with historical context.

Historical Context
The historical context is when it was originally written and to whom. We ask the question what were they to understand? Most Study Bibles have a summary of where the book came from, who it was written by and to and when it was written. We ask the who, where and when before we ask the what does it say? Further details on the historical context might be in commentaries that you help you understand what they might have originally understood. What slant might the original readers have put on it?

Literary Context – Literary  Type
Each book of the Bible fits in the whole and they are written in different ways. The Old Testament begins with the Law (Genesis to Deuteronomy), then History books (Genesis to Esther), then Writings (Job to Song of Solomon) and then Prophecy (Isaiah to Malachi) and each type of book is read in a different way. In the New Testament there are Gospels of Jesus (Matthew to John), History of the church (Acts), Letters written to churches and individuals (Romans to Jude) and finally the book of Revelation is a prophecy book.

To read the Law we look for truths, morals and consequences that reflect who God is in some manner. The books of Law also teach about sacrifices that point to Jesus. There is no room for negotiation or interpretation but there is application that might vary. 

History stories must be read as a whole, no conclusion should be drawn from part of a story. The application does not always suggest that the behaviour is correct and God's blessing should not be assumed. We see God working whilst humanity continues to be terrible. 

Writings give us wise counsel and describe how real experiences feel and impact us. They gather God's wisdom and yet not every piece is applicable to current situations. It is easier to take individual verses or phrases of poems and psalms than history stories and each point can be handled more independently. They were written for wide audiences and are quoted widely in the New Testament. 
In the books of Prophecy there are God's explanations of His view of current things and His promises and plans for the future. They may apply specifically to the history of Israel and the future of Israel or they may be applied more broadly. More troubles are predicted than blessings and we should not assume that one applies without the other. 
In the Gospels the life stories of Jesus are told by four witnesses. They describe what He said and did during His 3 years of ministry and at His crucifixion and resurrection and after. They are to be held as certain facts about Jesus and show both His divinity and humanity. His teaching should be trusted and His stories should be meditated on. The Acts of the Apostles is another history book like the Old Testament stories. Not everything is wise but God weaves His plan through all our failings. 
The Letters are direct teaching from apostles to individuals and churches. Often they are challenging problems and sin in churches and challenges should not be separated from blessings. How often do we take a promise from a letter as applying to us without even reading the next verse? Many letters from Paul, Peter John and Jesus' brothers do not allow you to behave as you wish or to take any credit in your forgiveness. 
Understanding the literature you are reading ensures you don't take too much stock in personalising it to your life. 

Literary Context – Immediate Context 
Another constraint of literary context is how a verse or paragraph fits amongst passages in the book around it. How does it connect with passages before and after? There is a structure and flow to passages, there is a context in terms of the book as a whole. Imagine a movie script and you pick out a line from the second scene of the third act and then you base your whole opinion of the movie on that one point. 

The Bible was not written in chapters and verses. One point is often part of a longer argument, explanation, prayer or story. If we acknowledge the immediate context it ensures we will not listen to one point without following the whole thought process. 

Cultural Context
The Bible is written to different audiences from different communities with very different life experiences. It is important that prophecies to Israel, letters to exiles and Paul's training of a young pastor are held in context of their lives. What Joseph, David, Isaiah and Timothy would have experienced were very different and are certainly different lives from our walk today. Yet the truth remains valid and relevant. 

How can you include a cultural view of what the readers would be experiencing? It requires a thought for their lives, experiences and relationships, their relationship with God and His Word. Joseph had no Scriptures to read. He was living what has become Scripture. When He says “you meant it for evil but God meant it for good,” no one had had that explanation of experiences before. It was revelation from God. Timothy though had all the Old Testament and had heard many direct stories of Jesus and had seen Paul in action, teaching, challenging and being beaten. What might he have thought of Paul saying to keep persevering? 

We cannot interpret passages to our world without first recognising it was meant for these people directly and their lives. Moreover, how they experienced it and felt about it should impress on how we feel about it and receive it. 

Personal Context
Finally we want to apply the personal context of a passage to our lives. Application is very important and shows that God is speaking into our lives. However, we think God is always answering the questions we asked and speaking into our problems. Not every verse might apply to you. We might not want to appropriate a command or a warning or worse, some of the curses of the Old Testament to our lives but we want to take the blessings. It should not be taken this way. If you decide what you pick and choose then it is your word, not God's word that you are reading. A harsh challenge but one worth making. You need to know it all and submit to it all. 
Discussion Q10: Has anyone asked you your favourite verse, psalm or book? What is it's context?
A walk round a Christian bookshop will show calendars, pencils, mugs and even frisbees with little verses taken out of context. We do horrible things and then remind ourselves that God said he would never leave us nor forsake us. We remember that nice advice to trust in the Lord with all our heart but forget to not lean on our own understanding. We seek wisdom without denying foolishness. All this is a sign of pick and choose Christianity not serious self-denying discipleship. The Bible should challenge you and tear your joints and marrow apart. Sermons should not be snippets of encouragement that you're doing fine and don't worry. Playing with one little verse is not receiving the all-powerful word of God Almighty. 
A popular verse from the Bible is Jeremiah 29:11. We are going to look at the context of this verse and see if we receive it in a different way as we do. Do you get a different experience of what it is saying?
