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The following is adapted from “Handling Different Types of Literature in the Bible” by Duncan Parlett1 to offer clarity on the 
various genres of the Bible. 

History—Books of history contain facts, figures and names. A lot of names. Books of poetry express the 
hearts of God’s people, and God Himself, through praise, prayer and lament. Understanding the distinction of 
each genre will help us develop a personal reading strategy that is far more meaningful than if we randomly 
read through God’s Word. Understanding genre is similar to traveling with the use of a map or GPS system. 
While you have an opportunity to meander through unknown locations without this directional system, how 
much more can you enjoy both the journey and the destination when you follow the map of genre, and more 
fully receive the Wisdom of the ages each step of the way. 

Poetry—Most of the poetic passages in the Bible are Hebrew poetry and are found in the Old Testament 
although you can see this Hebrew way of expressing things throughout the whole Bible. There are several 
different kinds of poetic literature such as psalms, (which are song lyrics), proverbs, (which are pithy nuggets 
of wisdom), and then some that are hard to categorize such as Job (a figurative story?), Ecclesiastes (a 
philosophical discussion), and even Song of Songs. 

Throughout these sections and many other places in Scripture we find examples of Hebrew poetry. But here’s 
a good rule of thumb when you run across it: The more poetic it is the less dogmatic you should be. Because 
of the more figurative nature of poetic language we need to be careful about developing doctrines from it. Still, 
the poetic sections can be a rich and valuable source of encouragement for us. 

Narrative—which (also) includes History, Law and the Gospels 
Much of the Bible is narrative. It’s often fun to read and would make great movie scripts. The first 5 books of 
the Bible, known as the Torah to the Jews, are narrative (but because of some lengthy sections in the middle 
where Moses receives the rules by which the nation of Israel was to live, this section is also known as the Law). 
The next twelve books are also narrative and are often called History. The four Gospels and the book of Acts 
are the main narrative sections of the New Testament. The Gospels are known as “preached” narrative as they 
tell the stories with the distinct purpose of changing our lives for the better. 

Prophecy—Prophecy is generally God making known some kind of secret knowledge through the prophet. 
The most common example would be the prediction of future events. These predictions might come true tens, 
hundreds or even thousands of years in the future. Whether we are looking back at prophecies that have come 
true or looking forward to ones that will come true, we are encouraged that God is in control of all things. 

However, prophetic passages can also make predictions or talk about secret knowledge about present or near- 
present situations such as Paul’s declaration to Elymas in Acts 13, ”You are going to be blind, and for a time 
you will be unable to see the light of the sun.” And immediately he was! And prophecy can be a word of 
knowledge to judge, warn, instruct or encourage people. The book of Revelation is God’s final Word of 

 
 

1 Duncan Parlett, “Handling Different Types of Literature in the Bible,” accessed October 17, 2020, 
http://helpmewithbiblestudy.org/5system_hermeneutics/parlett_Genre.aspx. 
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prophecy as He helps us understand the end of all things and the beginning of an eternity that is far better 
than we can ask, think or imagine. 

Epistles | Letters—Through the epistles or letters, the writers are making great efforts to clearly explain and 
illuminate things. This makes them some of the easiest sections to interpret with applicable principles easily 
drawn out. Probably the only challenge of the teaching sections is that they were, in fact, originally letters 
written to individuals or groups who had often initiated particular issues or questions to the authors. (Or news 
had reached the author concerning the recipients’ condition.) Sometimes we don’t really know the situations 
and challenges the recipients of those letters were experiencing but we can sometimes get clues from other 
parts of the Bible or by inferring them from the answers, kind of like Jeopardy. So, as has been emphasized 
already, it’s important to know the context and intent of these letters. 


