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INTRODUCTION

When reading the Bible, we often come across passages that are hard to understand or
seem strange in today’s world. How do we make sense of them? Two main ways to approach
the Bible are plain reading and contextual reading. Plain reading takes the words at face
value, while contextual reading digs deeper into the history, culture, and background of the
time when the Bible was written.

Both approaches have their strengths, but contextual reading gives us a richer and
more accurate understanding of the Bible. It helps us see how the Scriptures speak both to
their original audience and to us today. By doing so, we avoid misunderstandings and build a

stronger foundation for our faith.

THE PROBLEM WITH PLAIN READING
Plain reading is simple and accessible, making it a popular way to approach the Bible.
For example, when we read Genesis 1, a plain reading might tell us the world was created in
six 24-hour days. But what if that’s not what the original writer intended? The people who
first heard Genesis lived in the ancient Near East (ANE), a culture filled with stories about
how gods created the world. Genesis speaks into this culture, but with a key difference:
instead of gods fighting each other, it shows one sovereign God creating everything with

purpose and order.



Plain reading often misses these deeper messages. It risks imposing modern ideas on
ancient texts, which can lead to confusion or debates that the Bible never meant to address—

such as whether Genesis is a science textbook.

THE VALUE OF CONTEXTUAL READING
Contextual reading takes us back to the world of the Bible. By understanding the
culture and history of ancient Israel and its neighbors, we see how God’s message stood out.

For example:

e Genesis vs. Babylonian Myths: Ancient stories like the Enuma Elish describe gods
creating the world after violent battles. Genesis counters this with a peaceful, all-
powerful God who speaks creation into existence. This isn’t just a creation story; it’s a
bold statement about who God is.

e Psalm 82 and the Divine Council: A plain reading of Psalm 82 might seem to suggest
belief in many gods, challenging the Bible’s monotheism. But by studying texts from
Ugarit (an ancient culture near Israel), we learn about the concept of a “divine council”
where a chief god rules over others. Psalm 82 uses this imagery to show that Yahweh, the
God of Israel, isn’t just one god among many—He is the supreme judge over all spiritual
beings.

These examples show that contextual reading doesn’t weaken the Bible’s authority.

Instead, it reveals its depth and power.



ADDRESSING COMMON CONCERNS
Some worry that studying the Bible’s historical context might undermine its divine
message, making it seem like just another ancient book. But contextual reading, when done
carefully, does the opposite. It highlights the Bible’s uniqueness and helps us defend our faith
in today’s world.
For instance:
e A contextual understanding of Genesis 1 shows its compatibility with modern science by
emphasizing its theological message rather than forcing it into debates about timelines.
e Exploring Psalm 82 clarifies monotheism, showing how the Bible transforms ancient
ideas to reveal a greater truth about God.
This approach aligns with the principle of Prima Scriptura, which sees Scripture as

the highest authority but values tools like history and tradition to enrich our understanding.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS
Contextual reading isn’t just for scholars—it’s for everyone who wants to go deeper

in their faith. Here are some ways to apply it:

1. In Bible Study
Use resources like study Bibles or commentaries to learn about the cultural background
of a passage. For example, when studying Job, understanding ANE views on suffering
can shed light on Job’s questions about God’s justice.

2. In Teaching and Preaching

Pastors can bring ancient contexts to life in their sermons. A message on Genesis 1 can



emphasize God’s sovereignty and relational nature, contrasting it with chaotic ANE
myths.

3. In Apologetics
When skeptics raise objections—Ilike claims that Psalm 82 supports polytheism—a

contextual explanation can show how the Bible’s message is unique and consistent.

CONCLUSION

The Bible is a timeless message written in a specific time and place. Contextual
reading helps us honor both aspects, revealing the richness of God’s Word while staying
faithful to its meaning. By understanding the ancient world, we see how Scripture speaks
powerfully across cultures and generations.

Plain reading has its place, especially for personal devotion, but it’s like skimming the
surface. Contextual reading dives deeper, showing us the depths of God’s truth and helping
us share it with confidence.

In a world filled with questions and doubts, a thoughtful, contextual approach
strengthens our faith and equips us to share the gospel in meaningful ways. Let’s embrace

this method as a way to grow closer to God and understand His Word more fully.



APPENDIX A

Glossary of ANE Terms and Concepts

This appendix would include definitions and brief explanations of key terms and concepts
mentioned in the paper. The glossary ensures readers unfamiliar with ANE studies or biblical

studies terminology can follow the argument without needing external resources.
Suggested Entries:

e ANE (Ancient Near East): A region encompassing Mesopotamia, Egypt, the Levant,
and surrounding areas, characterized by shared cultural and linguistic traits that
influenced biblical writings.

o Divine Council: A celestial assembly of gods or spiritual beings, common in ANE
mythology, where Yahweh’s unique supremacy is emphasized in the Bible (e.g., Psalm
82).

e Baal Cycle: A Ugaritic epic detailing the exploits of Baal, the storm god, often paralleled
and subverted in biblical texts to aftfirm Yahweh’s sovereignty.

e Enuma Elish: The Babylonian creation epic in which Marduk defeats Tiamat and
establishes order, offering significant parallels to and contrasts with Genesis 1.

e Elohim: A Hebrew term for “God” or “gods,” its usage in the Bible often reflects ANE
divine council contexts.

o Imago Dei: Latin for “image of God,” referring to the biblical concept of humans created

in God’s likeness (Genesis 1:26-27).



APPENDIX B
Annotated Bibliography of Key ANE Texts

This appendix would provide a curated list of significant ANE texts referenced in the paper, with
annotations explaining their relevance to biblical studies. It serves as a guide for readers who

wish to explore these texts further.

Suggested Entries:

Baal Cycle
o Description: Ugaritic text chronicling Baal’s battles with Yamm (the sea) and his
establishment as the chief deity under El.
o Relevance: Illuminates the divine council imagery and chaos-to-order motifs in
the Bible, particularly in Psalms and Genesis.
e Enuma Elish
o Description: Babylonian creation epic detailing Marduk’s victory over Tiamat
and his role in forming the cosmos.
o Relevance: Provides parallels to Genesis 1 while highlighting the theological
distinction of Yahweh'’s peaceful, sovereign act of creation.
o Epic of Gilgamesh
o Description: Mesopotamian epic recounting the adventures of Gilgamesh,
including a flood narrative in which Utnapishtim survives through divine
intervention.
e Relevance: Offers parallels to the Noahic flood story, emphasizing the distinctiveness of
Yahweh’s covenantal faithfulness.
e Eridu Genesis
o Description: A Sumerian creation and flood narrative predating Genesis.
o Relevance: Highlights shared ANE themes of creation, flood, and divine-human

relationships.
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