Sharpening the Skills of Scripture #3

“Understanding Narrative”

1 Samuel 17

“Tell me a story.”

People like stories. Whether a western by Louis L’Amour, a murder mystery by Agatha Christie, the musings of Garrison Keillor, a novel by John Steinbeck, or a yarn spun by a grandfather, a story can captivate its audience.

The appeal of stories is universal. In fact, one of the most common human impulses can be summed up in those four words: “Tell me a story.” According to a rabbinic saying, God made people because He loves stories. Henry R. Luce, founder of Time magazine, commenting on his magazine’s interest in personalities, quipped, “Time didn’t start this emphasis on stories about people; the Bible did.”

Yes, the Bible is filled with stories. Unfortunately, when many people hear or see the word “story,” they think only of fiction. Their minds race back to childhood nursery rhymes or bedtime stories, calling up images of make-believe characters in contrived lands facing made-up challenges. It is significant, however, that Webster first defines the word “story” as “a statement regarding the facts pertinent to a situation in question” before it offers the option of “a fictional narrative.”

Perhaps because of this misguided assumption, or perhaps just because it sounds more sophisticated, scholars speak of these portions of Scripture as “narrative” instead of “stories.” Narrative is the mode of discourse that tells a story. As a multi-genre anthology of texts, the Bible uses many different modes of discourse, but the most prominent one is narrative. Depending on how one counts, at least half the Bible is written in the narrative mode of discourse. Therefore, how we interpret narrative greatly affects how we interpret the Bible.

As we continue in our series, “Sharpening the Spiritual Skills of Understanding Scripture,” this morning we will focus on “Understanding Narrative.” 

The Approach to the Narrative

We begin with the approach to the narrative. As alluded to earlier, the stories of Scripture are not made up; they really happened. Last week I quoted 2 Peter 1:16, “We did not follow cleverly invented stories when we told you about the power and coming of our Lord Jesus Christ, but we were eyewitnesses of his majesty.” We must approach the narratives in the Bible as historical and factual. 

“But aren’t there some made up stories in the Bible?” you might ask. “What about the parables of Jesus?”

That is a valid question. There are stories used to make a point—parables (which we will take one whole message to discuss how we understand them)—and these should not be taken as historical events. So how can we tell the difference?

Allow me to illustrate by example. Historian Paul Maier, in the preface to his book, Pontius Pilate: A Biographical Novel, explains, “To aim for accuracy, I adopted the following rules: 1) All persons named in this book are historical characters; no proper name has been invented—if it is not known, it is not given.”
 (His other two rules do not apply to our discussion here.) That gives great assurance to the reader that any named character in the book is a real person. Some characters that are unnamed are therefore part of the author’s imagination as he writes his story.

I believe the Bible operates the same way. Wherever we read a name—whether the name of a person or a place—we can be assured that the person or place is real. When Jesus taught a parable, He never used names; He would say, “a certain man” or “in a certain town.” (For this reason, I believe the narrative of the rich man and Lazarus in Luke 16 depicts a real story.) 

Now we must be careful! Not every unnamed character is fictitious! The pharaoh of the Exodus narrative was a real person…the Bible just doesn’t provide his name! So we can safely conclude that any person or place named in Scripture was real, but we cannot apply that same principle in reverse.

Another important approach to the narratives of the Bible is to remember that these events took place in a time, place, and culture that is much different than our own. For example, when we read of a wedding taking place in Scripture, we must not visualize it in our minds as a modern wedding ceremony today. Before we can understand and apply a biblical narrative to our present time, we must understand how it happened in the original time it took place. When we do this, stories (including those in the Bible) can remove us from our own time and place and then (when we reflect and analyze) send us back to our own world with a sharper sense of understanding.

The Analysis of the Narrative

Now let’s consider the analysis of the narrative. How do we break it down in order to understand it? To do so, I invite you to turn in your Bible to 1 Samuel 17, the very familiar story of David and Goliath, where we will put these skills to work.

All stories are comprised of three elements: setting, characters, and plot.
 If you recall, last week when we looked at the “big picture” of the Bible, we saw dual fixed points—God’s glory and God’s grace—that answer the “why” and the “how” questions. This morning we will consider the other basic questions: “who”, “what”, “when”, and “where.”

First we must consider the place (the “where” and the “when”). Sometimes the Scripture text gives us specific details about the setting; other times we may have to read back into the narrative to discover these details. Most of the times we won’t find precise dates, but we can see what happened leading up to the narrative in question.

Turning to our text, we read in 1 Samuel 17:1-3,

Now the Philistines gathered their forces for war and assembled at Socoh in Judah. They pitched camp at Ephes Dammim, between Socoh and Azekah. Saul and the Israelites assembled and camped in the Valley of Elah and drew up their battle line to meet the Philistines. The Philistines occupied one hill and the Israelites another, with the valley between them.
The names Socoh, Ephes Dammim, Azekah, and the Valley of Elah probably mean nothing to us. This is where a study Bible, a Bible dictionary or encyclopedia, and a Bible atlas can help. According to the NIV Study Bible, Socoh was located about fifteen miles west of Bethlehem near the Philistine border, while Azekah was located a little over a mile northwest of Socoh. That places Ephes Dammim, known as Pas Dammim in 1 Chronicles 11:13, in between them.
 Again, that may make us yawn and wonder why it's important. Fifteen miles from Bethlehem shows that it was not far from David's home town, and the mention of the Philistine border (and the Philistine army who gathered for war against Israel) reminds us that the ancient land of the Philistines then is presently called Gaza. Now that’s something we can relate to! This is the "where" of the story.

The “when” of the story is not clear from this chapter. Looking back to 1 Samuel 16, we can conclude that this takes place after Samuel had anointed David to be the next king of Israel. Looking further back to 1 Samuel 14-15, we see that King Saul had fallen out of favor with the Lord, to the point that Samuel told Saul that God had rejected him as king. From that point forward, Saul was tormented by a demon (or evil spirit) and found relief only from the music of David’s harp. That might cause us to wonder why Saul would not recognize David in 1 Samuel 17, but it could be that some time elapsed between these chapters, and that David had returned to his father’s house, and had matured into a bearded adult who looked very different from the youth of 1 Samuel 16.
 At any rate, we can see that Saul was on a downward trajectory in God’s eyes while David was on his way up when this event occurs. This is when and where it takes place.

Second we must consider the personalities (the “who”). Biblical characters are known in a variety of ways: by what the storyteller says about them, by other characters’ responses to them, by their words and thoughts, by what they say about themselves, and above all by their actions. The key to interacting with the characters in biblical narrative is to look on them as real-life people and therefore to get to know them as fully as possible. A principle of biblical narrative is that characters in a story are in some sense universal. They are representative of humanity generally and carry a burden of meaning larger than themselves.
 This is because human nature has not really changed over the years, even though technology has. This is what makes Bible stories timeless.

In 1 Samuel 17 we have already named Saul, who was the first king of Israel. He was initially successful as king, but because of disobedience and pride he was rejected as Israel’s king by God. It is noteworthy that Saul stood head and shoulders above the other men of Israel, but he was not about to take on the giant on the other side.

That giant is named Goliath, the champion of Philistine army. He stood over nine feet tall and his armor weighed 125 pounds. The tip of his spear alone weighed fifteen pounds! In verses 8-10 Goliath defies the armies of Israel, and verse 16 tells us he did this for forty days in a row. He was the embodiment of evil, intimidating the people of God.

Then there is David, the son of Jesse, a shepherd, recently anointed by Samuel to be the next king of Israel. He appears in this story not as a member of Israel’s army, but sent by his father with some supplies to see how his older three brothers were doing. He is still thought of as young, as in verse 33 Saul refers to him as “only a boy.”

Other characters exist in the story, including David’s oldest brother Eliab, but these are the main characters, or the "who" of the narrative.

Then we must consider the plot (the “what”). The soul of a story, said Aristotle, is plot. This is a way of saying that the most essential ingredient of a story, without which it could not exist, is a sequence of events. The essence of plot, in turn, is a conflict around which the whole action revolves. The Bible is a series of events, with many interspersed passages that interpret the events. From beginning to end, the Bible is arranged around a central plot conflict between good and evil in a way that a newspaper, a history book, a book of sermons, or a systematic theology never is. The Bible obeys the dynamics of narrative by its reliance on a central plot made up of individual episodes.

Generally we should look for the plot to unfold in this pattern:

1. Background

2. Crisis

3. Resolution

4. Conclusion

In our example, the background is that the Israelites and Philistines were in a constant state of conflict dating back years (at least to the days of Samson). Neither was able to completely conquer the other. The particular crisis emerges as the Philistines send their undefeatable champion, a literal giant of a man, to square off one-on-one against the Israelite of choice. (Perhaps they counted on King Saul, the tallest Israelite, to take the bait.) The resolution arises as David volunteers to confront the giant in the name and power of the Lord. The conclusion comes in the form of victory for David, who slays Goliath with a sling and stone, providing victory for the entire Israelite army.

I realize that is the condensed version of the narrative. Stories—like this one—consist of interaction among characters. Such interaction is different from the usual forms of historical writing, such as the chronicle of events, character profiles, and catalogs of accomplishments. The Bible has the nature of a story, since it is full of interaction among characters. Dialogue is prominent in the Bible. The Bible is filled with voices speaking and replying. In fact the incidence of direct quotation of speeches in the Bible stood without parallel until the modern novel was born.
 Here we read dialogue between David and Eliab, David and Saul, and ultimately David and Goliath. Their words tell us much about their character.

Another feature of stories is that they focus on the choices of the characters. Life is all about choices, and the Bible, like other stories, is about human choices and their consequences. In the Bible people’s difficulties did not arise from the hostility of the external world, which only provides the occasion for people to choose for or against God. People’s moral and spiritual choices in history are the heart of the matter.
 Look for the choices made and the consequences of those choices.

The Application of the Narrative

Finally, let’s consider the application of the narrative. Biblical narrative has a universal quality to it. It tells not simply what happened but what happens—what is true for all people in all places at all times,
 since, as mentioned earlier, neither God nor human nature changes down through the years.

Application should be the goal of all Bible reading and study. Yes, the first step is to understand what it meant at the time to the original audience, but the second (and more important) step is to understand what it means to me today. To stop after the first step is simply to be a historian; to skip the first step is to misunderstand and misapply the truth of Scripture. Chuck Swindoll notes,

We study Scripture to discover its meaning. Contrary to the teaching of some, there can be only one interpretation. It doesn’t mean different things to different people. The discipline of interpretation is not subjective; if you read the passage and do not arrive at the meaning originally intended by the human author, you are wrong, plain and simple. You have misinterpreted his writing. People often say, “Every time I read a passage, I get something new out of it,” but they aren’t describing interpretation; they are referring to application. They have discovered new principles from the passage and begin to see new ways to apply them. That’s because a section of Scripture can yield several timeless principles leading to many practical applications. Yet a biblical passage has one, and only one, interpretation. That interpretation can yield several timeless principles, which lead to a broad range of applications depending upon the audience. What is meant by application? Application is the process of giving specific instructions to your contemporary audience based on the timeless principle.

So what is the interpretation of 1 Samuel 17? When faced with a giant obstacle (literally), David trusted in God and gained victory over Goliath, despite the disbelief of those around him. That is the story in a nutshell.

What are the applications? There are several. One, evil tends to present itself as larger than life and intimidating. Two, fear and faith are opposites; when one grows, the other diminishes. Three, God does not always require human ingenuity (i.e., Saul’s armor) to win His battles. Four, whenever we seek to do God’s work, others will try to discourage us—even our own brothers. Five, step out in faith and watch God work!

You may come up with other applications from the same story. That’s fine, as long as they don’t contradict other truths of Scripture. This is one way the Bible is a living book—we see new applications from these timeless stories every time we read them.

The Bible is filled with stories. Some are easier to understand than others, but all reveal something about God, His plan, and we ourselves. It is my prayer that by following what we have learned today we might better understand what they meant at that time, so we can then apply them to our lives today.
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