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THE CONSTRUCTION OF A LETTER: 

1. Name of the writer 

2. Name of the recipients 

3. Greeting 

4. Prayer wish or thanksgiving 

5. Body of the letter 

6. Final greeting and farewell 

 

THE NATURE OF A LETTER: 

Letters, in general and in the New Testament specifically, are written because of and intended for a specific 

occasion – referred to as occasional documents. 

 

Key Questions: 1) Why was this letter written? 2) What is the letter addressing? 3) What is the purpose? 

 

THE BASIC PRINCIPLES OF INTERPRETATION: 

The purpose of reading, studying, interpreting, explaining, and critical analysis of the Word is to discover the 

original, intended meaning. 

 

Key Questions: 1) What does the text mean? 2) What is the point? 3) How should I respond to this truth? 

 

‘BIG PICTURE’ READING 

The purpose of ‘big picture reading’ is to discover as much as we can about the occasion of the letter 

from the letter itself. The process involves reading the entire letter in one sitting while focusing 

entirely on one of the following aspects at a time: 

 

1. The Author – Who is the author? What do you know about him, his background? What is his 

connection to the recipients? What is his tone or attitude in this letter? Does it change within the 

letter, and why? What is the main topic(s) he is addressing? Focus on everything you can find 

about the author form this letter. 

 

2. The Recipients – Who is the author writing to? What is their relationship and connection to the 

author? Are they Jews, Gentiles, or a mixture of both? What’s their social status? Where are they 

located? What bearing does their location and culture have on this letter? (Will probably require some 

outside research.) What problems/issues are being addressed? What is their attitude toward the 

author, the issues, the cultural pressures, God, etc.? 

 

3. The Occasion – What’s the purpose of this letter? Piecing what you’ve discovered about the 

author together with what you’ve discovered about the recipients should help you determine why 

this letter was written and how the recipients were expected to respond to it. 
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4. Attributes of God – What do you learn about the Godhead through this letter? What attributes 

(nature/characteristics) of God are on display? How is Jesus Christ described (person and work)? 

What do we learn about the Holy Spirit from this letter? 

 

5. The Outline – While applying the basis construction of a letter (see above), your outline of the 

letter should be an attempt to discover the letter’s natural, logical divisions. Your job in outlining 

is to follow the author’s thought process as best as possible. 

 

The key to this entire process is repetition – read and reread. Learn to read with your eyes open – be a 

detective, a miner, a student. 

 

THINK PARAGRAPHS 

Having read through the letter at least 5 times, you should have a pretty good overview of the content of 

the entire letter. Now, take your outline and start to work through the letter in smaller portions. 

 

1. The Text/Paragraph – Begin with your outline and take one paragraph/section at a time to focus on. 

Each paragraph/section will contain a number of verses (# will vary) in which the author is trying to 

communicate a particular thought. 

 

2. The Thought/Point – As you read through the paragraph you need to be asking, “What is the main 

point of this passage?” What truth is the author intending to communicate? [Note: there is usually 

one main thought per paragraph, everything else supports the main point.] 

 

3. Think It Through – Continuing to ask good questions of the text will help you discover the author’s 

intended meaning – the plain meaning of the text. Some questions worth asking include:  

a) Why does the author say this at this point? 

b) What supports the main point in this text? 

c) How are the recipients expected to respond to this truth? 

d) Is there a greater context to consider? 

e) What does “that word” mean? 

f) Are any words or phrases repeated?  

g) Are there any imperatives in the text? How are they to be viewed, responded to, and why? 

h) What other questions come to your mind about the text? 

i) What sparks further interest or needs additional study? 

 

APPLICATION 

The goal of discovering the author’s intended meaning is critical to helping us have a proper understanding 

of the text and make proper application. If we start with application or fail to discover the plain meaning 

of the text, then we will struggle to both know and apply the Scripture accurately. 

 

1. The Big Issue – A big issue among Christians committed to Scripture as God’s Word has to do with the 

problems of cultural relativity – what is cultural and therefore belongs to the first century alone and 

what transcends culture and is thus a Word for all seasons? 
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2. The Basic Rule – A text cannot mean what it never could have meant to its author or audience. 

a) This doesn’t always help us find out what a text means. 

b) This does help us to set limits as to what it cannot mean. 

 

3. Secondary Rule – Whenever we share comparable particulars/specifics (i.e., similar specific life 

situations) with the first-century hearers, God’s Word to us is the same as God’s Word to them. 

 

4. Asking the Right Questions and Responding Appropriately –  

a) How was the original audience expected to respond to this text? 

b) How does the gospel (death and resurrection of Jesus) shape our response? 

c) Since the vertical relationship with God has been forever settled at Calvary, how does this text 

impact the way we live on the horizontal? 

 

 


