The Definition of Contextual Analysis
There are two parts to literary analysis. The first part has been discussed earlier: the genre of a given passage. The second part of literary analysis is the context. Surely, you have heard someone say, “That was taken out of context.” What does this mean? When analyzing a literary text, to take something out of context is to remove a phrase from its surrounding passage so as to alter its meaning. The surrounding context of any passage, verse, or word, helps shape the meaning of that passage, verse, or word.

Let’s consider an illustration. Think about the word trunk. What does the word mean? Think of all the various possible usages of the word. How would you know which definition to use? The answer is context. As soon as you read or hear the word used in a sentence, you can determine its meaning: “Look at the trunk on that elephant!” It is the context, the words that surround the word “trunk,” that gives it meaning. The word “trunk” could mean other things. Without context, you’d only be guessing. We determine word meaning all the time based on context in our everyday conversations, though we are usually unaware that we are doing it.

Surrounding context refers to the verses, passages, chapters, and so forth around a biblical word or text that we are studying. These surrounding contexts shape the meaning of these words and passages. Thus a contextual analysis examines the context to determine meaning.

The Importance of Contextual Analysis
It’s necessary to perform a contextual analysis because Bible verses are taken out of context all the time. Why? Perhaps, it’s because we memorize the Bible one verse at a time. Maybe it’s because we often read a single verse in a vacuum without context. Or perhaps it’s due to all those Bible verse plaques people hang in their kitchens. Unfortunately, there are less innocent reasons as well. Sadly, there are people who intentionally twist the Word of God to manipulate others. Performing a contextual analysis sets healthy boundaries for what a passage can mean and creates a safe environment for good Bible interpretation and application.

Here is an example of a verse that is easily taken out of context: “Ask of Me, and I will make the nations Your inheritance and the ends of the earth Your possession” (Ps 2:8). Without a sense of context, you might be tempted to see this verse as a description for God’s loving heart for a lost world. But verse 9 provides some further context: “You will break them with a rod of iron; You will shatter them like pottery.” Not exactly the theme verse for the next missions conference at your church, is it? In this psalm, the Lord is speaking to the Davidic king, and it is ultimately fulfilled in Jesus Christ.

Perhaps you have heard the phrase “taking every thought captive” applied to your own personal thought life and the importance of pure thoughts. However, when you read the entire verse that contains the phrase, it is not about your own thoughts at all. In 2 Corinthians 10:3–6, Paul writes, “For though we live in the body, we do not wage war in an unspiritual way, since the weapons of our warfare are not worldly, but are powerful through God for the demolition of strongholds. We demolish arguments and every high-minded thing that is raised up against the knowledge of God, taking every thought captive to obey Christ. And we are ready to punish any disobedience, once your obedience has been confirmed.” Once you see the phrase “taking every thought captive” in its proper context, you can see that this is really about the foolish arguments of others not your own thought life.

We could list dozens of examples of frequently misinterpreted passages that resulted from a failure to consider the context. It is incredibly necessary to properly interpret Scripture by examining the surrounding context of any given verse or passage.

The Practice of Contextual Analysis
So given the importance of contextual analysis, here is one method for performing a contextual analysis called the microscope method. Do you remember using microscopes? My memory of biology class is so powerful that when I think about microscopes and dissecting I can actually still smell the formaldehyde! The microscopes that we used in science class generally had three power settings. We would be given a small glass slide and told to find the microscopic particle on the slide that was invisible to the naked eye. But there was a method to finding this tiny nearly invisible particle. At first, there is the temptation to immediately try the highest powered setting and be done with the exercise. Unfortunately, the higher the power, the smaller the surface area that can be viewed. So the proper method is to start with the lowest setting to find the particle. Once you located the particle, you could center the particle and move to the next highest power and so on until you were viewing the particle at the highest setting.

A contextual analysis of a verse or passage is similar. Rather than beginning at the verse or passage that is the focal point of the study, you must begin with a wider view. From the widest, most general understanding of a book, you can move toward the verse or passage of study. When this is done properly, the possibilities of what a verse or passage can mean become limited in a healthy way. Take, for example, Galatians 3:29: “And if you belong to Christ, then you are Abraham’s seed, heirs according to the promise.” There are some who see the promise made to Abraham as a promise for land and conclude that those who are in Christ are entitled to some sort of physical prosperity. But a contextual analysis using the “microscope method” would help prevent this misinterpretation.

The first step in the microscope method is to take the widest angle. This would be what we will call the general context. The general context is the general background information of a book, the purpose and theme of the book, and the overall structure of the book. This information can usually be found in a good commentary or even a typical study Bible. Galatians is a letter by the apostle Paul to a group of churches that he founded during his first missionary journey. Unfortunately, the believers in these churches were being influenced by those who would pervert the Gospel. The letter was written to correct this false gospel. In the process, Paul also needed to reestablish his apostolic authority. The letter to the Galatians can be outlined as follows:

I. Introduction and defense of Paul’s apostleship (1:1–2:21)
II. Defense of justification by faith (3:1–4:31)
III. Defense of Christian liberty and conclusion (5:1–6:18)
The section that contains the verse in question (3:29) is section two, which defends justification by faith.

The next phase of the microscope method of a contextual analysis is to move from the general context to the specific context. Once you have located the general section that contains the verse or passage in question, locate the verses or passages just before your selection and the verses or passages just after. In the case of Galatians 3:29, the section on justification by faith can be divided further. One of those sections deals specifically with the purpose of the law (3:9–4:7). It is in this section in which 3:29 is found. This section describes the temporary nature of the law (3:19–25), and its inferior nature compared to what is received in Christ (3:26–4:7).

So the question of whether or not the promise mentioned in 3:29 is a reference to some sort of tangible physical blessing like it was with the physical land in the Old Testament for Abraham’s descendants should be determined by what is found in the context of this verse. The word “promise” is found four times in the surrounding context of verse 29:

“The purpose was that the blessing of Abraham would come to the Gentiles by Christ Jesus, so that we could receive the promised Spirit through faith.” (3:14)

“Now the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed. He does not say ‘and to seeds,’ as though referring to many, but referring to one, and to your seed, who is Christ.” (3:16)

“Is the law therefore contrary to God’s promises? Absolutely not! For if a law had been given that was able to give life, then righteousness would certainly be by the law.” (3:21)

“But the Scripture has imprisoned everything under sin’s power, so that the promise by faith in Jesus Christ might be given to those who believe.” (3:22)

The verses found in the immediate surrounding context of 3:29 help us to understand that this “promise” is not about land. Those who have faith in Christ stand to inherit far more than land! The promise is Christ himself!

The microscope method is an effective way to move from the general purpose and structure of a book to a narrow study of a verse or passage within that book. Moving from general to specific will provide a framework for good interpretation of Scripture.

Conclusion
Many poor interpretations of Scripture can be blamed on taking verses out of context. So rather than reading or studying a single verse or passage, we should be seeing these verses or passages within their immediate context. We would never open to the middle of a classic like The Lord of the Rings, pick out a single line such as, “Not all those who wander are lost,” and seriously expect to know what is going on merely by reading that one line. We shouldn’t approach the Bible that way either. A good understanding of context is a vital part of proper interpretation and a healthy preventive to misinterpretation. [Cartwright, John & Hulshof, Chris (2016). Everyday Bible Study (p. 144). B&H Publishing Group. Retrieved from https://app.wordsearchbible.com.]
