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Structure & meaning

My interest in this introductory sandwich paper is in the structure of texts.  Structure, or the 
organisation of ideas that an author brings to his work, is one of the features that is critical to 
interpretation.  In biblical texts, one particular structural technique favoured by writers is the 
"inclusio", which is a literary device that frames a body of text with similar beginnings and 
endings. An "inclusio" is also known as a bracket, an envelope, or a bookend. By using this device, 
the two outer parts highlight the central theme, informing and shaping the reader's understanding of 
the middle section. I prefer to call inclusios, colloquially, ‘sandwiches’, which have two outer layers 
and an appetising filling as depicted in the graphic above. 

Everything has structure, whether it's the human body, a house, or  music and literature.  At the micro 
level of a text, words have structure, words are structured into sentences, sentences are structured into 
paragraphs, and at the macro level, paragraphs are structured into parts of a whole. Without structure, 
there is no work of literature - just a jumble of words.

Just as secular writers structure, or organise their text to fit their purpose, so too the biblical writers 
inspired by the Holy Spirit. Structure is essential to interpretation and understanding. Interpretation 
expresses a point of view about a text's intended meaning. To understand a text is to know its meaning, 
while to comprehend it, is to understand it completely.

Viewing the Bible as a whole (Old and New Testaments together), God provides us with a perfect 
example of the inclusio. The Bible begins with God creating our current world, and ends with God 
creating a new one. Why, when He said seven times that the first one was good? (See Genesis 1). The 
answer to that is that mankind who was given dominion over it made it a mess, but God will refurbish 
it, renovate it better that it was before.

Does that mean that mankind won't be privileged to populate it? No, but only people who have been  
transformed by the Lamb of God who took away the sin of the world, get a free pass to citizenship of 
God's new world.

And that, is the grand narrative of the Bible. It's theme and story is how we get from one creation to 
another and your part, and mine in it. Moreover, all the gorgeous details along the way are provided in 
the filling in the centre.

Outer layer 1

Filling

Outer layer 2

A Biblical Sandwich

Providing structure and meaning to a biblical tex
t



Note: Headings in this 

menu are hyperlinks. 

Click on them and they 

will take you to the 

relevant page

*****

Structure and 
meaning

Setting and 

meaning

Style and

 meaning

Conclusion 

References

3/4



Note: Headings in this 

menu are hyperlinks. 

Click on them and they 

will take you to the 

relevant page

*****

Structure and 
meaning

Setting and 

meaning

Style and

 meaning

Conclusion 

References

4/4


