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What is the Bible and how to we read it? To do it justice we need to consider the bible from the 

perspectives of history, revelation, authority and interpretation if we are to engage with its whole 

significance for Christian theology today. 

 

The Bible as historical document. 

 

Jones (Christian Theology:A Short Introduction p 59) writes 'One of the commonest misconceptions 

about the Bible is that it is one single entity, that it is the Bible, which has one meaning... In fact, the 

Bible comprises a surprisingly large variety of different types of text, written under many different 

sets of circumstances.' 

 

The Old Testament books span the period from approximately 1000-300 BC and contain a variety of 

literary forms, from poetry to story to prophecy and law. Each book has its own history. Some may 

be the work of one individual or a small community, others may have been edited together over a 

long period by multiple authors with traditional stories being retold and new additions being made. 

Bible commentaries often try to identify these editorial hands at work in the text and explain why 

they made the decisions they did.  

 

The New Testament was composed over a shorter period, approximately the second half of the first 

century AD and contains fewer books by fewer authors. However, as with the Old Testament, a 

majority of scholars believe that it is possible to identify a history to particular books, for example by 

identifying sources that Matthew and Luke had in common when writing their gospels and looking at 

how they seem to have each made independent use of Mark's gospel and other source material.  

 

Christian theology does not propose that scripture was directly given from heaven in a way that 

bypassed human historical activity, as if the Bible fell from heaven on engraved tablets. Instead, as 

an incarnational faith, we recognise that God gives himself to us in and through a particular context. 

 

In the case of both Testaments, what is not generally disputed is that each text was written or edited 

to meet the needs of a particular time and context, and that knowing more about this context is 

helpful in interpreting their original meaning.  

 

The Bible as the testimonies of people. 

 

Those who produced these sacred texts believed themselves to be bearing witness to a God in 

relationship, a God who is in some sense revealed in the events taking place in their lives and the 

lives of their communities. The various texts of the bible were composed to bear witness to this 

experience of revelation. 



 

However, unlike the scriptures of many religions, this is not a revelation to one individual, but to a 

community, over a long time and through different circumstances. They are testimonies to 

relationships. They are attempts by communities to put their reflections on God into words. They are 

theologies. 

 

The plurals in the preceding paragraph are deliberate; it is more appropriate to speak of the 

theologies of the bible than its (single) 'theology'. This is not to say that the bible is contradictory or 

inconsistent. Rather it is to do justice to the Bible as a process of revelation over time and involving 

reflection in the light of new events. The most obvious example of the diversity of the Bible is the 

fact that it contains four gospels rather than just one. While entirely consistent in their core beliefs 

about who Jesus is, each reflects on Jesus in a different way, sometimes telling the same stories with 

variations in presentation, at others including different stories and sayings not found in the others.  

 

It is natural for people to revisit their understandings of the past and to learn new lessons 

from them in the light of significant new events. So the bible shows an ability to critique its 

own positions and nuance them over time. For example Exodus 20:5 says "..for I the Lord 

your God am a jealous God, punishing children for the iniquity of parents, to the third and 

the fourth generation of those who reject me". While Jeremiah 31:29-30 says 'In those days 

they shall no longer say: ‘The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are 

set on edge.’ But all shall die for their own sins'.' 

 

Understood naively, these texts could be seen to be contradictory. But in fact the questions of 

suffering and justice that they reference are complex enough to need to be viewed from both 

angles. The first recognises that our actions do not just have consequences for ourselves but for our 

communities and for future generations and that this is the way that the world is ordered and 

experienced. The second recognises the element of injustice in this, as it means that those who were 

not responsible for the sin are caught up in its consequences. We can recognise the value and truth 

of both statements. Therefore the answer to the question 'Does the Bible say that God punishes the 

children for their parents sins' must be answered with a qualified 'yes' and a qualified 'no' (and 

probably in many other ways too!) 

 

As a result, discovering 'what the Bible says' on a particular topic is not as simple as looking that 

topic up as if the bible were an encyclopedia and reading a short definitive statement on the subject. 

But while this may be frustrating or disturbing, it can be seen to contribute much to scripture's 

value. It is not a set of pat answers to hard questions, or a list of neat ideas. It is the product of a 

deep, and authentic, wrestling with God and the mysteries of life over centuries. This allows for a 

fuller exploration of the complexities and paradoxes that life and God present and it allows for 

answers that do not have to be 'either or' but can include the subtleties of 'both and' or 'on the 

other hand...'.  

 

 

 



The Bible as the Word of the Lord. 

 

Strictly speaking, the designation 'Word of God' may be best avoided with reference to the Bible 

because in scripture the title refers to Jesus as the Divine Logos, the Word of God. Barth argued that 

concentrating only on scripture itself, rather than the Word (Jesus) to whom scripture bares witness, 

is like looking at the finger, and not what the finger is pointing to. John Stott, says 'The reason why 

Christians love the Bible is that it speaks to us of Jesus Christ. We are not bibliolaters, we do not 

worship the Bible. But we worship Christ, and the Bible points us to him.' (The Anglican Communion 

and Scripture 1996 p 49) 

 

In 2 Timothy 3:16 scripture is described as 'God-breathed'. Some would understand this to imply 

that the bible is verbally inspired in the sense that every word is precisely as if it were dictated by 

God. Others would find this view not to do full justice to the human and historical elements of the 

process which produced the Bible. Instead they may prefer to speak of inspiration either in the sense 

that the Bible bears witness to events that were divinely inspired, or that the Bible contains a 

message that is inspired in its theme and message, while allowing for human freedom and diversity 

in the process of communicating that message. These are in fact points on a spectrum and are not 

mutually exclusive.  

 

However the question of precisely how to judge what is and is not consistent with scripture is one of 

the main fault-lines running through the Anglican Churches today. For some, the questions are best 

resolved by an appeal to individual biblical texts. For others, the key test is whether an idea is 

consistent with the general direction or flow of the biblical narrative and witness, which is a question 

which is much harder to judge. While the ability to 'proof text' by citing individual verses or passages 

as conclusive of an argument offers a tempting degree of certainty, it is worth pondering whether 

this is in fact a temptation worth resisting.  

 

For example, one significant issue of interpretation in the past was the practise of slavery. It is easy 

to point to individual verses that appear to condone or assume slavery, including slavery on racial 

grounds, as part of the ordering of the world. However almost all Christians today would recoil from 

slavery and judge it to be inconsistent with the message of scripture as a whole. We have learned, 

through painful mistakes, to guide our interpretations of scripture in the light of its overall message 

of liberation and not use it as a tool of oppression. However, how one should apply this principle to 

other contemporary ethical questions, without simply allowing the Church to follow wherever the 

world leads it, is much contested. 

 

But at the very least, the authority of scripture demands that we take the whole of scripture 

seriously and neither 'cherry-pick' individual passages to the exclusion of others, or shrink from 

wrestling with the parts of scripture that we may find hard to engage with or interpret. This raises of 

course the question of the interpretation of the bible today, but underlines that it is the whole of the 

bible that has authority, taken together, and that the whole of the bible stands for us as written. 

While interpretations of scripture change over time, scripture itself remains constant. 

 

 



The Bible as a still-speaking voice 

 

Whilst scripture is an historical document, is the testimony of a community with which we have 

continuity and is a revelation of God in a particular time and place, none of these things prevent the 

Bible from speaking to our own time and place and our own experience. It may be precisely because 

we believe that the Bible has come to us through many individuals and communities trying to relate 

to God in all the messiness and complexity of real lives as they are lived, that we have confidence 

that it can speak authentically to our own lives. It has been tried and tested and shown its enduring 

capacity to speak to each generation for 2000-3000 years. 

 

But this historical and cultural distance, together with the scope and scale of scripture and the depth 

of its message, are also particular barriers to interpretation. Most readers of the Bible would admit 

to a degree of confusion or discomfort in the face of particularly challenging texts within it. 

 

While there are many ways of interpreting scripture today, a good starting point are the Three 

Principles of Interpretation set out by John Stott in Understanding the Bible (1988). These he gives 

as: The Natural Sense, The Original Sense and the General Sense. 

 

The Natural Sense follows the principle of simplicity. The natural sense is not necessarily literal, 

some passages are clearly intended to be understood figuratively (Jesus is not an actual gate for 

actual sheep!). But Stott says (p167) 'in reading the words and sentences of the biblical text, we 

must look first of all for their obvious and natural meaning'. 

 

The Original Sense follows the principle of history. Stott says 'The permanent and universal message 

of scripture can be understood only in the light of the circumstances in which it was originally given'. 

Sometimes what seems to be the natural sense needs to be seen as our sense and not the author's 

sense. For example when the bible calls God a 'King', it does not mean a representative ceremonial 

figurehead in a modern democracy. Rather the author's intention was to compare the Kingship of 

God with Kingship as known in their own time. This approach locates the truth of scripture in the 

original act of writing it, not in our act of interpreting it. The question is 'what did it originally mean', 

rather than only 'what does it mean to me'. 

 

The General Sense reads the Bible according to the principle of harmony. Stott says "the whole Bible 

emanates from one mind...expressing the mind of God and so possesses an organic unity." This 

approach interprets individual texts of scripture in the light of the whole.  

 

However, some theologians are concerned that these approaches do not take seriously 

enough the fact that biblical texts were written by and for people with a particular world 

view, for example in their attitudes to women. These scholars argue that trying to discover 

the 'original meaning' of the text, is not enough and that we needs to translate scripture 

into our own world-view. These critics also question if we can objectively know what 

original authors were thinking without projecting many of our own assumptions onto them. 

For example, Richard Burridge (Imitating Jesus 2007 p 23) writes 'What historical critics 



think they see behind the text may just be their own concerns reflected back from in front of 

the text. Thus many modern literary approaches view texts as more like mirrors than 

windows." 

 

This might remind us of the words of St Paul, from which a confused biblical interpreter might take 

comfort.  For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but then we will see face to face. Now I know only in 

part; then I will know fully, even as I have been fully known' (1 Corinthians 13:12). 

 

However we read the bible, we must do so humbly and prayerfully, before a God who is always too 

great for us to claim a full and perfect understanding. 

 

 


