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Introduction
When was the last time that you saw a movie about the Bible? I’m not talking about one of 

those old Cecil B. DeMille movies. I’m not talking about The Greatest Story Ever Told or The 
Passion of the Christ. Those films take a Bible story and present it to you on screen. What I’m 
talking about is a movie about the Bible itself.

Though the Scriptures can play an important role in many films, there is only one that I can 
think of in which the entire movie focuses on the Bible itself. That movie is The Book of Eli. In 
this film, the Bible is the pivot point around which the entire movie turns.

Ultimately, however, The Book of Eli tells us much more about the culture of which we are 
a part than it does about God’s Word itself. A dictionary gives us a ten-year snapshot of how our 
culture uses words. By looking at a dictionary from a particular time, you can get a good idea of 
how the English language was used in the decade before. The Book of Eli gives us a snapshot of 
how our culture views Christianity in general and God’s Word in particular.

That is where the value of a Bible study on The Book of Eli lies. It’s not just in watching a 
few scenes from a movie that on the surface combines Road Warrior and The Apostle. The Book 
of Eli sheds light on how our friends and neighbors might look at God’s revelation to us. It gives 
us a glimpse not just into the mind of the screenwriter but into the collective conscience of Ameri-
can culture in the twenty-first century.

As we go through this Bible study, you will probably have some moments in which you 
see your own ideas reflected in the movie. Sometimes this will be a good thing. Sometimes it 
might be a moment for you to examine whether your view of God’s Word is in line with what the 
Scriptures say about themselves, but I do want to also warn you that a few of the scenes we will 
be watching will have some disturbing images. If you choose to watch the entire film, you will 
find that it has extreme violence and graphic language. That, in part, is why we are watching the 
movie not to teach us about God’s Word itself, but rather so that we might learn how our friends 
and neighbors may view it. 

However the journey might proceed for you, it is my prayer that through the course of this 
study you will learn, perhaps in a new way, to rejoice in the Holy Scriptures for what they actu-
ally are: God’s revelation of His love for you in Jesus Christ.

“Open my eyes, that I may behold wondrous things out of Your law” Psalm 119:18.
Blessings on your study,

Charles Lehmann
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Big Screen Bible Studies—The Book of Eli
Bearing God’s Word in the Wilderness
Session 1
Living a Normal Life in Extraordinary Circumstances 

Content Warning
Note that this movie is rated R. This portion of the film includes some disturbing images of 

the world after an apocalyptic catastrophe that took place several decades earlier; these include 
the hunting of a cat and several long-dead corpses, including the discovery of one person who has 
committed suicide.

Watch
Scene 1 through the first part of scene 3 (Stop at 12:20, when the scene shifts from Eli enjoy-

ing the sunrise to his walk down the road.)
The Book of Eli begins by giving us a world of harsh contrasts. Corpses are scattered in a 

forest darkened by nuclear winter. A man has to survive by hunting an animal that in another time 
would have been his pet. Later, as he searches for water and other necessities in an abandoned 
town, the one person he finds was overcome by despair years before. At the same time, we have 
one man, Eli, who seems to be living something close to a normal life. Though he has to work 
hard for every scrap of food, he cooks a meal, prays, and savors what he has. After supper, he 
has the kindness to feed a rat from his meager provisions. He listens to music on his iPod, takes a 
bath, reads his Bible, and goes to sleep.

It is in the normal things of Eli’s life that the filmmakers begin to set this movie apart. Most 
postapocalyptic films depict man at his most base, totally overwhelmed by animalistic instincts. 
While these elements appear in The Book of Eli, something is different, at least in the case of this 
one man. He leads a sane, normal existence, even though the rest of the world appears to lack any 
sense of normalicy. He feeds an animal that most in our world see only as a pest and most in his 
world see only as food.

What is the difference? What makes Eli a man who is out of place in his world? The Scrip-
tures and Early Church history give us some possible answers. These answers are hinted at by 
some details in the movie that are easy to miss, especially at this early point.

An Early Church letter called The Epistle to Diognetus—written sometime in the first or sec-
ond century—gives us a description of Christians that might be helpful in beginning our conver-
sation:

As citizens, [Christians] share in all things with others, and yet endure all things as if 
foreigners. Every foreign land is to them as their native country, and every land of their birth 
as a land of strangers. They marry, as do all [others]; they beget children; but they do not 
destroy their offspring. They have a common table, but not a common bed. They are in the 
flesh, but they do not live after the flesh. They pass their days on earth, but they are citizens 
of heaven. They obey the prescribed laws, and at the same time surpass the laws by their 
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lives. They love all men, and are persecuted by all. . . . They are assailed by the Jews as for-
eigners, and are persecuted by the Greeks; yet those who hate them are unable to assign any 
reason for their hatred.1

The Epistle to Diognetus presents us with one of the great paradoxes of our lives as Chris-
tians. Christians are hidden in and among the rest of the world. You cannot tell if people are 
Christians by looking at them. In many ways, Christians don’t look any different from the rest of 
the world. There are, however, subtle differences. 

How is Eli different from the world around him? (Eli is at peace. He knows his place in the 
world. He is able to take joy in small things that might seem insignificant to others around him.) 

How could these differences become important later? (As the movie progresses, we will see 
Eli serve his neighbor and bring to fruition what he sees as his mission.) 

Christians are different from the rest of the world, because they know the mercy of God. They 
know that they have a life that can never be taken away from them. They know that the worst 
things of the world have no ultimate power over them.

In The Book of Eli, we will see several times where Eli’s approach to life looks very different 
from everyone else’s. We get a hint at how this is true for Christians in Paul’s Letter to the church 
at Philippi. 

Paul writes in Philippians 3:18–21:
For many, of whom I have often told you and now tell you even with tears, walk as en-

emies of the cross of Christ. Their end is destruction, their god is their belly, and they glory 
in their shame, with minds set on earthly things. But our citizenship is in heaven, and from 
it we await a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ, who will transform our lowly body to be like His 
glorious body, by the power that enables Him even to subject all things to Himself.

How do Paul’s words apply as we consider Eli’s place in his world and our place in ours? (If 
your citizenship is in heaven, then the world cannot harm you. All of the trials and temptations of 
life in this world become bearable when one realizes that none of these things can take away what 
is already ours through faith in Christ. In Eli’s life, this helps him remain a compassionate human 
being in a world where compassion and humanity have become rare. In our lives, our heavenly 
citizenship allows us to focus on the needs of our neighbor.)

Remembering that our citizenship is in heaven helps us live life in a broken world. Our 
Baptism guarantees that, just as Christ is raised from the dead, so shall we rise also. We are freed 
from the fear of death. How does freedom from this fear make us truly free? (The worst thing that 
most people can imagine is death. If death has truly lost its sting, as in 1 Corinthians 15:54–57, 
then we no longer have to fear death. We can serve our neighbor knowing that God has already 
overcome the worst thing that could happen to us in our earthly life.)

Do you not know that all of us who have been baptized into Christ Jesus were baptized 
into His death? We were buried therefore with Him by baptism into death, in order that, just 
as Christ was raised from the dead by the glory of the Father, we too might walk in newness 
of life. For if we have been united with Him in a death like His, we shall certainly be united 
with Him in a resurrection like His. We know that our old self was crucified with Him in or-
der that the body of sin might be brought to nothing, so that we would no longer be enslaved 

1 Mathetes, “The Epistle to Diognetus,” in Ante-Nicene Fathers, ed. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson 
(Buffalo: Christian Literature Publishing Company, 1885), 1:26–27.
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to sin. For one who has died has been set free from sin. Now if we have died with Christ, we 
believe that we will also live with Him. (Romans 6:3–8)

When are you given your citizenship in heaven? (Our citizenship in heaven comes from the 
fact that we have been clothed with Christ in our Baptism. In Him, we are part of the heavenly 
family. Being part of that family means that the world will treat us as it did Christ. This is why 
our lives are often filled with suffering.)

Beloved, I urge you as sojourners and exiles to abstain from the passions of the flesh, 
which wage war against your soul. Keep your conduct among the Gentiles honorable, so that 
when they speak against you as evildoers, they may see your good deeds and glorify God on 
the day of visitation. (1 Peter 2:11–12)

How do our lives in this world as citizens of heaven affect those around us? (Whenever 
we live out our faith in service toward our neighbor, the unbelieving world is shamed, because 
though unbelievers attack Christ and His Word, our good behavior reveals that their assertions 
about us are false.)

One of the most striking images in the beginning of the movie is Eli’s kindness to the rat. In 
fact, this is one thing that sets Eli apart from most heroes in postapocalyptic adventure movies—
it’s hard to imagine Mad Max befriending a rat in Road Warrior.

How does Eli’s kindness to the rat fit with the picture of creation that we find in Genesis 
2:15–20 and Psalm 104:14–28? (Eli is acting as God’s instrument in providing for the needs of 
the rat.)

The Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to work it and keep it. 
And the Lord God commanded the man, saying, “You may surely eat of every tree of the 
garden, but of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you shall not eat, for in the day 
that you eat of it you shall surely die.” Then the Lord God said, “It is not good that the man 
should be alone; I will make him a helper fit for him.” Now out of the ground the Lord God 
had formed every beast of the field and every bird of the heavens and brought them to the 
man to see what he would call them. And whatever the man called every living creature, 
that was its name. The man gave names to all livestock and to the birds of the heavens and 
to every beast of the field. But for Adam there was not found a helper fit for him. (Genesis 
2:15–20)

You cause the grass to grow for the livestock and plants for man to cultivate, that he may 
bring forth food from the earth and wine to gladden the heart of man, oil to make his face 
shine and bread to strengthen man’s heart. The trees of the Lord are watered abundantly, 
the cedars of Lebanon that He planted. In them the birds build their nests; the stork has her 
home in the fir trees. The high mountains are for the wild goats; the rocks are a refuge for the 
rock badgers. He made the moon to mark the seasons; the sun knows its time for setting. You 
make darkness, and it is night, when all the beasts of the forest creep about. The young lions 
roar for their prey, seeking their food from God. When the sun rises, they steal away and lie 
down in their dens. Man goes out to his work and to his labor until the evening. O Lord, how 
manifold are Your works! In wisdom have You made them all; the earth is full of Your crea-
tures. Here is the sea, great and wide, which teems with creatures innumerable, living things 
both small and great. There go the ships, and Leviathan, which You formed to play in it. 
These all look to You, to give them their food in due season. When You give it to them, they 
gather it up; when You open Your hand, they are filled with good things. (Psalm 104:14–28)
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Would it have been wrong for Eli to kill the rat for food? See Genesis 1:26–29. (The answer 
to this question is not clear-cut. If Eli knew he was going to need the rat for this purpose, it cer-
tainly would have been permissible for him to use the rat this way. God gave us dominion over all 
of creation. But since Eli seemed to have food to spare, it appears that he didn’t think he needed 
to kill the rat.)

Wrap It Up
• Faith in Christ doesn’t just change the way that we look at the world, it actually 

changes our relationship to the world. We are aliens and strangers in the world, and 
the world will always treat us as such.

• The world is a harsh place. When our faith in Christ moves us to respond to suffer-
ing with kindness, this can create opportunities for us to speak about our faith in 
Christ.

• God has appointed us to be stewards of His creation. When we interact with all that 
He has made, we do so as His instruments. 

For Further Discussion
When Eli takes off his shirt, you see that he is wearing a necklace. The necklace is a Saint 

Christopher medal. The legend of Saint Christopher says that he at one time carried a child across 
a river who later revealed that He was Jesus. Christopher means “bearer of Christ.” Why do you 
think the filmmakers chose to give Eli a Saint Christopher medal?
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Big Screen Bible Studies—The Book of Eli
Bearing God’s Word in the Wilderness
Session 1
Living a Normal Life in Extraordinary Circumstances 

As you’re watching:
Write down a few phrases or sentences that describe how the world portrayed in the movie is 

different from our own.

What would be the place of the cat and the rat in our world? What are their places in Eli’s world?

What about Eli’s reactions to what he encounters are familiar to you? How are they different?

What does Eli do before he eats?

How has Eli managed to maintain a level of normalcy in his life?

How is Eli different from the world he lives in?


