
As moderns, we read the Bible differently than the ancients read and heard it. And
those differences unfortunately limit what we draw from the Bible. For example, the
Bible is an experiential text, not solely or primarily a historical or descriptive one. The
ancients who read, heard, and repeated the Bible did so as their story, narrative,
national identity, and experience. Modernity forces us into debates over the Bible’s
historical and descriptive accuracy, when the descriptive details, such as whether a
bush burned, the sun stood still, or the Lord’s angel killed exactly 185,000 Assyrian
soldiers, aren’t necessarily the points. Living out the Bible as God’s word in action is
more the point. The precise date stamp, meaning, or relevance of any one passage,
even the doctrines we find in the Bible’s epistles, is less a matter of stand-alone
principle than principle in application. Ancient readers and hearers lived out the Bible
rather than evaluating it critically like a modern secular scholar.

But that’s just one limiting difference between how
we read the Bible and how the ancients read or heard
it. Another difference has to do with the historically
peculiar nature of the modern rational self. You’ve
heard before how mindfully individualistic we are.
To us, every text is a self-help book. We thus read the
Bible for an abstract set of rules or principles to
apply in our earnest programs of self-improvement.

Feeling a little anxious? There’s a verse for that. And that’s not a bad way to read the
Bible. We can and should draw frequently, even constantly, on what we discern the
Bible says about our character and attitudes.

Yet the ancients may have read and heard the Bible less for its individual instructions
and more for its cosmological outlook. What we do as individuals matters, and the
Bible has rich guides. Christ alone gave us dozens, even hundreds, of practical do’s
and don’ts. Yet Christ just as often or more often taught about the nature of God’s
kingdom, the relationship of heaven to earth, and our place in them. We can turn
Christ’s parables into mini-lessons for what to do and not to do. But we can also let
Christ’s parables and the rest of the Bible reveal to us the nature of the world in both
its earthly and divine dimensions. Read the Bible for how the ancients read and heard
it. Don’t try to make the Bible solely or primarily a set of scientific laws, philosophical
principles, or historical texts, to evaluate critically. Instead, live out the Bible’s
patterns in your own life, drawing deeply on the Bible’s cosmology.


