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This study course began as a lay leadership day on Zoom on 2nd May 

2020. The present booklet is offered as a resource for people who 

were not able to ‘attend’ this day but would like to study the material.  
 
Our aim was to grow in understanding of the Bible by looking at: 

• the origin and structure of the Scriptures 

• the big picture of God’s people and their relationship with God 

through history 

• the different kinds of writing we find in the Bible, which affects 

how we read the various parts of Scripture 

• some ways of reading and understanding Scripture for oneself or 

with others. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This material was authored by Ros and Chris Brett for the Diocese of 

Argyll and the Isles. 

 

Bible quotations are generally from the New Revised Standard 

Anglicized Edition. 

 

 



 

 

The present course can be studied by individuals or by groups. 
 
For groups, we suggest that for most of the course participants should 

read the material in advance, and the group can then meet (in 

whatever way is possible!) and discuss the material and their 

reflections on the questions embedded in the material. The Reading 

exercise, however, may be best done in-session. The material could be 

studied in four sections: 

 

• What is the Bible and how did we get it? (pp 6-18) 

• The Big Picture (pp 19-28) 

• Genres (pp 29-41) 

• Reading exercise and the remainder of Reading the Bible (pp 42-

50) 
 
We have provided worship suggestions for the session. This includes a 

lectio divina, one way of reading Scripture. 

 

You will need to have Bibles available for the reading exercise, but you 

will find it useful to have them available throughout. 

 

  



 

 

_______________________________________________ 

Opening Worship 
 
You may like to light a candle 

 

Prayer 

Loving God, we come into the awareness of your presence. But you 

have never been absent from us. Open our eyes to see you, and 

open our hearts to listen to your words of life.  

Amen 

 

Lectio divina 
 
Choose one of the following passages. Have it read aloud (if possible, 

by 3 different people). 
 
Joshua 1:6-9 

Psalm 19:7-11 

Psalm 119:97-105 

Luke 4:16-22a 

Acts 17:1-5a, 10-12 

Colossians 3:12-17 
 
Hear it a 1st time (lectio). 

Listen. What particularly strikes you? 
 
Hear it a 2nd time (meditatio). 

Listen again. Dwell on, ‘chew over’ what has struck you. 
 
Hear it a 3rd time (oratio). 

Pray silently as you listen again. 
 
A silence is kept (contemplatio) – simply ‘be’ in the presence of God. 
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After the silence members of the group may speak out a word or 

phrase from the passage which has struck them and meant something 

to them (no discussion). 

 

Say together 

Holy and loving God, we thank you for 

 

Your Word, which was from the beginning 

Your Word, which spoke this world into being 

Your Word, revealed in the child of Bethlehem 

 

Your word, revealed through prophets 

Your word, written for our instruction 

Your word, giving speech for our praise 

 

Through the written word and the spoken word 

May we behold the living Word,  

even your Son our Lord, Jesus Christ. Amen 

 

________________________________________________  

Closing Worship 
 
God of all trust,  
may we who confess your faith prove it in our lives, with abundant 
joy, outrageous hope and dependence on nothing but your word 
alone, 
through Jesus Christ. 
Amen          Janet Morley 
 
The Grace 
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Before you start…. 
  

This study booklet is aimed at people who have a bit of 

experience of reading the Bible (and/or hearing it read). 

 

So, before we plunge in, take some time to reflect on (or 

in a group, discuss) what the Bible means to you. 

 

(You might like to think about… 

 

Where and when you first experienced the Bible. 

Your use of the Bible now. 

Parts of the Bible you find comforting or inspiring prayer. 

Whether there are parts of the Bible you find difficult or 

don’t read.) 
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What is the Bible and how did we get it? 

 

What is the Bible? 
 
It’s a book, THE book, the Good Book? In fact, it’s a book of books – 66 

of them, 39 in the Christian Old Testament, and 27 in the New 

Testament. There are also books which are called the 

Apocrypha/Deuterocanonical Books, which we’ll come to later. 

 

The Jewish Scriptures 

The Jewish Scriptures are often called the Tanakh – an acronym of the 

three parts into which Jews divide the scriptures: Torah (Law), Nevi’im 

(Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings). These are the scriptures, then and 

now, of the Jewish people. It is important to realise that they were also 

the scriptures of Jesus and of the first Christians.  

 

Old Testament/Hebrew Scriptures/First Testament 

What Christians have adopted from the Jewish Scriptures we normally 

call the Old Testament (≈Old Covenant). Some prefer to use the terms 

‘Hebrew Scriptures’ or ‘First Testament’. This text will use ‘Old 

Testament’ for simplicity. The Christian Old Testament contains the 

same books as in the Jewish Scriptures, but in a different order.  

 

New Testament 

The New Testament contains the writings of early Christians, 

recounting the life, death, resurrection and ascension of Jesus and acts 

of the early church, together with letters to Christians and one 

apocalyptic vision. 

 

See Box 1 for the organisation of the Christian Bible. 
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  Box 1: Organisation of the Christian Bible 

 

Our Old Testament is organised into: 

 

The Torah (Law) or Pentateuch (Five Books/scrolls) – as well as 

law, a lot of narrative 

 Genesis – Deuteronomy     (5 books) 

 

History 

 Joshua – Esther       (12 books) 

 

Wisdom literature 

 Job – Song of Songs/Song of Solomon   (5 books) 

 

Prophets – mostly prophecy, but includes some narrative. 

 Isaiah – Malachi      (17 books) 

 

 

The New Testament is organised into: 

 

Gospels – life, work, death and resurrection of Jesus (4 books) 

 

Acts of the Apostles – narrative of the early church (1 book)

 but Luke & Acts form a 2 part series 

 

Letters (Epistles) 

 Attributed to Paul 

  to churches      (9 books) 

  to individuals (the ‘pastoral’ letters)  (4 books) 

 Hebrews (author unknown)     (1 book) 

 Attributed to other writers    

  (James, Peter, John, Jude)    (7 books) 

 

Revelation (apocalypse - defined later in course)  (1 book) 
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How did we get the Bible? 
 
Is it the Word of God, as we often say? (And if so, in what way?) Or is 

it ‘just’ the words of humans? (And if so, why is it important to us?) 

 

 

 

 

For what it’s worth… my (RB) personal view is that it is both – 

somehow God has communicated to us via the means of human 

writers. 

 

How does Scripture get to be Scripture? Three things need to happen 

– writing, collecting, and treating as Scripture. 

 

Writing 

The word Scripture (from the Latin scriptura, writings), and the Biblical 

Hebrew and Greek words for scriptures – respectively sepharim 

(writings, documents, scrolls) and graphai (writings) - all imply that 

scripture is essentially something written down. But much will have 

circulated in oral form first, in societies where there was a high regard 

for oral passing on of stories and information and therefore likely to 

be high accuracy of transmission (unlike ‘Chinese whispers’!) However, 

it is not because the societies were necessarily entirely illiterate. There 

were probably professional scribes and other literate people from 

around 2500 BCE. 

 

The human aspect comes in particularly when we see that different 

parts of Scripture were written for different purposes. Compare, for 

example, the recording of Israel’s history versus Paul’s letters. 

 

You might like to pause to think about/discuss your views on this. 
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Were they written by individuals or by committee and redacted – 

edited – into the final form? Some of the traditional ascriptions (eg 

that Moses wrote the Torah, David wrote all the Psalms) do not hold 

up to scholarship. Pseudonymity – attributing a writing to an 

authoritative person - was not necessarily seen as dishonest in the 

cultures in which our scriptures were written. So it was not deemed 

‘faking’ to write a letter which contained Paul’s teachings and ascribe 

it to Paul. It’s also possible that some writings ascribed to an individual 

were written by a ‘school’ of his followers. Much academic ink has 

been spilt on this one!! 

 

Most Christians agree that what the Scriptures are not are the actual 

words of God directly communicated, (unlike the traditional Muslim 

belief about the Quran), with the exception perhaps of prophecies. 

The authors were not aware that they were writing ‘sacred scripture’. 

But many Christians hold to the inspiration of Scripture by God, though 

they disagree on the exact nature of that inspiration. 

 

Collecting 

It is not clear who collected the writings together, or why. Some 

collections were for liturgical or practical reasons. Jewish Scriptures – 

certainly for worship – were in the form of scrolls. The Torah was (and 

remains in Jewish worship) a collection of five scrolls kept together. 

They have been the centrepiece of Jewish identity since the time of 

Ezra in the 5th century BCE1. On the other hand, the ‘Book of the 

Twelve’ is a collection of the ‘minor’ prophets (our Hosea to Malachi) 

grouped together on one scroll probably for convenience, even though 

they come from different periods. 

 
1 This text uses the convention of dating using Before the Common Era (BCE) and 
Common Era (CE) rather than the traditional BC and AD to which they are equivalent. 
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The four gospels are believed to have been collected together by the 

2nd century CE. The letters attributed to Paul were collected together 

by much the same time. Interestingly, early Christians favoured the 

codex, pages attached together resembling the modern book for their 

writings, probably for convenience of carrying around. Up until then 

the codex had really been used only as a notebook.  

 

Note! We have no original copies of the Biblical texts. As there was no 

form of mass production, texts were copied and re-copied by scribes, 

in the early days onto fragile materials such as papyrus. The earliest 

copies are lost to us, and the multiple re-copying inevitably introduced 

errors. That said, we have a much larger number of manuscripts of the 

Bible, and dating back further, than those of many Classical authors 

contemporary with the New Testament. Analysis of the multiple 

documents helps establish the most likely original. 

 

Treating as Scripture 
 
 

 
 
Designating writings as Scripture was a gradual process. Writings came 

to be regarded as authoritative, and eventually ‘official’ lists were 

agreed. The official list of books included in the Scriptures is termed a 

canon. Note that including books in an official list necessarily excludes 

others. 
 
The date by which the present canon of Jewish Scripture was fixed is 

disputed. Estimates vary from the 2nd century BCE to the 2nd century 

CE or later. The Septuagint is a Greek version of the Jewish Scriptures, 

produced for the use of Greek-speaking Jews, of whom there was a 

What do we mean by Scripture?  
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large population in Alexandria. (There is a legend about the production 

of the Septuagint! – see Box 2.) The Torah was translated by the 3rd 

century BCE, other books were later. The Septuagint contains books 

not later included in the present Jewish canon. 
 

 

The Apocrypha (from the Greek apokryphos, hidden) found in some 

Protestant Bibles is, broadly, those books included in the Roman  

Catholic canon, but not in the Protestant canon, for example Wisdom 

of Solomon and Sirach (Ecclesiasticus). So is the Apocrypha Scripture 

for us? Some Protestant views on the Apocrypha: 
 
Article VI of the 39 Articles of Religion published in the (CofE) 

1662 Book of Common Prayer (BCP)2 lists the canonical books and 

says:  

All the other Books (as Hierome3 saith) the Church doth read 

for example of life and instruction of manners; but yet doth 

it not apply them to establish any doctrine. 
 

2 Note the history of the SEC’s relationship with the 39 Articles. Originally rejected, they 
were adopted in 1804. However, the Provincial Synod removed them from Canon 12 
(which states those documents to which clergy must assent) in 1979. They remain a 
historical document of the church. 
3 ie Jerome 

Box 2: The legend of the Septuagint 

The legend goes that one of the rulers of Egypt in the 3rd century BCE, 

Ptolemy Philadelphus, commanded that the Jewish Scripture should be 

translated into Greek and the translation be placed in the famous library at 

Alexandria so that he could read the laws of his Jewish subjects. Seventy (or 

72) translators were engaged and worked in separate locations. 

Miraculously the translations which emerged were identical… The name 

Septuagint, from the Latin for seventy (it is often referred to as the LXX – 

seventy in Roman numerals), reflects this legend. 
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Luther: 

‘Apocrypha, that are books which are not considered equal to the 

Holy Scriptures, but are useful and good to read.’ 

 

Selections from most of the books in the Apocrypha are included in the 

Revised Common Lectionary, although alternatives from the canonical 

books are always provided. Interestingly, the Song of the Three Jews 

in the Greek additions to the book of Daniel found its way into the 

1662 BCP (part of it as the Benedicite) and the 1929 Scottish Prayer 

Book (the Benedicite, and the beginning of the text as the Benedictus 

Es.) 

 

The New Testament canon was essentially fixed by the 4th century CE. 

We know this because there is a letter written by Athanasius to his 

clergy in 367 which has the same list of canonical NT books as we have 

now. This is not to say that there haven’t been disputes. There were 

serious disputes in the early church, and even after Athanasius’ letter 

there was some variation in acceptance. Much later, Luther was 

unsure about Jude, James, Hebrews and Revelation (he called James 

‘an epistle of straw’ because it majored on the importance of works), 

but he never actually excluded them. 

 

 

Biblical languages 
 
The Old Testament was written in Hebrew, but a small part is in 

Aramaic4, mainly in later writings - Daniel 2:4b – 7:28, Ezra 4:8 – 6:18 

and 7:12-26, plus one verse in Jeremiah: 10:11.  

 
4 Both Hebrew and Aramaic are Semitic languages (as is Arabic), though from different 
branches and with certain recurring differences. Old Aramaic was the lingua franca in the 
Neo-Assyrian Empire from the 8th century BCE, and started to be spoken by Jews during 
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The original written Hebrew (like modern Hebrew) did not have 

vowels; the Jewish scholars called the Masoretes, working between 

the 7th and 10th centuries CE, fixed the text, finalised the text in 

‘square script’ (as opposed to the earlier Phoenician-like alphabet), 

inserted vowel pointings (dots and lines under or above the 

consonants) to ensure correct pronunciation, and added notes. See 

Box 3. 

 

It is worth noting that in trying to understand the meaning of the 

Hebrew text, there is little other ancient Hebrew literature to help find 

meanings for obscure words, and translators have had to resort to, for 

example, other Semitic languages with a larger literature. 

 

Box 3: Example from a modern Hebrew Bible: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

the Babylonian exile in the 6th century BCE. Hebrew co-existed with Aramaic amongst 
Jews, possibly until the 3rd century BCE, though Hebrew was used for much longer as a 
liturgical language and by the rabbis. Hebrew died out as a language of normal life; 
modern Hebrew is a revival of the language and draws on Biblical Hebrew but many 
other sources as well. 

Title of Genesis in Hebrew - 

Bereshit, from the first word, 

without vowels 

Bereshit, the first word, with 
vowels included, and with 
other marks to help in the 
chanting of the text in worship 
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The New Testament was written in Greek, in particular koine Greek, a 

lingua franca of the Graeco-Roman world of the time. Jesus probably 

spoke some koine Greek, to be able to converse with foreigners and to 

do business, but almost certainly the common language of Jesus and 

his Jewish contemporaries was Aramaic. This poses the interesting 

question – Jesus’ words have been rendered into Greek in the Gospels, 

but what might he have actually said? 

 

 

Translations 
 
As we noted, the Jewish Scriptures had been translated into Greek 

before the time of Jesus. 

 

There were various translations of parts of the Bible into Latin during 

the early centuries of the Christian church, but the first translation of 

the whole Bible into Latin – the Vulgate – was made by Jerome (and 

other, unknown translators/revisers who worked with him) around 

the end of the 4th and beginning of the 5th century CE. Jerome went 

back to the original Hebrew for the Old Testament; the New 

Testament texts were revised from old Latin texts, though Jerome also 

consulted the Greek manuscripts for the Gospels.  

 

The Reformers of the 16th century promoted the use of the Scriptures 

in the vernacular. Translations into English included Coverdale’s ‘Great 

Bible’ – the first ‘authorised’ English version which Henry VIII ordered 

to be placed in all churches. The Authorised or King James version of 

1611 was translated by 6 committees. The Psalter in the 1662 and 

1929 prayer books are Coverdale’s translation, the Epistles and 

Gospels are from the KJV. 
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Many of us of a certain age will have had King James Bibles when we 

were very young. By the time I was a teenager and a student, my usual 

version was the Revised Standard Version (RSV; 1952, 1971), but I was 

also familiar with the New English Bible (1970).  

 

Since then, English versions have abounded. Amongst many others – 

the New International Version (NIV) was first published in 1978, and 

was revised in 1984 and 2011. The New Revised Standard Version 

(NRSV) was published in 1989, a revision of the RSV but taking 

advantage of new scholarship, particularly the Dead Sea scrolls. The 

NRSV is commonly used in the SEC, and is widely by English-speaking 

academics. 

 

Various freer, paraphrasing translations have also been made; perhaps 

the best known in English are The Living Bible and The Message. 

 

Different translations take different approaches to word-for-word 

versus idiomatic rendering. But –  

 

All translation involves interpretation 

 

and different translators/translation committees will – consciously or 

unconsciously – reflect their own theological views. It can be helpful 

to read passages in more than one translation.5 

 

 

  

 
5 Fee, Gordon D. and Mark L. Strauss: How to Choose a Translation for all its Worth. 
Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007 describes the issues involved in translation of Scripture 
and discusses many modern English translations, but it is quite technical. 
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Chapters and verses… 

We are very used to what a Bible looks like, aren’t we? – chapters, 

verses, two columns, maybe notes… The original versions did not have 

any of these.  

 

Chapter divisions were made in the Latin 

Vulgate around 1200 CE and are 

attributed to Archbishop Stephen 

Langton. 

 

 The Masoretes had made verse divisions 

in the Hebrew text by the 10th century 

CE – not numbered, but denoted by a 

special symbol. Verses as we know them 

were introduced into the Greek NT in 

1551 by Robert Estienne, a printer and 

scholar. Later the Hebrew Bible 

versification was numbered. 

 

The first English Bible with chapters and 

verses was the Geneva Bible of 1560. Each verse appears on a separate 

line, a tradition which continued into the KJV. The text is in two 

columns. The ‘apparatus’ varies from version to version. The Geneva 

Bible had a lot of commentary. Presumably having unleashed the text 

in a language that could be understood, the Reformers were keen to 

see that the reader didn’t come up with some heresy of their own… 

Here are a couple of pages from the Geneva Bible. The Psalms have 

commentary, but Romans, on the right, is overwhelmed with it. The 

interpretation of Romans was key to the Reformers’ thought. 

  

NRSV 
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Each verse on a separate line 

Two column format 

Commentary and explanation 

 

Geneva Bible 
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The Bibles that most of us use have followed these conventions to 

some extent: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Big Picture 
 
Timeline 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(NB not part of the 
text, and not meant 
to be included in 
public reading) 

NRSV 

NIV 

Notes relating to 

translation 

Added headings 

Sources of OT quotations 

Do you have a preferred translation? Why?  

Would you find it helpful if the text were set out continuously like a 

‘normal’ book? Why or why not?  
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The Big Picture 
 
Timeline 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
One story in 66 books.  The story of God, his people, and his creation.  
The story especially of the unfolding relationship between them. 
 
The diagram has a time-line along the bottom, the horizontal axis.  The 
chronology at the beginning and the end is very uncertain.  But in the 
middle, most of the story can be tied to the main flow of history, and 
quite accurate dates can be assigned to the events it describes.   
 
The vertical axis could be labelled ‘The state of God’s people’.  Even 
this simplified picture has many ups and downs. More detailed 

                                   Abraham            Moses        David                         Nehemiah   John the Baptist   us 

                                          Jacob              Joshua         Solomon                        Ezra                 Apostles 

                                  ??1800 BC        ??1300           1000                     586                          4 BC  30 AD            ??   

    The great empires:             Egypt                                  Assyria                      Persia              Rome 

                                                                 Philistines                      Babylon                   Greece 
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diagrams of particular periods of history could show many more 
peaks and troughs. It never got boring! 
 
Eden.  It starts with the world as God created it. He made Adam 
and Eve, and placed them in a garden.  God’s people were in a good 
relationship with God, and with the creation around them. 
 
Fall.  Then it all went horribly wrong. God’s people refused to obey 
him. Their relationship with God and the creation was spoiled. 
From now on they have to live hard lives in a difficult environment.   
 
Population growth, the flood, and Babel. God’s people grow in 
number, but they continue to disobey him, and the relationships 
all remain bad.   
 
Patriarchs.  God chooses a family through whom he will bless all 
nations. They are a very mixed bunch, but slowly learn to trust and 
obey him. They grow wealthy and powerful in the good land God 
has given them.   
 
Egypt.  Famine comes to their land. They have to migrate to Egypt, 
where there is food, and they are made welcome there as a result 
of events described in the last part of Genesis. At first they 
continue to prosper.  But then they become very numerous, and 
the Egyptians fear that they will become too powerful to control. 
The Egyptians enslave them.  It has all gone wrong for them, and 
for once it wasn’t their fault.   
 
Exodus.  Possibly around 1300-1200 BCE.  God commissions one of 
the Israelites, Moses, to lead them out of Egypt into the desert.  
God’s power overwhelms all the Egyptians’ attempts to stop them 
leaving. God leads them back to Canaan, the land he has given 
them, but there are many ups and downs along the way.  God gives 
them a set of laws to live by.   
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In Canaan.  Possibly 1200-1000 BCE. Joshua leads the Israelites in 
the conquest of Canaan.  They go through many cycles, of first 
faithful obedience, then falling away and worshipping Canaanite 
gods, followed by defeat by their enemies, and rescue by a ‘Judge’ 
whom God raises up to lead them.   
 
Kingdom.  Around 1000 BCE. The people ask for a King. Samuel 
anoints first Saul, then David, as King. The Kingdom reaches a high 
point under Solomon. The Temple is built.   
 
Split.  Around 930 BCE. Solomon’s son Rehoboam imposes harsh 
conditions on the people. Ten tribes split away to form the 
Northern Kingdom, Israel, under Jeroboam. Two tribes remain 
loyal to Rehoboam and form the Southern Kingdom, Judah.   
 
Northern Kingdom, Israel.   930-722 BCE. Israel is idolatrous from 
the start. Jeroboam sets up alternative worship centres. The Kings 
are almost all bad.  There is rapid decline, leading to the 
destruction of the Kingdom in 722 BCE. Assyria deports some of 
the people, and settles people from other nations in Israel. 
 
Southern Kingdom, Judah.  930-586 BCE. Judah has some good 
kings, but overall more bad ones,6 and the Kingdom becomes more 
idolatrous and disobedient to God over the centuries.  Jerusalem 
falls to the Babylonians in 586 BCE, the temple is destroyed, and 
the people exiled to Babylon.   
 
Exile in Babylon.  586-536 BCE. A period of religious reform among 
the exiles in Babylon.   
 
Return to Jerusalem.   536 BCE. In 538 BCE, Babylon is defeated by 
the Persians under Cyrus.  The new regime allows more liberty to 

 
6 As in 1066 and All That (W. C. Sellar and R. J. Yeatman, first published in 1930)… Sellar 
and Yeatman described as 2 Genuine Dates 1066 AD and 55 BC. Perhaps the 2 
memorable dates in Biblical history are 586 BCE and 70 CE, the two destructions of the 
Temple. 
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subject peoples, and in 536 BCE, some of the exiles return to 
rebuild Jerusalem.  
 
2nd Temple Period. 536 BCE to 70 CE. A new temple is built, starting 
around 516 BCE.  But the ‘Shekinah’, the glorious presence of the 
Lord, never returns. For most of the period the Jews are subject to 
foreign rulers, apart from a time of independence under the 
Maccabees (164-63 BCE). Prophecy ceases from about 400 BCE 
onwards (‘400 years of silence’).   
 
Jesus comes.  4 BCE – 30 CE. John the Baptist ends the long period 
of prophetic silence. Jesus proclaims ‘The Kingdom of God has 
come among you’.  
 
The Church.  30 CE until the present and beyond.  The Church is 
born on the day of Pentecost, and spreads and grows. 
 
Jesus comes again.  Future, date unknown. God creates a New 
Heaven and a New Earth.The Kingdom of God is fully revealed.  
 
 
Old Testament: books covering the main events 
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Old Testament 

Eden:            Genesis 1-2 
Fall:              Genesis 3 
Patriarchs:   Genesis 12-50 
Egypt:           Genesis 37-50, Exodus 1-15 
Exodus:         Exodus, Numbers, Leviticus, Deuteronomy 
In Canaan:    Joshua, Judges, Ruth 
Kingdom(s):  1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2 Kings, 1 & 2 Chronicles, Isaiah 

1-39, Jeremiah, Amos 
Exile:             2 Kings 24 & 25, 2 Chronicles 36, some of the 

Psalms, Isaiah 40-54, Lamentations, Ezekiel, Daniel, 
Esther 

2nd Temple:   Ezra, Nehemiah, Isaiah 55-66, most of the other 
Prophets 

 
Between the two Testaments 
Many of the books of the Apocrypha 

 

Old Testament: when the books were written down 
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Before 1000 BCE:     

Oral transmission? The stories of the Patriarchs survived slavery and 
exodus. 
 
Kingdom period:   

• Parts of the Torah (Law) were found in the Temple by Josiah (2 
Kings 22:8).   

• 2 Kings refers to ‘Annals (or ‘Chronicles’) of the Kings of Israel’ and 
‘Annals (or ‘Chronicles’) of the Kings of Judah’. 

 
Exile & 2nd Temple periods:   

• The 5 books of the Torah (Law; Genesis to Deuteronomy), plus 
Judges, Joshua, 1 & 2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings tell a more or less 
continuous story and may have been produced together. 
However they appear to include several versions of some stories 
and laws.  

• 1 & 2 Chronicles: cover a similar period to 2 Sam, 1 & 2 Kings, but 
from a different point of view. Refer to the Books of Kings, so 
produced separately and later. May have been produced with 
Ezra & Nehemiah. 

• Wisdom literature: Very hard to assign dates! Probably developed 
over a long period, maybe from very ancient roots.   

• Psalms & Proverbs: These are collections of writings and appear 
to have come from many different sources. 

• Prophets: May have been written down by the Prophets 
themselves, or their disciples soon after.   

• Daniel: Maybe from a period of persecution under the Greek king 
Antiochus Epiphanes (175 – 164 BCE).  The 2nd Book of 
Maccabees in the Apocrypha gives lots of details about the 
horrors of the persecution… 

 
300-50 BCE:  

• Septuagint (Greek version of OT): Translated in Alexandria, 
starting with the Torah in the third century BCE. 
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New Testament: events of the NT period 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

New Testament: when the books were written 
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Epistles:   
Those written by Paul are the first NT books to have been written, 
probably starting with 1 Thessalonians around 50 CE, and all 
written by around 64 when he died. 
 
Other Epistles, including maybe some ascribed to Paul but written 
by members of his team after his death, were probably written 
later.   
 
Gospels:   
Mark’s Gospel is thought to have been written first, before 70CE.  
Mark plus a collection of Jesus’ sayings (‘Q’) thought to have 
provided material for Matthew and Luke, who also each added 
additional material.   
 
John’s Gospel is thought to have been written independently, and 
later.  However a substantial manuscript fragment of John’s Gospel 
has been dated to 100-140CE, and there are clear references to 
the Gospel in other contemporary literature by mid-2nd century, 
so John was probably written by 100CE.   
 
Acts:   
This describes itself as the sequel to Luke’s Gospel, so written later, 
probably between 70 and 100CE. 
 
Revelation:  
There is much internal evidence in the book to it having been 
written to churches undergoing severe persecution. This points to 
it being written during the reign of Diocletian (81-96CE), or 
possibly earlier, during Nero’s reign (54-68CE). 
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Some Big Bible Themes 

Concepts which run though both Testaments 
 
Kingdom:   
• 1 Samuel:  Samuel anoints Saul and David, the first two kings.  
• Jesus proclaimed the ‘Kingdom of God’ (or ‘Kingdom of Heaven’).  
• Peter realised that Jesus was the King of Israel.   
• The inscription on Jesus’ cross describes him as ‘The King of the 

Jews’.  
• In John’s Revelation he sees ‘The Kingdom of God and of his 

Messiah’. 
 
Temple:   
• God tells the Israelites to make a Tabernacle in the wilderness, 

where he will meet with them.   
• Solomon builds the 1st temple, Zerubbabel and Ezra the 2nd 

Temple, Herod the Great the 3rd Temple.   
• In John 1, Jesus comes and ‘tabernacles’ among us. John later tells 

us that Jesus spoke of ‘the temple of his body’.   
• Paul reminds us that our bodies are the ‘temple of the Holy Spirit’.  
• In Revelation 21, the author tells us that he saw no Temple in his 

vision of the New Jerusalem, for ‘its Temple is the Lord God, the 
Almighty and the Lamb’. 

 
Word:   
• In Genesis 1, ‘God said……’, and creation happened.  
• The ‘Word of God’ came to many of the Prophets.  
• In John 1, ‘The Word became flesh and lived among us’.  
• In Acts 8, those disciples who were scattered following the stoning 

of Stephen ‘went from place to place, preaching the Word’.  
• Hebrews speaks of the Word of God being ‘living and active’. 
• He tells Timothy that ‘the Word of God is not chained’.   
• The letters to the 7 churches in Revelation give the ‘words of the 

Son of God’. 
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Law:  

• Given to Moses; a key feature of Israel’s life. 
• King Josiah finds the ‘Book of the Law’ in the Temple, and has it read 

aloud to the people.   
• Jeremiah tells us that the ‘Law will be written on our hearts’.  
• Jesus came ‘to fulfil the Law, not to abolish it’. 
• Paul spoke of the ‘Law of the Spirit of Life in Christ Jesus’. 
 
  



 

31 
 

Reading the Bible  

 

Genres 
 
We’ve seen that the Bible is a book of books. What kinds of books? It’s 

important because we need to think about what kind of book we are 

reading to know how to read it. Just think – would you read… 

… a newspaper 

… a poem 

… a letter 

… a novel 

… a science textbook 

… a joke book… 

all in the same way? Of course not. Different forms of writing – 

different genres - have different conventions, and usually we 

automatically read them within their conventions. This might be a bit 

harder for reading the Bible because the genres found there are genres 

of their time and sometimes a little bit different from our equivalent. 

For example, in English poetry, classical poetry has different 

conventions (perhaps rhyming, length of lines etc.) from modern 

poetry. Hebrew poetry has a different set of conventions again. 

 

So what are the genres we find in Scripture?  

 

Narrative  

Narrative is an account of a series of events, either true or fictional. In 

the Bible it includes ‘history’. Biblical ‘history’ is not like modern 

history. If you compare the narratives of the patriarchs in Genesis with 

the accounts of Israel’s rulers and life in Kings and Chronicles, you can 

see very different forms of ‘history’. The biblical narrative moves from 

legend/saga-type material (where people live to very great age, and 
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numbers of people, sizes of armies and so on are written on a grand 

scale) to something that looks more like modern history, and where 

the sources of information are sometimes cited. See, for example, 1 

Kings 22:45: Now the rest of the Acts of Jehoshaphat…are they not 

written in the Books of the Annals of the Kings of Judah? 

 

But it is not clear whether some narratives are meant to be history at 

all. Take the book of Ruth. Is it a historical account about the family 

origins of King David? A novella? Historical fiction – an imaginative 

account based on the oral traditions about King David’s ancestress? Is 

the integrity of Scripture compromised if it is not real history?  

 

What about the book of Job? Was there a Job to whom all these things 

happened? Or is it an ‘everyman’ story? It begins: ‘There was once a 

man in the land of Uz whose name was Job…’ And the numbers of his 

sons, daughters and animals are very stereotypical numbers. It all 

sounds a bit ‘Once upon a time’, doesn’t it? Others have suggested it 

is a drama similar to Classical dramas, with long speeches on moral 

issues. 

 

Then there is the book of Jonah. Does this recount incidents in the life 

of the prophet Jonah (mentioned in 2 Kg 14:25)? Or is it a moral tale, 

revealing something about God’s dealings with humankind, using the 

name of the prophet on which to hang the story? 

 

 

 

 

How do you approach Old Testament narrative? Do you find it 

helpful? Do we learn anything about God, or about humans? Does 

it matter how ‘historically true’ it is? 
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There’s a great deal of narrative in the Old Testament, and less in the 

New Testament. Acts is narrative, and there is narrative in the Gospels, 

but we are going to look at the Gospels as a separate genre. 

 

Law 

The naming of the first five books of the Jewish Scriptures as Torah – 

law – give us a clue to the importance of this genre. However, the 

Pentateuch is not all law; there is much narrative. The books of 

Leviticus and Deuteronomy are almost entirely law.  

 

The kinds of law we find I suggest are of two kinds. There are broad, 

general laws, such as the Ten Commandments, the Shema (Deut 6:4-5 

- Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our God, the Lord alone.  You shall love the 

Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all 

your might.), and Deut 10:12 (So now, O Israel, what does the Lord 

your God require of you? Only to fear the Lord your God, to walk in all 

his ways, to love him, to serve the Lord your God with all your heart 

and with all your soul…) 

 

There are also detailed regulations for all areas of life, and for worship, 

as we find in most of Leviticus, for example: Lev 19:19 - You shall keep 

my statutes. You shall not let your animals breed with a different kind; 

you shall not sow your field with two kinds of seed; nor shall you put 

on a garment made of two different materials. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

What do you think about these two kinds of law? Are they just of 

historical interest? As Christians, how far do they relate to us? 

Are there general principles we can draw out of the detailed laws 

for the people of Israel? 
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Wisdom literature 

This genre of literature is typical of the Ancient Near East. It consists 

of the reflections and advice of wise men (and it probably was men, 

though that is not to say that women did not play important roles in 

Israel – but that’s for another course!). The books of Proverbs and 

Ecclesiastes are typical wisdom literature; the genre also includes Job 

and some of the Psalms. We also have wisdom literature in the 

Apocrypha – eg Ecclesiasticus (Sirach) and the Wisdom of Solomon. 

 

The ‘wisdom’ may consist of short aphorisms, eg Prov 1:7: 

The fear of the Lord is the beginning of knowledge; 

    fools despise wisdom and instruction. 

 

or longer reflections, eg the well-known passage in Ecclesiastes 3: 
1For everything there is a season, and a time for every matter 

under heaven: 
2 a time to be born, and a time to die; 

a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted… 

 

Poetry 

Quite a lot of the Old Testament text is poetry; modern translations 

usually set out clearly poetic text as poetry. The Psalms obviously are 

poetry, but most prophecy is poetic in form, and the form of Proverbs 

is poetry. Here, the genres overlap. 

 

Hebrew poetry has distinct features. Rhyme and rhythm are not 

important. The most obvious poetic feature are the parallelisms 

between two halves of a verse. (There are various forms of parallelism, 
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for which we don’t have time just now.) There are also chiasms (ABBA 

forms).7 

 

Take, for example the first 2 verses of Psalm 51: 

 
1Have mercy on me, O God, 

  according to your steadfast love; 

according to your abundant mercy blot 

out my transgressions. 

 
2 Wash me thoroughly from my 

iniquity, 

and cleanse me from my sin.

chiasm: the two halves 

mean much the same, 

but the two halves of 

each half are reversed 

(ABBA) 
 
synonymous parallelism – the 

two halves say the same thing 

 

Another feature of Hebrew poetry, found in the Psalms in particular, 

is the acrostic, where every line begins with a specific letter. The best 

example of this is Psalm 119, where each stanza has lines all beginning 

with the same Hebrew letter, in the order of the Hebrew alphabet (so 

all in the first stanza begin with aleph, in the second with beth and so 

on.) Some versions of the Bible make this clear by heading each stanza 

with the Hebrew letter in question. 

 

Like English poetry, there will be metaphor, hyperbole and other 

devices. For example, Psalm 51 has David say to God: Against you, you 

alone, have I sinned. This is manifestly not true – he has sinned against 

Uriah at the very least (and Bathsheba too, since she was likely to have 

had little choice in the matter). But there is a poetic truth there, 

acknowledging that sin against other people is sin against God. 

 
7 As well as being found in lines of poetry, whole passages may be chiastic. Again, no time 
for that now! 
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Some Psalms, whatever their original composition, were clearly meant 

to be sung in worship; often the text includes musical directions (which 

remain a bit obscure to us!) or an indication of the occasion of its use. 

 

Poetry is also to be found in the New Testament. We have it in 

quotations from the Jewish Scriptures and in the prophetic utterances 

of Mary, Zechariah and Simeon in Luke. A few passages in the Epistles 

such as Philippians 2:6-11 and perhaps Colossians 1:15-20 are poetic 

(the Philippians passage may have been a pre-existing Christian hymn 

used by Paul to back up his argument, but there is scholarly 

disagreement on this).  

 

Prophecy 

Prophecy occupies a large section of the Old Testament. Biblical 

prophecy is best seen as ‘forth-telling’ rather than foretelling, though 

there is certainly some of the latter. Much of OT prophecy is a critique 

of Israel and especially her leaders, with warnings of consequences - 

but also of restoration. There is always the possibility that if those 

receiving the prophecy mend their ways, disaster will not happen. 

(That is one of the points of the book of Jonah – Jonah was given a 

prophecy of Nineveh’s destruction as a consequence of the city’s 

wickedness, but Nineveh communally repented, and the disaster was 

averted, much to Jonah’s annoyance!) 

 

How should we interpret OT prophecy? We must begin with: What did 

it mean in its time, in the context of Israel’s life at the time of the 

prophet speaking? Was it fulfilled in Israel’s history? Then, the 

question can be asked: Does it have further, future meanings? 
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Some OT prophecies were explicitly seen by New Testament writers as 

prophecies relating to Jesus – look at the first few chapters of 

Matthew’s gospel, for example. Note that the methods used in 

interpretation of the Hebrew Scriptures by Jews contemporary with 

Jesus are different from those we might use!  

 

Some prophecy is clearly prophecy of the end times, when God will 

judge, restore and perfect all things. What we need to be careful about 

is how we relate prophecy to the present day. Certainly, we may find 

what the prophets said to Israel pertinent to our own day – the forth-

telling aspect reflects God’s character, and God hasn’t changed. So we 

need to hear critique of oppression and injustice just as much as Israel 

did in the 8th-5th centuries BCE. But there’s a danger that we will 

justify our own actions with OT prophecy if we apply it in detail to 

today.  

 

Apocalyptic 

Parts of Daniel, and most of the book of Revelation, consist of a literary 

form known as apocalyptic, from the Greek ‘apokalypsis’, meaning 

revelation. It usually relates to the end times, and one of its features 

is imagery which is often surreal and fantastic – many-headed beasts 

etc. Some of the images may be metaphorical or allegorical. The 

important thing to note is that it is not meant as literal prophecy, 

foretelling the exact time and/or nature of the events. There is some 

use of end-times language in Scripture to disguise judgement on 

oppressive empires. 

 

Letter 

The letter is principally a NT genre (though there are letters within the 

narratives of the OT). NT letters mostly follow the contemporary 
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conventions of letter-writing with ‘Christian’ twists. So, where we 

write ‘Dear…’ at the head of our letters, and sign them ‘Yours 

sincerely/Love…’ etc and our name, letters in the Graeco-Roman world 

would begin something like: Pontius to Apollina, greeting.’ The letters 

addressed by Paul and other NT writers elaborate this form, eg Paul 

and Timothy, servants of Christ Jesus, to all the saints in Christ Jesus 

who are in Philippi, with the bishops and deacons: Grace to you and 

peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ (Phil 1:1-2). They 

often end with doxologies of Jewish form, such as in Jude 24-25. 

 

Some of the letters include aspects of formal rhetorical argument from 

the Graeco-Roman culture. Some of the ‘letters’ are more like 

theological treatises, eg Romans; this is consistent with literary 

conventions of the time. 

 

Other letters were written into specific situations. And we only get one 

side of the dialogue – which makes interpreting them more difficult. 

What were the Corinthians doing that was so bad? What social 

conventions were being flouted so that Paul had to make rules 

(different in different letters!) for the role of women? What form did 

the ‘Lord’s Supper’ take in Corinth?  

 

Gospel 

We can treat Gospel as a special category. It is narrative, but because 

it is narrative about Jesus’ earthly life and his words, it is of 

considerable importance to our faith. We show this by treating the 

reading of the Gospel in a special way. (This is not, in my (RB) view, to 

say that we can get away with only reading the gospels…) 
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The gospels are four books entitled in the Greek simply ‘According to 

Matthew/Mark/Luke/John’.8 

 

The Gospel of Mark begins… The beginning of the gospel/good news 

of Jesus Christ (the Messiah, the anointed one), son of God. We can 

tell from the epistles that ‘gospel’ had become a shorthand for the 

Christian story, and we tend to hear it as unremarkable in Mark’s first 

sentence. But to the outsider it may well have meant something else. 

Rowan Williams9 argues that a ‘gospel’, an ‘euangelion’, in secular 

Greek was an official proclamation bringing good news of a victory or 

some important news about the emperor, perhaps the birth of an heir 

to the Empire… Remember that at that period Roman Emperors were 

regarded as divine. 

 

Now read Mark’s first words again: The beginning of the gospel/good 

news of Jesus Christ (the Messiah, the anointed one), son of God. It’s 

subversive.  

 

The gospels also look quite like ancient biography. An ancient 

biography – a ‘life’ or bios – would not, like our biographies, be set out 

chronologically, with all the details of birth, education etc. etc. They 

would contain a series of anecdotes, speeches and sayings to build up 

a picture of the great person. They might also focus heavily on the 

person’s last days and death, as the epitome of their achievement and 

their legacy. 

 

Why do we have four gospels? Why didn’t the early church decide on 

one as the best? Or make a gospel which included the best of all this 

 
8 I am making no assumptions about authorship by using the traditional ascriptions! 
9 In Meeting God in Mark – see reading list 
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four? Taken together, the four gospels present a rich picture of Jesus. 

Each of the four gospels has a particular ‘take’ and a particular style 

imposed on the general format. 

 

Mark 

Mark begins, as we have seen, with… The beginning of the good news 

of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. This sets out Mark’s stall. It is good 

news. But Mark is clear that Jesus is the Son of God. Three times in 

Mark’s gospel do we hear Jesus described as ‘Son of God’. Jesus hears 

it at his baptism; the disciples hear it at the Transfiguration; a Gentile, 

the Roman soldier, says ‘Truly this was God’s son’ (or ‘a son of God’) 

at Jesus’ death. The revelation widens from Jesus himself to his Jewish 

disciples and symbolically to a Gentile. Mark was probably written for 

Gentiles. 

 

Mark is short and racy. Particularly in the first half, covering Jesus’ 

travelling ministry, we find ‘immediately…immediately…’ repeated 

over and over. There are no birth stories – Mark plunges straight into 

John the Baptist’s ministry and the baptism of Jesus. Mark also ends 

abruptly – there are no resurrection appearances, and we are left 

wondering if the women did go and tell the others (though they must 

have done, or we would not have the story). There are attempts in the 

manuscripts at adding endings, but they read uncomfortably unlike 

Mark (and unlike any of the other evangelists). Either Mark meant to 

leave the story hanging in the balance like that, or (as at least one 

scholar believes) the real ending got lost. 

 

Among the main themes of the gospel are: the failure of the disciples 

to understand Jesus’ teaching; and the picture of the Messiah as 

someone who would be rejected and suffer.  
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Matthew 

Matthew begins his gospel… An account of the genealogy of Jesus the 

Messiah, the son of David, the son of Abraham. He starts by securely 

placing Jesus in Jewish history (and reflects the genealogies found in 

Genesis). It is the most Jewish of the gospels; there are many OT 

quotations in the narrative and on Jesus’ lips. There are some very 

Jewish (almost apocalyptic) images in his account of the crucifixion. 

However, the gospel has a strong anti-Jewish establishment flavour, 

and is also quite anti-Roman. 

 

Matthew depicts Jesus as a Moses-like Teacher, and a main theme is 

Jesus as fulfilment of the Law and the Prophets. 

 

Matthew has birth stories, unlike Mark; they focus around Joseph. 

 

Luke 

Begins… Since many have undertaken to set down an orderly account 

of the events that have been fulfilled among us, just as they were 

handed on to us by those who from the beginning were eyewitnesses 

and servants of the word, I too decided … to write an orderly account 

for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the truth 

concerning the things about which you have been instructed. 

 

Acts begins… In the first book, Theophilus, I wrote about all that Jesus 

did and taught from the beginning until the day when he was taken up 

to heaven, after giving instructions through the Holy Spirit to the 

apostles whom he had chosen. 
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Luke is the first part of a two-part series. The gospel ends with the 

resurrected Jesus and his ascension; Acts begins with the resurrected 

Jesus and his ascension.  

 

The aim is at an ‘orderly account’ (and it begins in very elegant Greek!), 

and Luke sets Jesus’ story firmly in history by reference to kings and 

emperors.  It seems to set out to educate, to clarify for ‘Theophilus’ 

(who may or may not have been a real person – the name means 

‘friend of God’) the truth of the gospel. But Luke has his own flavour. 

Luke tells a ‘travelling’ story. Jesus seems to spend his time ‘on the 

way’, in particular, going up to Jerusalem. 

 

Luke was probably a Gentile, and addresses Gentile believers. Luke 

also has a genealogy of Jesus – which goes back to Adam (compare 

Matthew’s which is only from Abraham). 

 

A key focus of Luke is Jesus’ concern with the poor, the socially 

unacceptable, with women and with non-Jews. His birth stories centre 

on Mary and her experiences. 

 

John 

And finally, John. John begins… In the beginning was the Word…, going 

back even further than Luke. It is a later, more ‘theological’ writing, 

with a stress on Jesus’ divinity. Towards the end of the gospel, the 

writer states his purpose: But these are written so that you may come 

to believe* that Jesus is the Messiah, the Son of God, and that through 

believing you may have life in his name. 

 
*or: continue to believe 
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John seems to have been addressed to a later (probably mixed 

Jewish/Gentile) Christian community in which there was internal and 

external pressure.  

 

The layout of the book is: 

 

Prologue   (that wonderful passage we read at Christmas!) 

Book of Signs  (chs 2-12: Jesus’ miracles are described as ‘signs’ 

and John numbers seven of them) 

Book of Glory  (chs 13-20: Jesus’ last night with his disciples and 

death, which include Jesus’ long discourses in 

which God’s glory figures largely) 

Appendix  (a chapter almost certainly added later, though 

perhaps by the same author) 

  

As well as glory, life and light are important themes. John also has the 

‘I am’ sayings, which bear much reflection for themselves, but are also 

important because of the words ‘I am’ which were (rightly!) seen by 

his hearers as a claim to divinity. 

 

  

Do you have a favourite gospel? Why? Is there one you find 

hardest to get on with? Why? What do you think about the 

different pictures of Jesus the four gospels present? 
 



 

44 
 

Reading exercise To help us think a bit more about reading with the 

genres in mind. Some comments will be found in Appendix 2. 
 
Read these two sections from the accounts of Jesus’ death:  

Mark 15:33-39 and Luke 23:44-47 
 
1 What differences do you see? 
___________________________________________ 
 
Now read Psalm 22 
 
2 What genre of writing is this? 
 
3 What did this psalm originally mean/what was the purpose of this 

psalm? 
 
4 Who was the author? 
 
5 Look at the psalm overall. What is its shape? How do the 

emotions change? 
 
6 Jesus is reported in Mark’s gospel (and Matthew’s) to have cried 

out the first line of this psalm on the cross. Does that mean it was 

a prophecy of Jesus’ suffering and death? Or was Jesus using it to 

express his emotions? 

___________________________________ 
 
Now read Isaiah 53: 3-9. This is prophecy. It is taken from one of the 

‘Servant Songs’. 
 
7 What did it mean then? (You might need to do some research…) 
 
8 Can we apply it to Jesus, then? 
 
Well, Philip (not the Philip of the Twelve, but one of the Seven 

appointed to care for the Greek widows (Acts 6:1-6), and later called 

an ‘evangelist’) did! See Acts 8:29-35. 
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Why do we read the Bible? 

 

 

 

 
 
 
Two passages from the Epistles which suggest reasons for reading 

Scripture: 
 

14 But as for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly 

believed, knowing from whom you learned it, 15 and how from 

childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to 

instruct you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. 16 All scripture 

is inspired by God and is*useful for teaching, for reproof, for 

correction, and for training in righteousness, 17 so that everyone who 

belongs to God may be proficient, equipped for every good work.  

           2 Tim 3:14-27 
* or: Every scripture inspired by God is also 
 

4 For whatever was written in former days was written for our 

instruction, so that by steadfastness and by the encouragement of 

the scriptures we might have hope.     Rom 15:4 

 

 
 
According to these passages, some of the reasons are: for our 

instruction and teaching; for discipline; for training in Christian life and 

work; and for encouragement. Add others you discovered in your 

thinking or discussions.  
 
Note that these two passages are referring to the Hebrew Scriptures 

– the New Testament was still in the early stages of production! 

Discuss: 

Why do we read the Bible?  

Why do you read the Bible? Do you read the Bible, and if so, how? 
 

What reasons do these two passages give for reading Scripture? 
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But there is perhaps something else about Scripture. A story told in East 

Africa… 

 

A village woman used to walk around always carrying around her 

Bible. ‘Why always the Bible?’ her neighbours asked teasingly. 

‘There are so many other books you could read.’ The woman knelt 

down, held the Bible high above her head and said, ‘Yes, of course 

there are many books which I could read. But there is only one 

book which reads me.’10  

 

 

Ways of reading the Bible 
 
We read the Bible for different reasons and therefore in different 

ways. We read for our theology: Anglicanism traditionally depends on 

three authorities for doctrine: Scripture, Tradition and Reason.11 We 

read for public preaching and reflection. We may read privately, in 

personal devotion, mining the Scripture for a thought to take us 

through the day and on which to base our prayers. We may study the 

Bible in a group, following a topic, or a complete book of the Bible. All 

of these demand different ways of reading.  

 

But, importantly, we need to read both with the head and the heart. 

 

 
 

10 Weber, Hans-Ruedi. The Book that Reads Me: a Handbook for Bible Study Enablers. 
Geneva: WCC Publications, 1995, p. ix. This book has a number of suggestions for 
interesting approaches to group Bible study. 
11 This ‘three-legged stool’ – such a stool falls down if any of the legs is taken away – 
comes originally from Richard Hooker, a 16th century Anglican theologian. Note that for 
Hooker Scripture was pre-eminent, and Reason and Tradition (for Hooker, in that order) 
were in second and third place. However, the order above is that now generally 
recognised. Methodism adds Experience to these three. 
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Some methods of reading Scripture 
 
We don’t always have to read the Bible the same way. Here are some 

different ways to read: 

 

Whole books/large sections 

This is particularly good for getting the context and a broad sweep of 

the history/issues in the letter/nature of Jesus’ itinerant ministry and 

so on, depending on the book. If a person or a group is going to study 

a book in sections, it’s worth reading it through as a whole first. 

 

Themes 

Sometimes we may want to mine the Bible for its teaching or example 

regarding a particular subject or theme – for example: mission; 

financial giving; prayer; Christian attitudes to secular work. This needs 

a good deal of preparation on the part of someone whose Scripture 

knowledge is good. Or there are ready-made resources. 

 

Character studies 

We can follow a character through the narrative and/or their writings 

and speeches. What do we learn about him/her? What do we learn 

from him/her? (Bearing in mind that all God’s people, even the best 

leaders, have flaws and failings – we can learn from those too.) Or a 

group of characters: the disciples; women in spiritual leadership (they 

are there!) 

 

Close verse-by-verse analysis 

For serious study, and sometimes hard work, but none the less 

rewarding for all that. For best effect, this needs preparation and/or 

an expert leader. 
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Two time-honoured methods of reading for personal use 

 

Lectio divina 
 
If you have used the worship suggestion at the beginning of the 

booklet, you have already met lectio divina. It can be used with any 

passage of Scripture. There are four steps: 

 

Lectio (reading)  

Read or hear a first time, slowly. Note any phase or image that 

particularly speaks to you, stirs you in some way. No need to 

analyse at this point. 

 

Meditatio (meditation)  

Read or hear it a second time. Dwell on, ‘chew over’ what has 

struck you. 

 

Oratio (prayer)  

Read or hear it a third time. Bring your thoughts to God in prayer. 

 

Contemplatio (contemplation)  

Simply ‘be’ in the presence of God. 

 

Lectio divina can be used by yourself, or in a group. In a group, at the 

end members of the group may speak out a word or phrase from the 

passage which has meant something to them (no discussion). 
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Imaginative reading of narrative 
 
Choose a story – this method often uses a Gospel story. 

• Read the passage slowly, perhaps several times.  

• Use your senses – what can you hear, see, smell…? 

• Who are you in the scene? How are you feeling? Don’t judge 

yourself! – explore what you feel, not what you think you 

should feel. 

• Ask God to help you explore any strong feeling you have 

experienced. 

 

This can be very powerful. It might help to write down what you have 

experienced, or share it with a trusted friend or spiritual director, 

especially if you have had any strong reactions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

If you are studying this in a group, you might like to try this together. 

The leader can suggest a passage, and each person quietly goes 

through the process (you might like to spread out into different parts 

of the room, if that is a possibility). The group can then discuss what 

the experience was like. 

. 
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Understanding the Bible 
 
30 So Philip ran up to it (the chariot of the Ethiopian eunuch) and heard 

him reading the prophet Isaiah. He asked, ‘Do you understand what 

you are reading?’ 31 He replied, ‘How can I, unless someone guides 

me?’          Acts 8: 30-31 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Some helps for understanding 

We have put this study material together to help people read Scripture 

well. So this, and any courses like it that you can access are means to 

increase your understanding. Then there is listening to good 

preaching. I hope you have that opportunity! We were very fortunate 

when we were students to hear some of the best preachers of the 

time, and it has left its mark. 

 

Bible reading notes are good for personal use, and vary in depth and 

theological ‘flavour’. Examples are those produced by the Bible 

Reading Fellowship and Scripture Union. There is also online material, 

both online versions of the traditional bible reading notes and some 

specifically designed for online use. 

 

Most of us will be familiar with Advent and Lent study books. Look out 

for new ones as the seasons are coming up. Even if you use other aids 

to Bible reading and prayer throughout the year, it can be a good 

Do we need help to understand?  

You might like to discuss whether you feel you can understand the 

Bible well when you read it. How did you learn to understand it? 

Are there different levels of reading that need different levels of 

help for understanding? 
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discipline to concentrate on Advent or Lenten Scriptures in those 

seasons. 

 

There are, of course, study guides for group use. These are useful when 

an expert is not available to lead your study. They vary in style – use 

those you find more helpful. 

 

Books on the Bible abound! We have included a resource list, but it is 

simply a selection of those we found useful in preparing this material. 

Friends and church leaders may be able to recommend the ones they 

have found helpful.  

 

Commentaries… 

…deserve a section to themselves. They are the traditional help to 

understanding the Bible. They come in all sizes! 

 

Some are for the ordinary reader, and while they explain and comment 

section by section, they may also be designed to guide devotional 

reading. The most obvious ones of those are the ‘… For everyone’ 

series. The OT series is by John Goldingay, and the NT series by Tom 

(NT) Wright. Both of these authors explain simply and provide a fresh 

thought on the passage, but they are also very serious scholars, and so 

the easy-to-read comment is underpinned by academic rigour.  

 

Others are somewhat more in-depth and for use for bible study 

leaders and preachers, and for checking up on something you don’t 

understand. Example series are: The Bible Speaks Today, and the 

Tyndale Commentaries. 
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There are also one-volume commentaries on the whole Bible, which 

can be a good option if you don’t want something very in-depth, but 

do want a bit of scholarship behind it. 

 

And, of course, there are academic commentaries, several centimetres 

thick… You tend to need to have a working knowledge of Greek or 

Hebrew for best use of these! 

 

A final word on understanding Scripture 
 
I (RB) was trained with the principle that Scripture interprets Scripture. 

This is particularly true when the New Testament uses Old Testament 

references to explain things. Equally, the New Testament writers 

clearly thought that Jesus’ life and death fulfilled Old Testament 

prophecies, which can help illuminate in both directions. Another way 

that Scripture can help us understand Scripture is when we consider 

together different passages relevant to the same subject. The 

lectionary often does this. 

 

That all means that the more you read and understand of the Bible, 

the more it helps you understand other parts of the Bible. 

 

And finally… 
 
It is said that Jewish scholarship has a tradition of wrestling with 

Scripture. It is reminiscient of Jacob wrestling with God and insisting 

on getting a blessing (Gen 32:22-32). Scripture is not a light novel or a 

promise box. It bears serious study; we find things hard or even 

repugnant; we find places where it challenges us rather than comforts 

us. But wrestle with it! – Scripture can stand it, and you may well wrest 

the blessing out of even hard passages as you persist. 
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Appendix 1: Resources       Ros Brett 
 
Of making many books there is no end, and much study is a weariness 

of the flesh. So says the Teacher – Ecclesiastes 12: 12b. Personally I 

love study, especially of Scripture. But there are many, many books 

about Scripture and how to read it. Here’s a selection, very various; I 

hope some of them may be helpful to some of you.  
 
Some of them are quite old, but classic…. They may be available very 

cheaply on Amazon. 
 
Grove Booklets are a good brief introduction to many subjects, and 

this list contains a couple. They may be bought online from 

https://grovebooks.co.uk/. Worth browsing their list. There are 

several series, of which the Biblical Series is one. 

 

General guides 
 
Roberts, Vaughan. God’s Big Picture: Tracing the Storyline of the Bible. 

Nottingham: Inter-Varsity Press, 2006. 

This is the book from which Chris took his timeline. Chapters in 

order of the timeline with Bible study suggestions. 
 
Briggs, Richard. Light to Live By: How to Interpret the Bible. Bletchley: 

Scripture Union, 2005. 
 
Fee, Gordon D. and Douglas Stuart. How to Read the Bible for All Its 

Worth. 3rd ed. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2003. 
 
Fee, Gordon D. and Douglas Stuart. How to Read the Bible Book by 

Book: a Guided Tour. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2002. 
 
Gooder, Paula. The Bible. London: Oneworld, 2013 

Rather more detailed coverage the subjects of this course, plus a 
section on the legacy of the Bible in art, literature, music. 

https://grovebooks.co.uk/
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A good Study Bible will have lots of articles, maps etc. I have two NRSV 

ones with different additional materials:  

The New Oxford Annotated Bible New Revised Standard Version 

with the Apocrypha. Ed. Michael D. Coogan. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2010. 
  
The Harper Collins Study Bible…New Revised Standard Edition, 

with the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books… Rev. ed. Ed. 

Harold W. Attridge. San Francisco: HarperCollins, 2006. 
 

Some of you might like this: 

The Jewish Annotated New Testament New Revised Standard 

Bible Translation. Ed. Amy-Jill Levine and Marc Zvi Brettler. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011. 

Jewish scholars annotate the New Testament (drawing on 

Jewish texts and cultural information) and provide essays on 

relevant subjects. 

 

Bible: history and translations 
 
Barton, John Making the Christian Bible. London: Darton, Longman 

and Todd, 1997. 

Old but gold! Slim book for the general reader. 
 

Fee, Gordon D. and Mark L. Strauss: How to Choose a Translation for 

all its Worth: a Guide to Understanding and Using Bible Translations. 

Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2007. 

Rather technical on translation theories and detailed. 

 

Old Testament 
 
Briggs, Raymond. Why Read the Old Testament? Grove Biblical Series, 

B60. Cambridge: Grove Books, 2011. 
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(There is also a provocatively titled book by John Goldingay: Do we 

need the New Testament?: Letting the Old Testament Speak for Itself. 

Downer’s Grove: IVP, 2015…) 
 
Charpentier, Etienne. How to Read the Old Testament, tr. John 

Bowden. London: SCM Press, 1982. 
 
Drane, John. Introducing the Old Testament. Revised and updated. 

Oxford: Lion Hudson, 2000. 

A bit heavier than Charpentier and from a different theological 

‘stable’. 
 

Dennis, Trevor. Lo and behold!: The Power of Old Testament 

Storytelling. London: SPCK, 1991. 
 
Dennis, Trevor. Sarah Laughed: Women's Voices in the Old Testament. 

London: SPCK, 1994 

 

Psalms 
 
Magonet, Jonathan. A Rabbi reads the Psalms. 2nd ed. London: SCM 

Press, 2004. 

Dean Margi says…gives insights for non-Hebrew readers into the 

richness of the language from the perspective of a Rabbi. Quite 

deep but illuminating. 
 

Peterson, Eugene H. A Long Obedience in the Same Direction: 

Discipleship in an Instant Society. 20th Anniversary ed. Downer’s 

Grove: IVP, 2000. 

Comment on the Songs of Ascents – Psalms 120-134 – as a basis 

for discipleship. This edition includes the texts in the ‘Message’ 

version.  
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The ‘Old Testament God’ problem… 
 
Often God’s actions as portrayed in the Old Testament seem 

problematic. Here are three resources (in order of increasing size and 

complexity) which attempt to answer that knotty question. 
 
Jenson, Philip. The Problem of War in the Old Testament. Grove Biblical 

Series, B25. Cambridge: Grove Books, 2002. 
 
Lamb, David T. God behaving badly: Is the God of the Old Testament 

Angry, Sexist and Racist? Downers Grove: Intervarsity Press, 2011. 
 
Holladay, William L. Long Ago God Spoke: How Christians May Hear the 

Old Testament Today. Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995. 

 

New Testament 
 
Charpentier, Etienne. How to Read the New Testament, tr. John 

Bowden. London: SCM Press, 1982. 

 

Gospels 
 
Burridge, Richard A. Four Gospels, One Jesus? A Symbolic Reading. 2nd 

ed. Re-issued with an updated bibliography. London: SPCK, 2013. 

Discussion of the different emphases of the four gospels, using the 

symbols of the four evangelists.  
 

Stanton, Graham. The Gospels and Jesus. 2nd ed. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2002. 

Scholarly and quite substantial. 
 

 
Williams, Rowan. Meeting God in Mark. London: SPCK, 2014. 

Short, very readable introduction to Mark’s gospel, with a first 

section on the technical questions of date, form, authorship, etc. 
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Galloway, Kathy. Imagining the Gospels. London: SPCK, 1988. 

Imaginative readings, placed in a modern setting, of 10 Gospel 

stories. Very evocative. (I physically cannot read the one on the 

massacre of the innocents…) 

 

Epistles of Paul 
 
Williams, Rowan. Meeting God in Paul. London: SPCK, 2015. 

Short, readable introduction to Paul and his thought. 

 

Commentaries 
 
Goldingay, John. The Old Testament for Everyone.  

Wright, Tom. The New Testament for Everyone. 

Series of 17 paperback volumes for the OT and 18 for the NT. 

Commentary for the ordinary reader, with the authors’ own 

translations. Fresh thoughts and good for devotional reading. 
 

The two series of slightly more substantial commentaries: 

The Bible Speaks Today 

Tyndale Commentaries  

Both published by InterVarsity Press and towards the evangelical 

end of the scholarship range. 
 

A one-volume commentary is a good thing to have. One example: 

The Oxford Bible Commentary. Eds. John Barton and John Muddiman. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007. 

Hefty paperback for about £25; broad spectrum of scholarship. 

Verse-by verse commentary on the OT, NT and Apocrypha, plus 

introductory essays and essays on post-Biblical Jewish literature 

and extra-canonical early Christian literature. 
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Appendix 2: Reading exercise answers/comments 
 
These are some of my (RB) thoughts… 
 
1 There is no ‘cry of dereliction’ in Luke,  ∴ no response to that 

(misunderstood) cry. (Note the words recorded in the gospel are more Aramaic 

than Hebrew, although it is a quote from Psalm 22.) 

 Mark on the tearing of the Temple curtain has ‘from top to bottom’ – is 

that significant? 

 Centurion in Mark calls Jesus ‘God’s son’, in Luke simply ‘innocent’ – 

Markan emphasis on Jesus’ divinity 
 
2 Poetry – a psalm apparently meant to be sung 
 
3 Psalm of lament/petition/prayer for help. A complaint to God in vivid 

metaphorical terms about an individual’s suffering and mocking at the hands of 

others. How might such a psalm get into the ‘hymnbook’? 
 
4 Heading, which is part of the Hebrew text, has ‘of David’… Might mean 

David wrote it? David commissioned it? David collected it? Someone else wrote 

it as describing an experience of David?... 
 
5 Cries of suffering interwoven with expressions of God’s power to help (vv 

3-5, vv 9-11). 

There is an abrupt change at 21b…to confidence in God that God has acted. The 

speaker promises to praise God publicly. There is confidence in God’s help in 

the future. 
 
6 Not sure! If it was simply Jesus expressing his emotions – was it only a ‘cry 

of dereliction’ or did it imply a confidence in the ultimate good outcome? 
 
7 This is disputed. It is set in the ‘comfort and consolation’ section of Isaiah, 

promising an end to the Babylonian exile. 
 
Who was the servant? Israel? (Probably the most common Jewish 

interpretation) A faithful remnant of Israel? An individual? It probably was not 

read as the Messiah (though there is scholarly disagreement on that). 
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Note on Acts 8:29-35. The Greek text here is almost identical to the Septuagint; 

there are minor differences from the Masoretic text. 

 

NB Jews of Jesus’ time, and Christian writers in the NT, had different traditions 

of interpretation from us. They appear sometimes to play fast and loose with 

the OT text, but their interpretations are consistent with methods of exegesis 

of their time, even if the resulting interpretation by Christians are rejected by 

Jews. 

 

             
 


