Living Hope – Equipping Track


The Bible

“… from infancy you have known the holy Scriptures, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking, correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.” 2 Timothy 3:15-17

The Bible – The Word Of God

The Bible is a unique book. It claims to be the very words of God. Despite being written by around 40 different human authors over a period of at least 1,500 years, God who created all things, is behind it all. As the Bible itself says, “All Scripture is God-breathed…” Or, as Wayne Grudem puts it, “All the words in the Bible are God’s words.” (Christian Beliefs, page 11). (See for example: John 12:48-50; Revelation 19:9; 22:18-19).

Divine Authority

God is the supreme authority; there can be none higher. He alone has the ‘divine right’ to require obedience from us. If all the words of the Bible come from him, it follows naturally that the whole Bible ‘speaks’ with his authority. Therefore, Scripture is the supreme standard by which all other ‘truth’ must be judged. Neither reason, nor religious experience, nor church tradition, nor science, nor any other thing in all creation can be set above it.

	Write out Matthew 4:4 
	     

	     

	     


As Originally Given

The Bible consists of two parts, the Old Testament (the Jewish Scriptures) and the New Testament (Christian Scriptures). Both parts together make up the complete Christian Scriptures. The Old Testament was originally written in the Hebrew language, and the New Testament in the Greek Language. It is important for us to understand that it is the original manuscripts in the original languages that we believe have been given by God.

“For prophecy never had its origin in the will of man, but men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” 2 Peter 1:21

It is obvious then, that the Bible we read today has been copied (by hand until the invention of the printing press in the 16 century) many times, and translated. Inevitably, there have been copying errors. Yet, because there are thousands of copies of Bible manuscripts (compared to very few for other ancient writings) scholars have been able to eliminate most copying errors. Only a very few points of uncertainty remain (see the margin notes in your own Bible), and none of these affect a key Christian belief! God has preserved his word for us!

The Truth

	Write out John 17:17
	     

	     


The Bible is not just true; it is the truth! God knows everything (1 John 3:20), and he never lies (1 Samuel 15:29). Therefore his word, as given to us in the Bible, defines what is true; all other sources of information must be tested against this. All other philosophies of life will succeed only as far as they agree with the Bible. One word of caution: This position of the Bible as the ultimate truth depends on it being correctly interpreted. When a challenge is raised against some point of Scripture, we must carefully look to make sure we have not made a mistake in our interpretation. Guidelines for proper interpretation are given later in this study.

Revelation

Question: Do you think it is possible to know God without the Bible? Explain your reasoning.

	     

	     

	     


By definition, God is greater than us. As Creator of all things, his wisdom and understanding go way beyond our own. We cannot know him unless he tells us about himself, unless he reveals his truth to us. We can see something of God from his creation around us: his power, his glory, his orderliness, his majestic beauty, his goodness. This kind of knowledge is often called “general revelation” and is given to all people everywhere. In contrast to this, when God reveals the truth about himself in words we can understand in the Bible, this is called “special revelation”. God makes his special revelation available to those who seek him; without it no-one can know him.

True, Accurate And Reliable

The Bible is absolutely true, accurate and reliable. In the case of men, when we write about events that have happened, we describe the facts as we know them; we interpret the facts as we understand them; we speculate about the future on the basis of our limited knowledge. When God tells us something, he knows all the facts; his interpretation is completely accurate because his understanding is perfect; when he speaks of the future, he knows it already.

Write out Hebrews 4:13

	     

	     

	     


Since God always speaks the truth and never lies (see Isaiah 45:19; Numbers 23:19) we can trust his word completely. However, people sometimes think the Bible is incorrect when they try to treat it as for example, a science book, instead of a book for ordinary people. (For example, the statement, “the sun rose in the morning” is an ordinary statement about how we experience life on earth; it is not an incorrect statement about astro-physics!) The meaning of what is written also depends on the intention in the mind of the author – beware of trying to make passages of Scripture mean more than the author meant!

“The truth of the Scriptures does not demand that the Bible reports events with exact, scientific detail (though all the details it does report are true). Nor does it demand that the Bible tell us everything we need to know or could ever know about a subject. It never makes either of these claims. In addition, because it was written by ordinary men in an ordinary language with an ordinary style, it does contain loose or free quotations and some uncommon and unusual forms of grammar or spelling. But these are not matters of truthfulness. The Bible does not, in its original form, affirm anything contrary to fact.” (Grudem, Christian Beliefs pages 13-14).

Many people find the first 11 chapters of Genesis (about origins) difficult to accept because they seem strongly opposed to prevalent modern thinking about evolution over millions of years. Helpful information in support of the Bible’s position can be found at www.AnswersinGenesis.org.

How Do We Know It’s True?

“If God claims the words of Scripture are his own, then there is ultimately no higher authority one can appeal to for proof of this claim than the Scripture itself. For what authority could be higher than God? So, Scripture ultimately gains its authority from itself. But the claims of Scripture only become our personal convictions through the work of the Holy Spirit in an individual’s heart.”
(Grudem, Christian Beliefs, page 13).

While the above position makes sense, it can seem disappointing to those hoping to find some great ‘proof’ outside the Bible that shows it is true. In a very practical way, Jesus himself shows us how we can know for ourselves that the Bible is true:

Write out John 7:17

	     

	     


The more we experience it for ourselves, the more we know it is true. Other arguments, while not proving the truth of the Bible, help us to gain greater confidence in it. These include: The fact of transformed lives (in the present and throughout history!); historical reliability; internal consistency; fulfilled prophecies; the majestic beauty and wisdom of the content.

As is so often the case, Jesus himself shows us the right attitude to adopt towards God’s word:

“He said to them, ‘How foolish you are, and how slow of heart to believe all that the prophets have spoken!’” Luke 24:25

Why These 66 Books Only?

The 66 books of the Bible (39 Old Testament, 27 New Testament) are recognised by all Christians as God’s Holy Word. Jesus himself accepted the Old Testament, the Jewish Scriptures, as the word of God (for example, see Luke 24:25-27, 44-45; Matthew 5:17-19).

The New Testament books are all accepted because they were written either directly by Christ’s apostles (i.e. those who had had a direct relationship with him) or those close to them. They are the only record of the life of Jesus we have – our only first-hand testimony. The writings of the apostles were recognised as Scripture during their life-times (e.g. 2 Peter 3:15-16), and the complete list of books that make up the Bible was universally recognised by the churches by the third century AD. Since then, those who have tried to add to the Bible in any way have simply created false cults or false religions!

At the very end of the Bible, God warns us against adding to or taking away from the words he has given:

“I warn everyone who hears the words of prophecy of this book: If anyone adds anything to them, God will add to him the plagues described in this book. And if anyone takes words away from this book of prophecy, God will take away from him his share in the tree of life and in the holy city, which are described in this book.” Revelation 22:18-19

How Was The Bible Given?

If The Bible is the words of God himself, how did it come to be written? This is a good question. It was written by about 40 different human authors at various points in history using ordinary human language, yet all of it is described as “God-breathed” (2 Timothy 3:16). The actual mechanism of “divine inspiration” remains a mystery. It is enough to say here that the Holy Spirit influenced these authors to write exactly what God wanted them to write, yet still using their own intellect and ability rather than by-passing them. Peter describes the situation well: “…men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit.” (2 Peter 1:21; see also 1 Chronicles 28:12, 19 for example).

Its Purpose

Question: Why has God given us the Bible?

	     

	     

	     


Check the following Scriptures and update your answer if necessary:

· 1 Samuel 3:21
God reveals himself.

· Deuteronomy 30:15-16
God reveals his commands and his ways.

· John 20:30-31
God reveals his way of salvation.

Understanding It Properly

As was said above, the Bible is the ultimate truth. Yet we must be careful to interpret it correctly, otherwise it will be of no more value to us than if it were a pack of lies!

Question: Why do you think it is vital to understand the Bible properly?

	     

	     

	     

	     


God has made everything he wants us to know clear in the Bible. There are also many mysteries, but these are always secondary issues – if they aren’t too important to God, then they need not be to us either.

Here are a few principles to aid proper interpretation of the Bible:

· The help of the Holy Spirit is essential! (1 Corinthians 2:12-14; john 14:26)

· Great intelligence is not required! (Matthew 11:25-26)

· An attitude of humility and submission to God is necessary to receive a correct understanding (James 4:6-7; 1 Corinthians 1:18-21)

· Don’t lose sight of the point of it all. Our goal is to love God and follow his ways. (1 Timothy 1:5-7)

· God’s ways are higher than our ways. Often we must work hard to understand them. (Isaiah 55:8-9; 2 Timothy 2:15)

· Interpret Scripture literally: It means what it says! But remember to treat poetry as poetry, and metaphors as metaphors etc. (e.g. In Psalm 23, David does not mean he is a sheep!)

· Consider the context. E.g. The Bible says, “There is no God”; but the full context actually says, “The fool says in his heart, ‘There is no God.’”! (Psalm 14:1)

· To understand a passage we must understand its original meaning, i.e. what was the writer meaning to say through this passage? Remember, language means no more than it is used to mean. Avoid the temptation to build new beliefs based only on a single phrase!

· Interpret Scripture by Scripture. Often one passage will help to make sense of another.

· Consider the message of the whole Bible. God does not contradict himself. Some truths require us to hold in balance a number of scriptures that speak of different aspects of the truth.

· Interpret Scripture bearing in mind its purpose, e.g. Its purpose is to help us know God, not to help us understand nature.

· Several passages on the same theme help to give the bigger picture.

· Books written later in time often help explain and interpret those written earlier (e.g. John’s Gospel, last of the Gospels to be written, explains much more of the meaning of Jesus’ life and ministry; the New Testament helps to explain the significance of the Old Testament…)

· The purpose of studying the Bible is always so we can apply it to our lives, never just to build up knowledge.

The Bible And Science

The view that the Bible conflicts with the discoveries of science is very common and is often used as an excuse to ignore the Bible and its teachings. In reality there can be no conflict, because both nature and the Bible come from God. Yet, both the Bible and science are open to misinterpretation by us; this is the cause of all conflicts. In general, science seeks to explain the ‘what’ and the ‘how’, whilst the Bible explains the ‘why’. No one should claim a complete understanding of the universe, either from science or the Bible; only God understands it all!

Do It!

The purpose of the Bible is to enable us to know God and his ways so that, by believing its truth and putting its directions into practice, we can take hold of the life that is truly life! (1 Timothy 6:19). So don’t just study it – do it!

“Do not merely listen to the word, and so deceive yourselves. Do what it says.” James 1:22
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