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Introduction to the Bible 

 

Imagine the scene in the school RE lesson on ‘Holy Books’. The question says, “Fill in 

the missing word in the following sentences: 

• the Holy Book of the Muslims is the Q………………. 

• the Holy Book of the Christians is the B………………” 

The answers are obvious and it would be no fault of the pupil to think that the Qur'an 

and the Bible, being the holy books of these two faiths, stand as equivalent to each other 

and should be interpreted in the same way. 

 

For Muslims the book is the Qur'an, the directly, verbally revealed Word of God sent 

down from heaven on the heart of the Prophet Muhammad. The Qur'an calls Christians 

Ahl al-Kitab or the People of the Book. Again, the Qur'an names the book in question 

as the Injil, which was sent down on the heart of the Prophet Jesus. Surely then, the 

Qur'an and the Injil stand as equivalent to each other, both being sent down from God 

on the heart of a sinless prophet who conveyed them to the people around them? The 

next step is to ask, “What is the Injil?” Most scholars take the word Injil to be a loan 

word from the Greek euangelion, which literally means ‘good news’ and is the word 

from which we get gospel in English.  It is easier to see the link if one uses the French, 

l’évangile, which is the word for gospel and the sound is closer to Injil. It is no surprise 

then that Muslims draw the conclusion that there was a book sent down to Jesus, in the 

same way that the Qur'an was sent down to Muhammad, and this book was called, in 

English, the Gospel. So, in Muslim thinking, Christians are often thought of as the 

People of the Gospel and therefore there is confusion when they find that there are 

actually four gospels in the New Testament! This road leads to great misunderstanding 

if one thinks that one now understands how Christians see Christianity. It would be 

more accurate to say that Christians see themselves as the Followers of the Way 

revealed by the Word of God written in the human flesh of Jesus.  That’s quite different 

and quite a mouthful that will need unpacking as time goes on.  Having drawn out this 

pattern outlining how a Muslim might expect to understand a Christian Holy Book to 

be equivalent to the Qur'an, we now have to ask Muslim readers to put it to one side 

and to try to see things from a quite different Christian perspective. 

 

More things to put to one side 

 

The Qur'an tells us that all the peoples of the earth have received guidance from God. 

Five books of guidance are mentioned by name in the Qur'an and the five prophets to 

whom they were sent down (tanzil).  Four of these named prophets are figures also 

found in the bible: Abraham, Moses, David, and Jesus. Before we go further, we need 

to understand that the term prophet is used in quite different ways in Islam from its use 

in the biblical religions. In Islamic understanding, a prophet (nabi) is a human being 

preserved from sin by God, whose task it is, either to receive and lay down a new way 

of putting into practice the perennial guidance of God for human living (a shari'a), or 

to call a community of people back to the practice that was laid down by an earlier 

prophet. The prophet (rasul) who lays down a new way of living out the perennial 

guidance, does so by receiving a scripture from God as a direct literal, verbal revelation, 
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conveying it to the community and putting it into practice in an exemplary way. This is 

quite different from a biblical understanding of prophets. Biblical prophets are not 

sinless and they receive messages or missions from God to bring the people back to a 

more godly way of life. This being the case, the four biblical figures mentioned above 

and referred to as prophets in the Qur'an would not be thought of as prophets by the 

biblical religions. For Christians, they do not fit either the Islamic (except for Jesus, 

they were sinners, for example) or the biblical definition of a prophet.  Abraham is 

thought of as the Patriarch or the father of the community, Moses is the one who 

receives the Law, and David is one of the great kings of the Jewish nation. For 

Christians, of course, there is a radically different understanding of Jesus as we will 

explore. 

 

The four Islamic prophets mentioned each received a book of guidance from God of 

which they were not the author. The book was sent down from the heavenly realm, 

received by the prophet and then conveyed faithfully to the people. Each of these books 

was guidance for living a godly life (din) in submission to the divine will. In essence, 

the guidance contained in these earlier scriptures was the same as that contained in the 

Qur'an. Abraham was given the suhuf, which is generally translated as ‘scrolls,’ the 

contents of which have been lost. Moses was given the Taurat, which may have been 

preserved in part in the Torah or the first five books of the bible. David was given the 

Zabur, which surely must have been more, or different to, the one hundred and fifty 

Psalms contained in the bible, which are more songs in praise of God than a book of 

ethical guidance like the Qur'an. As we have seen, Jesus was given the Injil but 

Christians have no record of such a scripture being sent down to Jesus or any place for 

such in their theological understanding. 

 

It will become clear that a Christian understanding of scripture is quite different to that 

of Islam. The books contained in the bible have a different origin to a Muslim 

understanding of the Qur'an and they belong to quite different forms of literature. This 

is just one element in the Muslim paradigm of revealed religions that is quite different 

to a Christian paradigm of Christianity: for a more detailed treatment of this question 

please refer to the article on my website, “The need for a paradigm shift in 

understanding Christianity and Islam.” Muslims need to shift from a Muslim paradigm 

of revealed scriptures to enter imaginatively into the Christian paradigm if they are to 

understand the bible through Christian eyes. 

 

What then is the bible? 

 

The very word ‘bible’ gives a hint of the complexity of the subject. In Greek the word 

means ‘the books’ and it refers to the sixty-six separate books that make up the bible. 

So, the bible is more a library of books rather than a single book! None of this is to 

suggest that the bible is not of utmost importance in the Christian tradition; it is second 

only to the person of Jesus, who is himself understood to be the living revelation of the 

Word of God written in ‘flesh language’, that is, the Word of God incarnate. 
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The structure of the bible 

 

Christians divide the bible into two parts, generally called the Old Testament (or 

sometimes the First Testament) and the New Testament.  The Old Testament includes 

the books of the Hebrew Bible, that is the scripture shared with the Jews, but the 

Christian Old Testament also includes some extra writings that are not accepted as part 

of the bible by Jews.  The Hebrew Bible was the scripture that Jesus knew, because he 

was a Jew, and this is the scripture to which the writers of the New Testament refer 

when they use the term ‘scripture,’ because the New Testament obviously did not exist 

before they wrote it.  The Old Testament contains thirty-nine books agreed by all 

Christians, although some groups include a few others.  The New Testament, which 

comprises the writings that give a theological account of the life and teaching of Jesus 

and the earliest Christians, is made up of twenty-seven books.  This makes up the total 

of sixty-six books in the commonly agreed Christian Bible. 

 

The Hebrew Bible is divided into three groups of books: the Torah (also called The 

Law, the Five Books of Moses, also often known by the Greek term Pentateuch), the 

Prophets, and the Writings.  In the third century BCE (Before the Common Era), the 

Greek King of Egypt, Ptolemy II, is reported to have asked seventy-two Jewish scholars 

to translate the Torah into Greek.  This began the process of the compilation of the 

Greek version of the Jewish scriptures (often called the Septuagint, literally meaning 

‘the seventy’ after the number of the translators).  Over the next two centuries, various 

other books from the Hebrew Bible were translated into Greek and incorporated, but 

there were some books added that were not in the original Hebrew text.  The process of 

translation and compilation is generally thought to have been completed by 132BCE.  

The Septuagint has a different arrangement of the books from the Hebrew Bible. They 

are arranged under the headings of Law, History, Poetry and Wisdom, and Prophecies.  

In later centuries, the Jewish rabbis came to distance themselves from this Greek 

compilation as it differed in some ways from the Hebrew text, which they came to 

consider alone to be the divinely inspired canonical (definitive) collection. The term 

canon is an important one to know. It refers to the agreed collection of books that were 

accepted into the Hebrew Bible and the Old and New Testaments. These are referred to 

as the canonical or definitive collections. 

 

The Greek Jewish scripture played a significant part in shaping the language, terms and 

quotations used in the New Testament writings. The New Testament authors were also 

former Jews writing in Greek, so the Greek Jewish scripture was the obvious source 

from which the authors would draw. They would make use of its technical terms and 

special forms of language. When they were quoting from the scriptures, it was normal 

that they would do so from the Greek translation. 
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The Hebrew and Greek canons or definitive collections can be compared thus: 

 

a. The Hebrew Canon   b.  The Greek Canon (255-132BCE) 

 

Torah      Law Books 

 

Genesis     Genesis 

Exodus     Exodus 

Leviticus     Leviticus 

Numbers     Numbers 

Deuteronomy     Deuteronomy 

 

The Prophets     History Books 

 

The Former Prophets:   Joshua 

Joshua      Judges 

Judges      Ruth 

Samuel     1 + 2 Samuel 

Kings      1 + 2 Kings 

      1 + 2 Chronicles 

The Latter Prophets:    Ezra 

Isaiah      Nehemiah 

Jeremiah     Esther 

Ezekiel      

“The Twelve” 

Hosea  

Joel  

Amos  

Obadiah  

Jonah  

Micah  

Nahum  

Habakkuk  

Zephaniah  

Haggai  

Zachariah 

Malachi  

 

The Writings     Poetry and Wisdom Books 

    

Psalms     Job 

Proverbs     Psalms 

Job      Proverbs 

Song of Songs    Ecclesiastes 

Ruth      Song of Solomon 

Lamentations      

https://www.chrishewer.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Hosea
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Joel
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Amos
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Obadiah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Jonah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Micah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Nahum
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Habakkuk
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Zephaniah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Haggai
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Zechariah
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Malachi


C.T.R. Hewer, UC4M: Introduction to the Bible, page 5 

To verify authenticity and accuracy download this document direct from the website: https://www.chrishewer.org/ 

Copyright © 2020 C.T.R. Hewer 

 

Ecclesiastes     Books of Prophecies 

Esther      Isaiah 

Daniel      Jeremiah 

Ezra       Lamentations 

Nehemiah      Ezekiel 

Chronicles      Daniel 

      Hosea 

      Joel 

      Amos 

      Obadiah 

      Jonah 

      Micah 

      Nahum 

      Habakkuk 

      Zephaniah 

      Haggai 

      Zachariah 

Malachi 

 

Different forms of literature in the Old Testament 

 

The Torah, or the Law, comprises the foundational stories of the creation of the world, 

God’s relationship with humankind and the election of the Hebrew people for a special 

role in human society.  It gives guidance on how they should live and on forms of 

worship.  The History books, or the Former Prophets, take on the story of the 

development of the Hebrew people in the land to which they had been led by God.  

Prophets and prophecy had the role in Jewish society of being the conscience of the 

people, to call them back to a closer following of the way of God and to speak out 

against corruption and wrong-doing, often on the part of kings and religious leaders.  

They stood outside the political system and were often uncomfortable people to have 

around.  They were not sinless and, although some had long careers, others had only a 

few short prophetic utterances in their whole lives.  Sometimes they cautioned about 

future consequences and events that would occur.  They received from God messages 

to deliver in their own words and actions and missions or tasks, which they executed.  

They did not receive books authored by God that were sent down to them (wahy), which 

they then proclaimed.  The Writings, or books of Poetry and Wisdom, contain a much 

wider spectrum of literature.  They include prayers to be chanted or sung (Psalms), wise 

saying (Proverbs), guidance on dealing with human suffering (Job), incidents in history 

(Esther) and visions of a future age (Daniel), amongst others. 

 

Dates 

 

When thinking about dates in relation to the Hebrew Bible, we need to distinguish three 

things: when did the events take place or featured people exist, when were the books 

compiled, and when was the final list of books to be included in the canon agreed. 
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In pre-modern times, people took the bible as an historical account and so, for example, 

several Christian scholars of the seventeenth century set about trying to date the creation 

of the world by counting backwards in the bible.  A famous example was James Ussher 

(d.1656), an Irish bishop, who dated the first day of creation to be 23 October 4004BCE. 

According to Jewish Orthodox understanding, the entire Torah was given to Moses on 

Mount Sinai.  This was brought into question in the modern period by German Jewish 

scholars in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, who saw that a critical reading of 

the Hebrew text would not support this.  When we speak of a critical reading this has a 

particular scholarly meaning. It means to approach a text in an analytical way, applying 

reason and seeking to develop a greater understanding of the message within the context 

in which it was written. Such a critical reading was not intended to lead to a destruction 

of faith, or to be disparaging, or to seek to prove something wrong, or to put something 

down. Rather it was seeking to build up faith on solid ground, both guided by the Spirit 

of God and deepened and supported through our God-given reason. This was the 

beginning of the critical movement, which was taken up by Christian scholars and 

applied much more widely to both Old and New Testaments. 

 

Let us reflect for a moment.  Perhaps we have a friend or a relative who often writes to 

us.  If we just found an odd sheet of something that they had written, with no name or 

other sign of the author on it, it is surely highly likely that we could identify it straight 

away as coming from this well-known friend or relative.  There would be something 

about the style, the way that they express themselves, the vocabulary that they use or 

maybe the images that they draw that would trigger recognition.  We can extend that to 

think of a particular author: ‘she always gives such deep insights into the inner human 

emotions,’ or ‘she is fascinated by details,’ or ‘he uses words so beautifully to draw 

word-pictures.’  Let’s add to that clear signs that date a text: one could hardly write 

about ‘the sleek black limousine’ before the motor car was invented, or about ‘eating a 

picnic in the shadow of the Twin Towers’ after they had fallen.  Remember that a shift 

has taken place along with this critical reading from understanding the texts to have 

divine authorship, like the Qur'an, to thinking of them being compiled by human authors 

under divine inspiration.  Such critical reading always needs to ask: ‘what was in the 

mind of the author when this was written?’ and ‘what was going on in that society that 

might have coloured the mind of the author?’ and ‘just how much did people of that 

time know about the subject?’ 

 

The eighteenth and nineteenth century scholars put forward an understanding of there 

being four broad strands of writing in the Torah, that had been woven together to 

compile the current text.  In their reading of the Torah various things were held to point 

towards such a conclusion.  There were significant differences in the style of writing 

and the vocabulary employed: the names used for God, for example.  There were 

differences in emphasis between different books and within a single book.  The scholars 

found inconsistencies and contradictions within the text and clumsy attempts to 

harmonise different texts to make a single edited whole.  This led them to put forward 

four quite different periods of authorship of the texts that eventually went to make up 

the Torah.  The oldest they called the Jahwist text, after the way that it used the name 

Yahweh (or Jahweh) for God; this they dated to the tenth century BCE and noted its 
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stress on an intimacy between God and human beings (see, for example, Genesis 2:16 

and following, 3:18 and following).  Next, they identified another text, which they 

called the Elohist, because it used the name Elohim for God; this they dated to the nineth 

century BCE. This text spoke of a more distant relationship between God and humans 

(see, for example, Genesis 20:3, 28:12, 40:5 and following).  The third text was called 

the Deuteronomist, as it comprised most of the book of Deuteronomy; this they dated 

to the late seventh or early sixth century BCE.  Its focus was on God and Israel.  The 

final text that they discerned, which they called the Priestly tradition and from which 

most of the books of Leviticus and Numbers came, they dated to the fifth century BCE. 

This text specialised in detailed instructions and lists. 

 

A similar critical reading of the prophetic texts indicated that sometimes works of quite 

different periods, writers and editors had been woven together and attributed to a single 

author.  A good example would be the book of Isaiah, in which scholars discern three 

quite different strands: three different principal authors, three different periods of 

writing, plus the work of editors. These three strands are often given the names First, 

Second, and Third Isaiah.  The prophets included in the Hebrew Bible are generally 

dated as follows: 

• 8th century BCE: Amos, Hosea, First Isaiah (Chapters 1-39) 

• 7th century BCE: Zephaniah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Jeremiah 

• 6th century BCE (during the period when the Jews were taken into exile in 

Babylon 587-538) Ezekiel 

• 6th century BCE (post-Exile, 538 and later) Second Isaiah (Chapters 40-55), 

Third Isaiah (Chapters 56-66), Haggai, Zechariah, Obadiah, Joel 

• 5th century BCE: Ezra, Nehemiah 

• 4th century BCE: Jonah, Ruth, Esther 

 

The group of books called the Writings (Proverbs, Job and the two books of Chronicles) 

are generally dated to the period after the return of the Jews from Exile. 

 

There are one hundred and fifty psalms in the Book of Psalms, which scholars 

understand to have been the hymns that were sung over the centuries in the Second 

Temple (that is the one that was re-built in 535-520BCE after the return from the Exile).  

There were three Temples in all. The First Temple is associated with King Solomon 

(c970-c930BCE) and was destroyed during the invasion that resulted in the Exile. The 

Second Temple was replaced on a much grander scale by King Herod the Great in the 

second century BCE.  This in turn was destroyed by the Romans in 70CE.   

 

Some of the psalms were definitely written before the time of the Second Temple and 

circulated within the community until they were compiled into the Book of Psalms.  

Perhaps some date back to the time of King David, who is thought to have died around 

970BCE.  They comprise a wide range of styles, of which we will illustrate just three: 

praise, penitence and hope.  Psalm 150 is a psalm of praise giving voice to the worship 

and adoration of God, in particular for God’s mighty acts in nature and history.  It 

concludes: “Let everything that breathes praise the Lord!”  When the human being 

contemplates the goodness and mercy of God, the natural consequence is to reflect on 
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one’s own inadequacy and sinfulness, leading to penitence and seeking God’s 

forgiveness.  Psalm 51 is such a penitential psalm and begins: “Have mercy on me, O 

God, according to your steadfast love; according to your abundant mercy blot out my 

transgressions.”  In the midst of all human history, people have turned away from God 

but always there is hope in the unending goodness and love of God, who will never 

ultimately turn away from us.  Psalm 89 is such a psalm of hope and begins: “I will sing 

of your steadfast love, O Lord, for ever; with my mouth I will proclaim your faithfulness 

to all generations.” 

 

Agreeing the canon of the Hebrew Bible 

 

The agreed listing of which books should be included in the Hebrew Bible is called the 

canon, or the authorised definitive collection.  The canon of the Torah was agreed by 

the fourth century BCE, the prophetic writings by around 180BCE and, although they 

were written earlier, the canon of the Writings was only agreed after the time of Jesus 

between 60 and 90CE. 

 

 

Summary on the Hebrew Bible 

 

We have seen that the books of the Hebrew Bible were not written in the sequence in 

which they appear; they were not written chronologically.  The period of authorship 

covers around 700 years.  The Hebrew Bible was not planned out in advance and the 

authors had no idea that they were contributing to a ‘sacred scripture’ that would be 

read by millions of people over thousands of years.  They were not written to be read 

privately and studied but rather to be spoken aloud and listened to by an audience; 

therefore, this affected the style of the writing.  Books often incorporated much earlier 

material that had circulated within the community in an oral tradition.  They often have 

joint authorship but are presented under a single named author.  Books are often 

composite; they were re-edited to bring out political or theological emphases, which 

were important in their times, and new material was added at a later date.  Believers 

would see the hand of God at work guiding this process.  We should not think that the 

authors of the Hebrew Bible were always looking forward to an awaited sequel; the 

New Testament.  The whole of the Hebrew Bible as it evolved served the purpose of 

moving the hearts and lives of the Hebrew people to draw them into godly ways as a 

beacon for all humankind pointing the way to the one God. 

 

The books of the New Testament 

 

The only scripture that the first generations of Christians knew was the Old Testament.  

It took many decades before church leaders were prepared to accept that new writings 

by Christians could be placed on the same level as the Old Testament.  Some writings 

were accepted early as being authentic vehicles of the teachings of Jesus; these later 

became known as gospels. The gospels were not the first books to be written amongst 

those that were later accepted into what became called the New Testament. Paul of 
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Tarsus, who probably died in the year 65CE, had written all his letters and was dead 

before the first of the gospels was written. 

 

Jesus was most likely born between the years 7 and 4BCE and died between 30 and 33CE. 

The dating system traditionally used by Christians, which divided time between the 

period Before Christ (BC) and after the supposed birth year of Jesus (AD from the Latin 

Anno Domini, meaning ‘In the Year of Our Lord’), was only introduced around the year 

525CE when an attempt was made to count back to the best estimate of the year of the 

conception of Jesus, which they called 1AD. With the benefit of modern scholarship, we 

can see that the estimate was a few years too short! We do not know the exact dates of 

most things that happened before a common dating system was introduced. Events at 

that time were recorded by association with the ruler of the day, a great natural 

phenomenon, or something that happened within the society in which the event took 

place. This is why we cannot give exact dates for the birth and death of Jesus but we 

can locate them within the range of years given by referencing them to events in society 

at that time. 

 

The letters of Paul of Tarsus 

 

We are not sure of the year of Paul’s birth but it is agreed that his conversion to 

Christianity occurred after the death of Jesus, probably within the range 33-36CE. There 

is no evidence to suggest that Paul ever met Jesus during his earthly life. Although 

Paul’s letters form the earliest documents in the New Testament, he actually 

incorporated into his writings some earlier hymns and statements of belief, which were 

known in the earliest Christian communities as expressions of their faith. Two such 

hymns can be found in the Letter to the Colossians 1:15-20 and the Letter to the 

Philippians 2:6-11. Short summaries of belief can be found in the Letter to the Galatians 

1:3-4 and the Letter to the Romans 1:1b-4 and 10:8b-9. 

 

Modern Christian scholars of the writings attributed to Paul have made a detailed study 

of the Greek texts of these letters. Questions of authorship have been raised. Various 

literary styles have been described and there are changes in vocabulary and linguistic 

elements between the letters. Some judgements about authorship rest on the fact that 

some letters were missing from early manuscript collections. Sometimes there are 

developments in theology in the later letters, which suggest a different authorship. The 

scholarly debate is ongoing, but in general scholars divide the letters as they appear in 

the New Testament into three groups: those widely accepted as having Paul as their 

author, those about which the authorship of Paul is a question about which scholars 

have arguments for and against, and those letters in which there is general scholarly 

agreement that they were written by followers of Paul. 

 

Seven letters are generally held to be the authentic work of Paul himself: 

• 1 Thessalonians, written around the year 50 

• 1 Corinthians, around 54 

• Galatians, around 54 (some scholars say earlier about 48-49) 

• 2 Corinthians, around 55 
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• Romans, around 56 

• Philippians, scholars vary about the date of writing, proposing: 55-56, or 57-59, 

or 61-63 

• Philemon, around 61-63. 

 

There are two letters about which there is scholarly debate concerning authorship, with 

some scholars arguing for Paul himself and other scholars arguing for a later date and 

authorship being by the followers of Paul: 

• 2 Thessalonians, if the author was Paul, then around 50, if written by others, then 

later 

• Colossians, if the author was Paul, then around 61-63, if written by others then 

later. 

 

The final four letters are generally held by scholars to have come from followers of 

Paul, who attributed them to him in order to enhance their status within the Christian 

community: 

• Ephesians 

• 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy and Titus (also known as the Pastoral Epistles). 

 

Paul’s letters were originally addressed to a specific Christian community and often 

dealt with particular problems that they were experiencing. A good example of this is 1 

Corinthians, which addresses a whole host of problems including divisions within the 

community, questions of sexual morality and marriage, relations with non-Christians, 

behaviour at worship, and the resurrection of the dead.  They were always intended as 

‘public writings’ in that they were intended to be read aloud to the community, even 

though they might have been addressed to a specific individual, e.g., the Letter to 

Philemon, the master of a slave who had become a Christian.  Over time, it became 

clear that they were being more widely circulated and thus had a more diverse 

readership than the original community.  The closest thing to a systematic worked-out 

theological presentation was the Letter to the Romans. 

 

The gospels 

 

The word gospel literally means ‘good news’, so these writings were intended to convey 

the good news of the person and teaching of Jesus to a wider audience.  From the earliest 

period, the word Gospel was used to describe the entire message of Jesus and this is 

how it will be used, with a capital G, in this article.  From the times of Jesus in Palestine 

stories of his life, episodes in which he was involved and elements of his teaching were 

passed on within the Christian community.  These formed an ‘oral tradition’ passed on 

by word of mouth.  Jesus often taught in parables, stories that he told that carried a 

deeper meaning, or in snappy sayings, both of which forms were easy to remember and 

thus transmit.  Unlike the Hadith of Muhammad, there was no record of a chain of 

transmitters or isnad.  These elements of the Gospel survived in the collective memory 

of the community.  This oral tradition formed a central part in the formation of the 

gospel material.  The first Christians expected Jesus to return to earth shortly after his 

ascension, so there was no point in writing down his life and teaching.  However, as 
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those who had walked with Jesus and heard his teaching from his own lips began to die, 

there was a concern that the Gospel might die with them and so people began to write 

down sayings, parables and accounts of events in his life. 

 

Jesus spoke, and thus taught, in the common language of the Palestinian Jewish 

community, Aramaic.  Like most Jewish men of his time, he also had some knowledge 

of the literary language of the scriptures, Hebrew.  The gospels were written in Greek, 

which was the common and scholarly language of the wider community around the 

eastern Mediterranean.  This means that the teaching and accounts of Jesus were 

translated by the authors of the gospels into another language from an early time.  These 

authors are often referred to as the evangelists. The work of compiling the gospels was 

done by human authors and sometimes changes or additions were made by later editors.  

Names were attached to each of the four gospels that were later accepted into the canon 

of the New Testament but it is not easy to identify the original authors or to know how 

much direct knowledge, if any, they had of the Palestinian Jesus.   

 

Part of the work of scholars is to identify the period of composition by looking for clues 

in the contents, for example, if they were written before or after the destruction in 70CE 

of the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem by the Romans.  The gospels were also written for a 

particular audience, for example, the gospel of Matthew was written for a Palestinian 

audience whilst the gospel of Luke was written for a Greek audience.  This could affect 

the way that stories were presented.  By way of example, compare Matthew 7:24-27 

with Luke 6:47-49.  The stories are clearly parallel.  In them Jesus speaks about the 

importance of basing faith on a sound foundation, using the example of the construction 

of a house.  Matthew uses the Palestinian method of house-building: preferably on solid 

rock and not on shifting sand.  Luke knows that this will not make sense to a Greek 

audience and so changes the words of Jesus to have him speak about digging down deep 

and laying a good foundation for the house: the Greek method of house-building.  The 

meaning of the story remains the same, but to preserve the clarity of the meaning, the 

words of Jesus are changed. 

 

There were a number of collections of the sayings of Jesus that were written before the 

time that the New Testament gospels were written, although we do not know how many.  

Some had been further developed to tell elements of his life and the Gospel; these are 

referred to technically as proto-gospels.  One of these early documents, often referred 

to as Q (from the German word Quelle meaning source), is held to have been widely 

used in writing the gospels of Matthew and Luke.  The authors (and subsequent editors) 

of the gospels are to be thought of as theological editors, weaving together elements 

that they have received orally and from earlier written sources like Q, but writing at a 

particular time, in a specific context and for a particular audience.  They are theological 

writings in that they convey the teaching of Jesus, the Gospel, as it has been handed on 

by the earliest Christian communities, in a way that expressed the faith of those 

communities.  Each of the gospels has particular emphases and a shape that is 

constructed according to the theological pattern of the author. 
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This work was done ‘under divine inspiration’, a phrase which has different shades of 

meaning within various parts of the Christian family as it develops.  Some theological 

schools would see this almost as though God were the one guiding the pen that was in 

the hand of the author; some images in Christian art would depict an angel sitting on 

the shoulder of the gospel author, the evangelist, as though whispering in his ear.  Other 

Christian theological schools would not see the inspiration in such a direct manner and 

would give a meaning along the lines that ‘God inspired the author so that all that was 

necessary to be conveyed was contained in the writing’.  All Christians, however they 

understand the process of divine inspiration, believe that the Spirit of God was at work 

in the authors of the gospels.  When Christians read or listen to them, they are receptive, 

not just to the written words, but also to the same Spirit of God in their hearts making 

the Gospel come alive in ways applicable to the time and context in which they live.  

For a deeper discussion about “Revelation and Inspiration,” please see the article with 

that name on my website. 

 

Three of the gospels, those of Matthew, Mark and Luke, share broadly a common shape, 

and thus they are spoken of as the synoptic gospels (synoptic in Greek means ‘from the 

same perspective’).  The Fourth Gospel, attributed to someone called John, has a quite 

different shape and is more heavily theological in its formation.  Who the author was is 

uncertain but many scholars say that it was probably written in Ephesus around the turn 

of the second century (90-110CE).  It went through different editions and the work of 

several editors has been identified, therefore scholars often speak of a Johannine 

Community being behind the production of the final version. 

 

The gospel of Mark is widely held to be the oldest, probably dating from the period 64-

70CE.  It draws from a range of oral traditions and written material.  The gospel of 

Matthew is generally held to have been written about 75-85CE and uses material found 

in Mark, plus additional material held to have been drawn from Q, plus its own special 

sources.  The gospel of Luke is generally held to date from the last quarter of the first 

century, around 75-100CE.  Its author drew material from Mark and Q and then had its 

own particular sources, for example, it alone has an extensive section on the birth and 

infancy of Jesus.  The same author is reckoned to be responsible for the Acts of the 

Apostles (see under), and so one reads of the short form of ‘Luke-Acts.’ 

 

Other writings 

 

The Acts of the Apostles, dating from the same period as the gospel of Luke, recounts 

events in the life of the early Christian communities.  This should not be thought of as 

eye-witness reporting, but rather a collection of accounts, some of which were in 

circulation orally or in writing, and in which the author sometimes wrote ‘speeches’ and 

placed them on the lips of earlier central figures, as was common in ancient writing (for 

example, see Acts 2:14-36, the speech placed on the lips of Peter on the Day of 

Pentecost).  It requires scholarly work to tease out the message behind the accounts.  

Like all scripture, the Acts of the Apostles is ‘Spirit inspired.’ 
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There are various other letters in addition to those discussed already in relation to Paul 

of Tarsus contained in the New Testament.  One that stands on its own is the Letter to 

the Hebrews, the author of which is unknown, but it is understood to have been written 

to second-generation Greek-speaking Christians from a Jewish background, and thus 

draws strongly on Jewish motifs and practices.  The remainder of these letters are often 

grouped together under the title of the Catholic Epistles.  The word catholic here is 

derived from the Greek for universal and the word epistle is derived from the Latin used 

for letters to a wider audience.  They are best understood as written to the Christian 

community at large as opposed to those associated with Paul, which were addressed to 

a particular geographical audience.  The Epistle of James was written by a leader of the 

Jerusalem Christian community, referred to as “the Brother of the Lord”, to a Christian 

audience of Jewish heritage.  Similarly, the Epistle of Jude comes from the Jerusalem 

community, identified with someone called Judah, called the “brother” of Jesus and 

James, and was written to correct errors that had developed.  The meaning of the word 

‘brother’ in both cases is variously interpreted by Christian scholars: some see it as 

referring to a blood-brother from the family of Joseph and Mary, others as a member of 

the broader family, for example, a cousin-brother, and others as more generally meaning 

a leader of the community founded most directly by Jesus.  There are two letters 

attributed to Peter, the leader of the Christian community in succession to Jesus.  The 

first may well date back to the historic Peter, but it was written down and polished by a 

scribe.  It was addressed to Gentile Christians: gentile comes from the Greek meaning 

‘the nations’ and thus people who did not have a Jewish origin.  The second letter 

appears to have been written later and attributed to Peter to give it extra weight and 

authority in countering false teachings.  Finally, there are three letters associated with 

the name John, like the Fourth Gospel, which were probably written by the Johannine 

Community, using similar vocabulary and themes, to counter disagreements that had 

arisen within the Christian community. 

 

The final book of the New Testament is the Book of Revelation, which belongs to the 

genre of apocalyptic writings, from the Greek word meaning ‘unveiling’ and so it is 

sometimes called the Apocalypse.  This style of writing is visionary, referring to hidden 

events and meanings, often associated with things that will happen in the future and 

especially in the End Time, the last phase of the earth as we know it.  The author is 

unknown, but he is referred to as John of Patmos, a small island off the coast of Turkey, 

and it is thought to have been written in the last decade of the first century.  It was 

initially addressed to the seven Christian communities of Asia Minor, modern Turkey, 

who were living under persecution and so it emphasises the ultimate victory of good 

versus evil and weaves a vision of the End Time. 

 

The canon of the New Testament 

 

There were many documents dating from the first three centuries of Christianity that 

circulated within the Christian community.  Many of them were not accepted as part of 

the New Testament, even though they contained some authentic material, because they 

were judged to be erroneous in some way; maybe they contained unacceptable doctrine, 

or stories that had clearly been made up to fill in the years between the birth of Jesus 
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and his appearance on the public stage about which we know almost nothing, or showed 

influences from other religions or philosophies that in some way distorted the Gospel 

of Jesus.  Many of these documents were lost but others survive and are used by scholars 

as far as they augment and support the New Testament material with erroneous elements 

being left to one side.   

 

The body that was charged with making decisions about what could and could not be 

included in the New Testament was the Christian community, the Church, represented 

by its bishops and scholars.  In this way, it is the Church that guarantees the canon of 

authorised writings that were included in the New Testament. 

 

Criteria that were used in making decisions about inclusion were that a writing should 

date from the time of the apostles, the immediate successors to lead the community after 

Jesus, or soon thereafter.  There had to be evidence of early composition of texts and 

they had to be widely in use in Christian gatherings to establish their general acceptance.  

The form, structure and composition of the canon evolved gradually during the second 

century, with wide agreement on the key writings from the early part of that century. It 

was not until 367CE that a full, authoritative list of the twenty-seven books first 

appeared. 

 

Books of the New Testament 

 

The twenty-seven books that have been accepted from that time follows.  All 

mainstream Christian groups agree on the key texts but occasionally a group emerges 

that questions the inclusion of one of the minor works.  Some Christian groups add to 

the list other minor works. 

 

The four gospels 

Matthew, Mark, Luke, John 

 

Scenes from the early Christian community 

Acts of the Apostles (normally shortened in references to just Acts) 

 

Letters attributed to Paul 

Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, 

1 Thessalonians, 2 Thessalonians, 1 Timothy, 2 Timothy, Titus, Philemon 

 

Other letters 

Hebrews, James, 1 Peter, 2 Peter, 1 John, 2 John, 3 John, Jude 

 

Visionary writing 

Revelation 
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The bible as divinely inspired 

 

Christians would speak of the bible as being divinely inspired, but not as human authors 

taking it down by dictation from an angelic being, or as a literal verbal revelation, as 

Muslims regard the Qur'an.  There are some Christians who would take a deeply 

literalist approach to the bible, which was the origin of the term ‘fundamentalist,’ but 

even they would not approach something similar to the Muslim doctrine of tanzil.  A 

typical expression that they might use to describe the inspiration of the bible would be 

that it was ‘Spirit breathed,’ meaning that the Spirit of God influenced and guided every 

word as it was conceived and written down by the human authors. 

 

Most modern Western Christians who have studied these things would say that divine 

inspiration means that God is somehow ‘behind the text’ so that all that God wanted to 

be conveyed was contained in it.  They would regard it as being on a higher plane of 

inspiration than any other form of poetry or prose.  It speaks to the human heart and not 

just to the intellect.  The Holy Spirit dwells in the heart of every human being and so 

we are able to discern a depth of meaning that may not be immediately apparent.  

Indeed, a fundamental principle of Christian commentary would be that the text contains 

depths that were unknown to the author.  It is this power of God contained in the 

scriptures that changes the lives of people and, although each book was written within 

a particular context, the message that the bible contains speaks to the very nature and 

condition of human beings and therefore it is universal. 

 

The authority of the bible 

 

For Christians the bible has a unique authority and yet as we have seen it is not 

understood in the same way as the Qur'an is understood in Islam. It is this concept of 

‘authority’ that we need to explore. It should be emphasised clearly at the outset that 

the bible has a unique authority for all Christians: not that all Christians understand this 

in the same way, but it would be an extremely eccentric Christian who regarded the 

bible just as a piece of ancient literature on the same level as any other writing from 

antiquity. 

 

There are several tensions that we need to explore. First, human beings are living and 

working within a certain historical context, a time and place, and the limitations that 

these necessarily bring. At the same time the bible is a record of the eternal God’s 

dealings with the Hebrew people, in the Old Testament, and of the revelation that was 

Jesus, in the New Testament. Human beings, with all their limitations, are seeking to 

hear eternal, transcendent messages and truths from the one who is the eternal, 

transcendent Truth. This means that at our very best we will grasp only dimly and feebly 

that unspeakable, eternal Truth. Second, the bible is manifestly written in human 

languages; God does not, as it were, walk around in heaven speaking Hebrew or Greek. 

Any human language is finite, limited, subtle and elusive all at the same time. How 

could we conceive of the all-knowing, infinite God communicating adequately within 

the limits of any earthly language? The tension is of course, that we human beings have 

nothing else but human languages in which these eternal truths, however inadequately, 
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strive to be conveyed. For example, the bible speaks of God’s wondrous mercy and love 

for all creation, but we haven’t got a clue how vast is God’s capacity for mercy and 

love. Third, language is by its very nature fluid, constantly evolving, bound up with the 

context and society in which any document was written, and yet both literally and 

subliminally it conveys timeless truths that can become manifest in very different 

contexts and societies. 

 

Let us focus for a moment on the human authors of the bible. A Muslim comparing this 

aspect with the ‘sent down’ (tanzil) nature of an Islamic understanding of revealed 

scriptures would see this as a fundamental difference and weakness. By contrast, from 

a Christian perspective, human authorship brings a dynamic, communicative power into 

the scripture that far transcends the mere fact of a written word. The bible in some way, 

mediates to the reader those eternal truths that we can describe as ‘the thought of God.’ 

God is both the author of the thought that seeks expression and the author of the life and 

being of the human writer. This God-created, God-inspired human writer strives with 

every ounce of God-given capacity and guidance to express the inexplicable Word or 

Mind of God. In this way, the mystery of revelation is the way in which God uses the 

imperfect thoughts and feelings, the words and deeds, of fallible human beings to 

convey eternal truths. We, the readers of the scriptures, are not passive recipients, but 

rather, the hearer is equally a God-created, God-inspired human being caught up in that 

dynamic of being open to what God is seeking to convey through the words of the 

scripture. We, then, are caught up in an eternal dance of exploration, seeking to draw 

closer to God by unpacking the infinite wisdom and truth contained in the scripture. 

The light of God’s eternal truth shines through the being of the human author, who 

mediates that light through their humanity, life and words, to be actively received by 

other human beings, also illuminated by that same divine light. Somehow then we are 

speaking of the divine light communicating with the divine light in women and men 

through the medium of other human beings and their words contained in the bible.  We 

could change the metaphor and say that the Spirit of God speaks to that same Spirit 

within me, through the medium of the authors and writings of the bible, to convey as 

much of the Truth of God as I can bear. 

 

We are beginning now to glimpse that the authority of the bible includes the authority 

of God who inspires, the author who is inspired, the individual who grasps that 

inspiration and the Christian community that collectively bears the burden of seeking 

to share and, in a sense, authenticate that process. Just as the Christian community, the 

Church, was guided by God to decide which writings could authentically form part of 

the canon of the New Testament, without denying that there were some genuine wisdom 

and truths contained within writings that were not accepted, so also the community as 

a whole has the responsibility of guaranteeing legitimate diversity of interpretation of 

the bible, whilst also setting boundaries beyond which the authentic community cannot 

stray, although acknowledging that there would be elements of authentic truth to be 

found outside that community. 

 

We cannot fully understand the authority of the bible without including in the discussion 

other sources of authority within Christianity, e.g., Tradition, reason and experience. 
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The order of importance and the weight given to each of these four elements would vary 

from one part of the Christian family to another. As we have seen, all would begin by 

giving a unique place to the writings contained in the bible. Just as the question of which 

writings can be accepted into the canon of the New Testament was decided by the 

Christian community as a whole, so also the whole Christian community has an 

authority of its own. A Hadith of Prophet Muhammad might help to point us in the right 

direction, “My community will not agree upon an error.” In the same way, whenever a 

new question or situation was encountered, it was discussed and resolved by the leaders 

of the community coming together in a Council, in which they believed that their 

deliberations would be guided by the Holy Spirit, so that, collectively and ultimately, 

they would be preserved from error. This process can be traced right back to the time 

of the apostles themselves; for example, when there was a dispute about how much of 

the Jewish ritual law had to be observed by Christians. This process developed over the 

first few Christian centuries into a system whereby the Church, in the person of their 

leaders, the bishops and theologians, met in a kind of solemn assembly or Council to 

discuss and resolve precisely how the faith of the community should best be expressed. 

This process led to the development of the concept of the ongoing Tradition of the 

community, thus shared, discussed, and resolved, being seen as a source of authority 

secondary to the bible. This process of discerning and resolving exactly what it was that 

the Christian community believed and how it should best be expressed meant that some 

people, who held minority views, ultimately came round to agreeing with the consensus, 

or in Islamic terminology the ijma. Not surprisingly there were some who could not 

accept this consensus and so they left the mainstream Christian family and formed 

groups based on their own views. 

 

The early Christian theologians inherited the philosophical traditions of the earlier 

philosophers, in particular the Greeks. This led them into using philosophy as a way of 

exploring and expressing God, humanity and creation, and the relationship between the 

three. This led Greek philosophically-trained Christian theologians to speak of God, 

within God’s very self, as ‘self-thinking thought,’ which in turn led them to use the 

Greek concept of the logos as God’s first external idea; this logos of necessity seeks 

expression; therefore, they spoke of it as both idea and word. This logos is the spiritual 

archetype of human intelligence. This human intelligence or reason is one of the 

essential characteristics of the human being: it enables us to think things out for 

ourselves and thus to seek understanding. Through this reason, human beings can 

interrogate the world around us, the writings contained in the bible, the ongoing 

Tradition of the Church, and indeed our own selves, seeking to puzzle out what it is to 

be human. This reason can be a guide to lead us towards ultimate truth; thus, we can 

gain some access to the ways of God through reason. However, this access will always 

be limited by our humanity: whilst we are confined in this life, the ultimate Truth always 

lies beyond our ability to perceive it. Our reason can lead us to a clearer understanding 

of what God is not like, rather than being able to perceive precisely what God is like. 

Technically we call this a via negative, which is a system of making a series of negative 

statements, given our inability adequately to express the things of God in positive terms. 

Just as we saw God guiding and inspiring the authors of scripture to express elements 
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of ‘the Mind of God,’ so we can see God at work through the faculty of reason guiding 

and inspiring people in all ages. 

 

The relationship between the human being and God is not only through the words of 

scripture, the ongoing Tradition of the community, and innate human reason, but also 

there is an intimate connection in the depths of every human being with the dynamic 

reality of God. This would often be spoken about as the Spirit of God living within the 

human heart and thus creating this intimate relationship. This inner spiritual connection 

can be thought to create the faculty of experience or conscience, in which every human 

being can weigh and discern the promptings of God and thus the way in which human 

life should be lived. Just as each human being ultimately stands alone before God on 

the Day of Judgement and must alone answer for their life, beliefs, and actions, so it 

can be seen that the individual conscience bears ultimate responsibility before God. This 

conscience, of course, must be informed by the bible, Tradition and reason, so this is 

not a justification for a maverick subjectivity, but it is on the basis of this conscience 

that human beings will be judged. This experience of the commanding presence of God 

within might be compared to what in sufi circles is referred to as ‘the Imam within.’ 

 

Having explored a little these other sources of authority in addition to the bible and 

being aware that different groups and individuals within the Christian family will give 

different weight and priority to each of the four sources, we can now begin to set the 

authority of the bible within a balanced context. 

 

Within the Christian family there is a wide variety of positions taken on the authority 

of the bible.  Those of a literalist disposition will take the view that the bible is the Word 

of God, therefore God speaks in it and thus there can be no errors in what God says.  

With this approach comes the requirement that all historical events reported in the bible 

must have happened as written, even if this contradicts archaeological evidence, for 

example.  The teachings of the New Testament demand to be accepted as divine law, 

and to criticise the bible is to criticise God, whose word it is.  Many of such Christians 

in the English-speaking world will be rooted not in the original Hebrew or Greek texts, 

but rather in the English translation commissioned by King James I and often referred 

to as ‘The Authorised Version’ or the King James Bible, which was first published in 

1611.   

 

However, there is a different understanding within the mainstream of Western 

Christianity, both Catholic and Protestant. Here the stress is placed on the spiritual truth 

(sometimes called Gospel Truth) contained in the bible rather than to see it as a factual 

account of the history of the Hebrew people to be taken literally. Such a position would 

not hold to a strict literalism of the texts, for example, the accounts of the creation of 

the world would not be seen as literal or scientific descriptions but rather as myths, i.e., 

accounts generated by human authors in their time to convey their understanding of 

truth as best they could. The emphasis would be on taking the bible as a whole to contain 

the spiritual truth that God wished to convey, rather than seeking that truth in every 

word, verse, or understanding. The term ‘myth’ here requires some clarification.  In 

common usage, it often means something that is not true, e.g., “It’s all a myth to say to 
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a child that the tooth fairy will come at night and replace with a coin a tooth that has 

fallen out” or “Father Christmas is a myth”.  When used in religious studies, this is not 

the meaning at all.  In religious usage, a myth is a way of writing that arouses the 

imagination of readers to allow them to glimpse something beyond our ability fully to 

appreciate and express: ‘expressing the inexpressible’ we could say.  It uses symbols 

and associations to evoke the senses in much the same way that music can be evocative.  

Myth operates like poetry, packed with meaning, symbolism and literary devices, which 

can convey a deeper insight into a subject than prose or rational argument.   

 

As far as Jesus is concerned, he did not deliver a systematic body of doctrine or legal 

code of living, but rather he was the self-disclosure of God, and thus his life and 

teaching, his way of being, his humanity, is always open to our expanding knowledge 

and understanding. In this way, we can say, that after a further two thousand years of 

human evolution and deeper understanding of human nature, we can have a deeper, 

clearer, and more extensive understanding of the revelation of God in Jesus than that 

which was possible for the fishermen who journeyed with him through Palestine. The 

gospels are seen as trustworthy witnesses to what God did and revealed in Jesus as it 

was perceived and believed by the early Christian community. This stress on the 

spiritual truth contained in the New Testament means that one is not bound by every 

detail contained in the gospel accounts.  For example, modern medical understanding 

might describe those people who were seen to go into uncontrollable shaking fits as 

epileptics, rather than seeing them as being possessed by unclean demons, as in the time 

of Jesus.  Or to take another example, the critical spiritual truth is that Jesus died, was 

buried, was raised to eternal life and appeared to his disciples, and thus the fact that 

gospel accounts of the details differ, e.g., about who reached the tomb first and what 

they saw, is not seen as a problem or a contradiction. 

 

The bible played an absolutely central role in the sixteenth century Reformation.  One 

of the driving forces behind it, Martin Luther (1483-1546), made a translation into 

German for the first time, which is still widely used until today.  He wanted to make the 

bible available to every German-speaking woman and man so that they could hear its 

voice for themselves.  Up until this time throughout Western Europe, the bible had been 

read in the Latin translation, called the Vulgate, first begun by Jerome in the fourth 

century but revised many times in history.  As only the clergy and the educated elite 

could read Latin, this effectively shut out the vast majority of Christians from accessing 

the text.  Luther started a translation tradition that spread worldwide; it is reckoned that 

the whole bible is now available in some six-hundred-and-seventy languages, with the 

New Testament translated into one-thousand-five-hundred.  The difficulty of having a 

text of the bible in many languages, which people can directly access and interpret, is 

that this tends to lead to fragmentation.  People read the bible text in a way that seems 

right to them and, if the established churches do not agree with them, there is a tendency 

to go their own way and form a new church.  This is one of the reasons why there are 

thousands of Christian churches in existence today worldwide. 

 

Luther wanted to break the absolute hand of the clergy, not just in interpreting the bible, 

but also in deciding on doctrine.  Instead of authority resting with the hierarchy of the 
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church based around the Bishop of Rome, the Pope, he wanted to make the bible the 

source of ultimate authority and so used the Latin phrase sola scriptura, meaning ‘by 

scripture alone.’  This became a commonly used term within the churches that grew out 

of the Reformation, which are collectively called Reformed churches or Protestant 

churches (the word Protestant comes from the declaration of the German princes in 

1529, “We protest the truth…” meaning that they declared that they taught the truth).  

The difficulty arose from the beginning as to what it meant to give sole authority to the 

bible and who had the right to interpret it.  Luther’s position was that traditional 

Christian practices that were not contrary to scripture could be accepted into Lutheran 

practice.  His fellow Reformer, John Calvin (1509-1564), taught a narrower 

understanding of ‘scripture alone,’ by which he meant that there had to be a biblical 

mandate for all Christian doctrines.  Unless something was directly mandated by 

scripture, it could not be held to be a core element of belief.  This became a central 

position for the family of churches, who would more or less affiliate with Calvin’s 

views, and who are often referred to as Calvinist or Reformed churches.  Over the 

centuries, there has been much splintering within the western Christian family and often 

the authority of the bible and the agreed parameters for interpreting it have been central 

to such fracturing. 

 

In the second-half of the twentieth century there was a great deal of common scholarship 

between mainstream European churches.  Scholars from Catholic, Lutheran, Anglican, 

Methodist and Reformed churches have worked together on bible translations and 

commentaries, theological commissions, and texts for use as common statements of 

faith and for worship.  Not surprisingly, with such close and detailed study and 

combined projects, many of the earlier divisions have been worked through and 

misunderstandings eradicated. 

 

Before leaving this summary on the authority of the bible, it is important to draw out 

what it means to say that the principal revelation in Christianity is that the Word of God 

is uniquely revealed in the person of Jesus Christ, who is ‘the Word incarnate’ or the 

Word written in human flesh.  Muslims who have read this section will see the marked 

contrast with the Qur'an.  The Qur'an contains a number of direct commandments and 

prohibitions but is essentially a book of ethical guidance.  That guidance is put into 

practice, first and foremost, by the Prophet Muhammad.  The Qur'an and the practice of 

the Prophet, his sunna, are the two principal sources of the shari'a, understood as the 

code of prescriptions for living a Muslim way of life in submission to God.  This 

emphasis on the code of law has meant that jurisprudence (fiqh), the science of the 

interpretation of the law, has become the ‘queen of the religious sciences’ in Islam.  

Great care and attention are paid to the correct practice of the teaching of Islam in fine 

detail.  One only has to think of the precise way in which ritual washing (wudu) or 

fasting during Ramadan is performed, or to think of the heated exchanges amongst 

Sunni Muslims about the way in which the hands should be held whilst standing for 

formal prayer (salat).  This gives emphasis to the principle of ‘right practice,’ or 

orthopraxis, as the way in which submission to the law of God is demonstrated. 
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Many times, Muslims have voiced the opinion that Christians have no shari'a.  It is 

certainly true that Christianity does not work on a detailed code of law drawn from the 

scriptures in the same way that Islam does.  The Arabic word shari'a literally means ‘a 

well-beaten pathway leading to a definite goal.’ It is interesting to note that the original 

disciples of Jesus after his death were not called Christians but ‘the followers of the 

way’; the way of life and example that had been laid out by Jesus.  This then is the 

Christian shari'a.  The life and character of an individual, expressed in hundreds of 

different situations over a number of years is bound to be a good deal less ‘clear cut’ 

than a written code of law.  This is further emphasised because for Christians, Jesus is 

the revelation of the law of God, whereas for Muslims, Muhammad is subservient to 

the guidance of the Qur'an, to which he submits along with all those who follow him.   

 

Certain elements of the Way of Jesus are clear and unambiguous: the ethical demand to 

love God and our fellow human beings (Luke 10: 27-28), evil must be overcome by 

excessive good (Matthew 5: 38-48), there are no limits to be set on forgiveness 

(Matthew 18:21-22) and emphasis on the inner purity of the heart (Matthew 5: 27-28).  

But many other elements of his teaching are deeply contextual and require the inner 

discernment of the individual to know what is the right thing to do in a particular 

context: Jesus tells one man to sell all that he has and give the money to the poor (Luke 

18: 22) but also is found eating with and enjoying the hospitality of the wealthy (Luke 

10:38-42); Jesus does not come to teach abandoning the Law (Matthew 5: 17-19) but 

also defends his disciples who break the law of Sabbath observance declaring that he is 

Lord of the Sabbath (Matthew 12: 1-8).  What’s more, Jesus is not pre-programmed like 

a robot but, like any other human being, is seen to learn through the experience of 

interacting with others (Matthew 15:21-28).   

 

We can see that there is a much more fluid nature to the Christian shar'ia, which must 

be worked out by entering into the human dynamic of the situation; this is sometimes 

spoken of as “asking what Jesus would do” in this situation.  This is a profound 

statement of faith.  The same Spirit of God that dwelt in Jesus dwells within every 

human being.  By deepening the relationship of that Spirit with the individual purified 

human heart, the right thing to do is discerned.  This is by no means an easy or a ‘do 

what you want’ approach because the inner intention will be judged by God as well as 

the outer action.  In the depths of their humanity human beings must access the Spirit 

revealed in the humanity of Jesus.  This is spoken of as ‘a conversion of the heart’ in 

which the disciple is to allow the spirit of love, mercy and forgiveness to enter into their 

heart, as it was in Jesus, so that they will naturally follow the law of love and do what 

is right.  In contrast to ‘right practice’ by submitting to the dictates of the law derived 

from the book, the Christian is called to develop a ‘pure heart’ from which right actions 

will flow.  There is a saying of Jesus preserved in the writings of Abdullah ibn Qutayba 

(d. 884), the Abbasid judge and man of letters, in which Jesus consistently responds to 

the insults of onlookers by speaking words of blessing.  When he is asked about this by 

his companions, he replies, “A person can bring forth only what is within him.”  The 

revelation of God was contained in every thought, word and deed of Jesus, which 

flowed from his pure heart; this is the driving force that shapes the way of life of the 
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follower of Jesus and is the ultimate source of authority, to which the New Testament 

bears witness. 

 

How does the text of the New Testament come down to us today? 

 

We have seen the way in which the original texts were composed, edited and admitted 

into the canon of the New Testament, but none of these original manuscripts have come 

down to us today.  We do not have even a fragment with the name of the original author 

attached; what are technically called autographed manuscripts.  The earliest fragment 

manuscript that we have today is a postcard-sized portion of the gospel of John, which 

has been dated to around the years 125-135.  Dating of manuscripts of this antiquity is 

done by analysis of the handwriting and comparison with other literature from the same 

period.  In all, scholars reckon that we have some three thousand fragmentary 

manuscripts dating from the early centuries, plus a further two thousand fragments 

contained in lectionaries, that is, collections of texts assembled for reading in worship.   

 

The oldest Greek manuscripts of the (almost) complete bible that we have today are 

written on parchment and have been found in the libraries of Egyptian monasteries.  

They date from the second-half of the fourth century and are called the Codex 

Vaticanus, which is kept in the Vatican library, and the Codex Sinaiticus, which was 

found in a monastery library on Mount Sinai.  Both have minor omissions and contain 

scribal errors.  As is always likely to happen with any manuscript copying by hand, the 

scribes concerned can misread something that they are copying, or make an error by 

slipping from one line to the next, or make an error in their own handwriting. 

 

The oldest translation that we have is in Latin and dates from the late fourth century.  It 

is called the Vulgate because Latin was the common, or popular (vulgar), language used 

by the clergy and educated elite in western Christianity.  This work is associated with 

the name of St Jerome (d. 420), who did most of the work, which was commissioned 

by the Pope of the day in 382.  Jerome used a variety of manuscripts in this work in 

Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek and Old Latin.  It became the standard text of the Western 

Church and went through later revisions.  Because of the antiquity of the sources used 

and the early date of translation, it is still used by scholars to help in determining the 

best final texts of the bible alongside Hebrew and Greek manuscript fragments.  It was 

first translated into English by British scholars in exile based in Douay and Rheims 

from 1582-1610. The first translation into English from Hebrew and Greek texts is 

associated with the name of William Tyndale (d. 1536) and is known as the Tyndale 

Bible, which first began to appear in 1526. 

 

The Hebrew and Greek texts used by people like Tyndale were simply the best that they 

had available at the time.  The father of this sixteenth century translation movement was 

Erasmus of Rotterdam (d. 1536), a Catholic priest, who drew together new Hebrew and 

Greek texts based on eleventh and twelfth century manuscripts, which were the best to 

which he had access.  German translators, headed by Martin Luther (d.1546), used the 

Greek text of Erasmus as their source.  They did not have access to the Codex Vaticanus 

or the Codex Sinaiticus or the many other manuscript fragments that have become 
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available in later centuries.  Likewise, the King James Bible translation into English, 

dating from 1611, was done from the best manuscripts in Hebrew and Greek to which 

they had access at that time. 

 

It was not until the nineteenth century that biblical scholars began the colossal task of 

developing so-called ‘critical editions’ of the texts in Hebrew and Greek.  They drew 

from the two Codex manuscripts and the thousands of fragments to compile editions 

that are regarded by contemporary scholars to be the most authentic available today.  

They balanced the various wording of the different manuscripts to indicate the ‘best’ 

and also the ‘variant readings’ that are possible but not regarded as being as widely 

attested as the ‘best’.  It is on the basis of these critical editions in Hebrew and Greek 

that modern translations into the languages of the world are written.  Good scholarly 

translations into English today will often have footnotes that explain that some words 

or phrases are different in some of these highly regarded ‘variant readings.’ Sometimes, 

a whole verse or sentence that was not accepted into the ‘best’ text is noted as being 

found in one or more of these ‘variant readings.’ 

 

There are reported to be some four-hundred-and-fifty translations of the bible in English 

existing today.  Different churches in countries around the world are more likely to use 

one rather than another.  Sometimes, a version in English that is regarded as being more 

easily understood, or flowing better when read aloud in worship, will be widely used.  

The consensus of biblical scholars would point to the New Revised Standard Version, 

first published in 1989, as the most accurate translation in English available today.  Just 

as we now have more than thirty translations of the Qur'an in English, yet one Arabic 

original, so the vast majority of these four-hundred-and-fifty English translations of the 

bible will have been made from the critical editions in Hebrew and Greek, compiled 

and refined during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries from the two ancient Codex 

collections and fragmentary manuscripts.   

 

Public and private use of the bible 

 

Passages from the bible will be read aloud in every assembly for Christian worship.  

With few exceptions worldwide, these passages will now be read in the language of the 

people thus assembled.  In multi-lingual congregations passages might be read in more 

than one language, or translations in other languages might be made available in written 

form so that everyone present would be able to read and understand the bible passage 

in a way that is immediately accessible to them.  One of the passages read in public 

worship is highly likely to be taken from one of the gospels.  The word ‘gospel’ in 

English has the meaning ‘good news’ so this might be best understood as ‘here is the 

good news for us today.’  The theme of the reading from the gospel will be further 

demonstrated by a reading from the Hebrew scriptures, or Old Testament, and/or from 

the Letters contained in the New Testament.  This could well mean that two or three 

themed passages will be read aloud in the worship assembly. 

 

In some parts of the Christian family, a systematic scheme for reading passages of 

scripture has been developed to ensure that the whole of the gospels and relevant 
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portions of the other writings in the bible are read in public worship.  Commonly such 

reading schemes, called lectionaries, will be worked out on a three-year cycle.  Some 

churches have an additional lectionary of biblical texts to be expanded in sermons; this 

might be on a six-year cycle.  Such lectionaries are intended to ensure that those who 

regularly attend worship hear and have explained all the biblical passages that are 

regarded as central to Christian faith and practice.  Often such lectionaries working on 

a three-year cycle will focus on one of the synoptic gospels (Matthew, Mark and Luke) 

each year to ensure a consistent treatment of the way in which the ‘good news’ is 

presented in each.  This continuous reading will be punctuated by the major festivals, 

which will take readings especially relevant to the events in the life of Jesus 

commemorated in each festival, so, for example, passages about the death and 

resurrection to eternal life of Jesus will be read each year at the Easter season.  The 

more theological gospel of John is often scheduled for reading at festivals and in short 

series during the year.  In other churches, a much more fluid approach to scripture 

selection for worship is taken, with the minister or preacher selecting those texts that 

she or he finds most pertinent to the congregation at any particular time. 

 

Once the scriptures have been read, the themes contained in them will become the 

subject of an exposition by the preacher in a sermon, which will seek to show how they 

could be applied in the time and context in which those present are living.  The preacher 

will be someone who experiences the call of God to that particular ministry.  Such a 

person will normally have had years of higher level theological and biblical education 

in preparation for such ministry.  They might well have received an official mandate 

from their church authorities for such work so that the congregation has the assurance 

that they are equipped for the task and belong to the theological tradition of the 

congregation to which they are about to speak.  The purpose of the sermon is to draw 

out the meaning and teaching contained in the scripture that has been read.  A common 

expression helps to make this clear: the sermon is often referred to as ‘breaking open 

the word’ contained in the scriptures.  This might well include giving some of the 

background to any events referred to in the scripture passages and helping people to 

enter into the mind and context of the authors and later editors.  A helpful indication is 

given by the practice in some churches of observing a period of silence, either after the 

scriptures have been read or after the sermon, for those present to reflect on what they 

have heard.  This might be summarised as: “now we have heard the words contained in 

the bible passages, so we will sit in silence to allow the Word of God to speak in our 

hearts.” 

 

This last expression gives the key to the way in which the scriptures will be used in 

private or in informal groups by Christians.  Here a passage of scripture will be read in 

a slow and reflective manner.  The person will then ‘dwell in that passage’ and churn it 

over in their mind and heart.  This might well include reference to the work of scholars, 

who have written commentaries on that passage to ensure that deeper meanings are 

drawn out and understood.  For those reading the scriptures privately in translation, 

reference might be made to the passage in the original language to ensure that the 

meaning of words and expressions becomes clearer.  This ‘dwelling in the text,’ or 

rumination, is an intensely spiritual experience.  We can think of this as allowing space 
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for the Spirit of God that speaks through the text to communicate with the Spirit of God 

in the heart of the individual believer, so that they might hear what God wishes to 

communicate at this time and through this text.  This meditative process allows for a 

direct communication between the believer and God so that one hears and is guided by 

God in the life of the individual.  To speak of ‘hearing’ God speak through the scripture 

does not mean that one ‘hears voices’ but rather the ‘hearing’ occurs on a deeper 

spiritual level so that the person recognises the truth that God wishes to convey and is 

thus convinced in their hearts of the message directed to them.  This is all part of the 

development of experience or conscience in the process of the purification of the heart 

so that the individual becomes more Christ-like and from that purified heart truly godly 

actions will flow. 
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