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Reading the Bible
Understanding the Good Book



The material here is meant to help you to get into most of the main types of literature
found in the Bible, so that you can read it and get a deal from it to nourish your faith
and your trust in God. This is not an academic thing, though there are some
complicated ideas. It's not for Bible students- it's for everyone who would like to know
the Bible better and through that, discover more of God's grace shown in Jesus Christ.

Most of the material is taken from "How to Read the Bible for All Its Worth", by
Gordon Fee and Douglas Stuart. They are professors in New and Old Testament
respectively and are both committed to Jesus Christ as Saviour and Lord. They are not
giving dry teaching about an old book but, rather, help us to gain encouragement and
learn much about living faith in Jesus as we study the scriptures.

I hope that you find this is good fun and easy to use. More than that, I hope this
encourages you to get into the bible, and to discover for yourself some of the
tremendous riches God has given us in the Scriptures that we may know him, and his
Son, better and follow as more faithful disciples of Jesus.
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The Bible isn't just one book. It's sixty-six different books written over a huge period of
time, something like one and a half thousand years. Traditionally, the Church has
understood that the Bible is God's Word. It is in a real sense, God speaking to us.

However, God has chosen to speak to us through human words, written by people in
particular circumstances.

So the Bible has eternal significance because it is God's Word. It also has historical
particularity, in that each piece of writing is influenced by the culture in which it was
spoken and then written down. There is a tension between this eternal relevance and
the historical setting of every part of the Bible.

Here are two key principles in understanding the Bible:

1 God's Word is expressed to us in the words and ideas of people who lived in
certain places and certain times. God's Word to us was first of all God's Word to
them. We need to know what God's Word said to its original hearers before we can
begin to work out what it is saying to us now. We need to hear God's word back there
and then, before we can  hear God's Word here and now. There's nothing "clever" or
"magical" about this: it demands a deal of hard work.

2 God has chosen to communicate to people in his Word in a huge variety of
ways: narrative (or story), history, law, genealogies, letter, prophecy, oracles, riddles,
drama, biography, parables, sermons and apocalypses. We need to learn general rules
which apply in all our reading of the Bible if we are to work out what it meant to the
people who first heard it. We also need to learn specific rules which apply as we read
particular parts of the Bible. These different kinds of writings are called "genres" (from
a word which means "type") and we need to understand how to read these different
genres of biblical literature.
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There are two main steps:

1 The first step is the careful study of the Bible to discover what the text originally
meant to the first readers. This is about trying to find out the original intent of the
words of the Bible. This is true for every part of the Bible we read, and not just for
the "difficult" parts. Once we've done this we haven't finished our work (in fact,
we're only half way through). But unless we do this first bit, we are well on the road
to getting the wrong answer.

2 The second step is to work out what the relevance of the original message in the
bible is today. This has to be the second step and not the first step, because
discovering what the Bible means today can only be based on what it originally
meant. To think otherwise is to have a view that the meaning of God's Word
somehow changes over time; and more, that you are the only person who can tell
what changing meaning is! What's more, if God is consistent, his Word cannot mean
one thing now which it did not mean when originally given. A text cannot mean
what it never meant; and we cannot "force" that kind of interpretation on a text.

Now, there is a slight exception to this general rule. It is possible, in limited
circumstances, for a text to have a "deeper" meaning than the original. This happens
very rarely, and really only with prophecy. In the Old Testament, prophecies were
often originally understood as referring to events there and then. We read many of
these prophecies in the light of the coming of the Lord Jesus. But beyond this narrow
group of prophecies, how can you decide when there is a "fuller" or "deeper" meaning?
Who speaks for God? Do you have the last word? That's where sects often come from.
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It could be very difficult to find the original meaning. But it is not impossible. The key is
to read the Biblical text carefully and ask the right questions. There are two basic sets
of questions you ask:

1   Ask about the historical setting. What were things like when this material was first
written? What did the author do? Where was the author? What was life like? What
was religion like? What were the social circumstances of the people the author was
writing to? It makes a difference to know that Haggai prophesied after the exile of
God's people, or to know what people in the time of John the Baptist thought about
the Messiah, or what differences there are between Philippi and Corinth.

To do this well, you'll need some outside help. There are printed bible encyclopaedias
and dictionaries and some of the better ones are listen in the centre panel so you can
visit the Amazon website and get more details about them. There are helpful online
resources and they, too are listed here (as well as in the toolbox section) and they'll
take you, if you have an Internet connection, directly to the sites.

It would be really good to invest in the Lion Handbook to the bible. Although not
hugely detailed, it will give you a great deal of help in beginning this task of working out
what things were like when the biblical material was written. You can find out more
about it by clicking on the link in the centre panel.

2   Ask "what's the point?" every time you read anything from the Bible. Try to work
out the author's train of thought. Why does the author make that point there? Hoe
does that fit into the bigger argument? What is the author saying next, and why?
This is very important because it is by asking this sort of question that the author's
intention will become clearer. And it's the author's intention that you're trying to
get at.

One problem with some bibles such as the King James Version is that every verse is
printed as a separate paragraph. The Bible is not made up of lots of tiny one-verse
paragraphs, but of larger unit of thought connected together. See the connections and
you're on your way to understanding the author's intention.
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The Old Testament was almost entirely written in Hebrew. Two small sections (half of
Daniel and Ezra) were written in a sister language called Aramaic. All the New
Testament was written in Greek. Since we don't know these languages, we must use
translations.

Translation involves interpreting what the original language meant and putting that into
the new language. That is always a difficult job calling for fine distinctions. Therefore if
you only read the English translation of the original texts, you can only be reading what
the translators think. If you read more translations, you increase the chances of
understanding the possible meanings of a passage. This is good for study, but for
devotional life or for bringing to church, you shouldn't feel you have to bring more than
one translation.

Which translations? Choose one from each of the four sections in the table in the
centre panel and you'll not be far from the mark. I think I'd recommend the New
Revised Standard Version, the New International Version, the Jerusalem Bible and the
Good News Bible. You can buy copies of these at any Christian bookshop or online
and there are links in the centre panel.

For serious Bible study, using one translation is likely not to give you as much scope as
you need to think through the passage. For example, the Jehovah's Witnesses base all
their teachings on only one translation of the Bible (their own, as it happens: the New
World Translation). It is extremely literal and is filled with errors of interpretation. But
if it's the only translation you use, you'll never see where it differs from the others.

It's also helpful not to use a translation which is very free, because there are times
when such a translation can leave the original text behind. The Living Bible is a bit like
that, and other "free" translations such as  JB Phillips New Testament are preferable.

In St Kentigern's, we use the New International Version which (we've been told) is
about as good a single translation as you'll get. But for serious study, you need to use
more than one translation. The New International Version uses a principle of dynamic
equivalence, where the translators attempt to transfer words and idioms into precise
equivalents in English. This keeps historical distance on all historical matters, but
"updates" matters of language, grammar and style.

It's a good idea to have printed copies of the translations you use regularly, but you can
refer to other translations from time to time through the Internet. There are links in
the centre panel and in the toolbox.
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The New Testament letters (all the New Testament apart from the Gospels, Acts and
Revelation) are not all the same. Some of the letters follow exactly the pattern which
letters in those days followed (just as we have conventions for writing letters today).
You'll see the pattern of letters laid out in the centre panel.

If you take this list as the standard, many of the New Testament "letters" aren't strictly
speaking letters but this isn't of much concern. What does matter is that all the New
Testament letters are written to specific people at specific time for specific purposes. In
other words, they are all "occasional" because they are written for a particular
occasion. As you also know, they were all written in the first century AD.

So the setting in which they are all written is the first century, and they were all written
for a purpose. We don't always know exactly what the purpose was, though we can
make educated guesses (just as you can when listening to one side of a telephone
conversation). But, in just the same way, it's possible to jump to conclusions and get
things wrong.
Another thing which comes from the fact that the letters are occasional is that they are
not first and foremost about theology. They are usually practical, answering a question,
criticising some practices, and so on. Often there is theology in the letters to back up
what the author is arguing for, but  the letters themselves are really examples of
theology being applied to particular situations and tasks. We have to be careful when
we read them that we work out what the purpose of the letters are.

So, what do we do?

1 Find out as much as possible about the people who get the letter. A Bible
 dictionary or encyclopaedia is a great help here. So is the text- you'd be
 amazed what you can find out about the audience from carefully reading the
 letters.

2 Get a grip on the whole letter, probably by reading it through once or twice in
 a whole sitting. That never takes very long, though sometimes it is complex.
 Some Bibles lay out a table of contents of the letters, and this can be helpful
 (but it may not be completely correct so don't treat it as divinely inspired). It's
 critical to get the big view. Without this big view, it is impossible to get clear
 smaller views.

3 Do the same as you've just done for each smaller section of letter you've
 identified (each smaller section may be several chapters, or only several verses,
 depending on the letter and the section).
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It is always better to start with the big view and work inwards, rather than starting with
a small view and working outwards. However, as you look at each small section in
detail, you'll begin to build up a larger detailed picture which will inform your other
studies of other small sections. It’s a bit like doing a jigsaw: often you find the corners,
then the edges. That shows you the boundaries of what you're doing, but not the
picture. As you build up different parts of the picture you get a clearer idea of the
whole, but you don't go beyond the boundaries created by the corners and edges.
Studying the letters isn't all that much different. Here are some suggestions for doing
this more detailed study of smaller sections:

1 Always think in paragraphs. Don't think only in verses. Try to keep in your
 mind the argument or the point the author is making. Keep on asking yourself,
 "What is the point of this paragraph?" and "What is this paragraph saying?"
 Putting each paragraph into your own words is very helpful as long as you
 remember there may be other words it could also be put into. Keep asking,
 "Why does the author say this here?" Much of the letters make a great deal of
 sense: many great minds have pored over these texts for a lifetime and have
 found that careful study like this reveals a great deal more about the letters. So
 don't be afraid this sort of detailed examination will destroy the message. It will
 make it clearer.

2 Remember that since each letter was sent as a unit, most of the material in
 each letter should be capable of being understood without going outside the
 letter to read other material.

3 The authors largely knew what they were doing, so the arguments should
 make sense. If they don't, don't jump to the conclusion that the Apostle Paul
 couldn't argue his way out a wet paper bag. Go back and make sure you
 understood his line of argument correctly.

4 Don't be surprised if this makes quite a lot of sense, and maybe doesn't allow
 you to take all sorts of funny things from individual verses. That's because
 there aren't lots of funny things in single verses except the things we are
 desperate to discover there. If we let the letters speak for themselves, we find
 they speak sensibly to help our faith.

5 Don't worry about the bits which are still mysterious. We don't know
 everything about life for Christians in the first century. We don't know all the
 things they did in worship nor how they lived. There are ideas which are still
 mysterious, and there are times when we have to let mystery be mystery. But
 you're likely to find that it's okay to leave these bits, since so much else makes
 sense. Worry about the bits of the bible you can understand more than you
 worry about the bits you can't understand.
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The first principle in interpreting the letters for our time is this: the authors cannot
have meant something that their readers had never heard of. The meaning must at least
be possible to first-century people.

The second principle is also pretty easy: use your enlightened common sense. If it
seems to apply, then it may well do. You'll almost certainly know that something
doesn't apply (such as Paul's request for someone to bring his cloak to prison in 2
Timothy).

But here's the problem. Our "common sense" is often influenced heavily by our
surroundings and culture. Even how we do things in the church we attend may flavour
what we think is "obvious". Our commitments to doing certain Christian things certain
ways has a major impact on how we read the letters.

1 Therefore the basic rule is: a text cannot mean what it could never have meant
 to its author or the first readers. This doesn't help you work out what a text
 does mean, but it can help you greatly working out what it cannot mean.

2 The second rule is: whenever we share comparable particulars (that is, our life
 situation is the same), then God's Word to the readers then is God's Word to
 us now. The difficulty comes in deciding what are comparable life situations. It
 certainly includes most of the ethical commands of the letters. It includes the
 Gospel message. However, we have to be careful that we do not extend this
 principle too far. We have to be sure that the life settings are comparable
 before we can say clearly that God's Word then applies in the same way now.
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This is where the next problem comes in. How far may we "stray" from or extend the
original setting and still say God's Word to the people then is His Word to us now?
The answer is that we do not stray far, and whenever we do so, we do it carefully. So,
even when there are comparable situations, we can only apply the original intent of the
words. Now, it may be that the principle is taught explicitly elsewhere in Scripture, and
that's fine. But it is a mistake to push the similarities between first-century Christians
and us too far.

Here are some helpers:

1 Usually there is a principle at stake, which will be stated fairly clearly. That
 principle will usually be ethical or spiritual and will therefore apply then and
 now.

2 However, the principle cannot be applied all over the place: it is only applicable
 in genuinely comparable situations. What is comparable may be a debated
 question of interpretation, but don't miss the wood for the trees.

There are certain subjects which are probably not so important nowadays:

1 food, drink, and the observance of special days were not a particularly big issue
 then and are not now;

2 some matters which only apply to that culture do not apply to ours;

3 the things missed out of the "sin lists" in Romans 1, 1 Corinthians 5 and 6 and
 2 Timothy 3, but mentioned otherwise may not be binding.
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Even with these rules, there are cultural issues which make interpreting the letters
hard. Here are some suggestions about dealing with these:

1 It may help to distinguish between the central core of the Bible's message and
 the things which are not central. In other words, we are not to turn the
 Gospel back into Law.

2 We should find out what the New Testament considers is essentially moral
 and abide by those rules; but the cultural things may have changed. The "sin
 lists" for example do not contain cultural items.

3 The New Testament does not always have a consistent witness on some
 matters (such as women's ministries) but it is consistent about other ones,
 such as love, non-retaliation, that hatred and strife and murder are wrong, and
 so on.

4 We need to distinguish between a principle and a specific application:
 sometimes an application which applies only to one specific situation may
 sound like a principle but not be one. A good question to ask is, "would this
 have been an issue for us if we hadn't come across it in the New Testament?" If
 it wouldn't, it may not be a principle.

5 If an author doesn't have a lot of ethical choice (such as whether or not slavery
 is right) then it is more likely that the applications are specific to the situation,
 since alternatives could not be easily contemplated. Where there is an ethical
 choice, the fact that a choice is made may well be significant.

6 There are real, but sometimes subtle, differences between culture now and
 culture then. For example women's access to education has changed hugely
 and we need to take this on board.

7 Christian charity is important: these aren't hard and fast rules, but guidelines
 which need to be interpreted sensitively. There may be disagreement, and we
 are called to bear with one another in love.
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The letters are written for specific purposes, so it's wise not to make broader
applications than the letters themselves do. They were not written primarily to give us
all the answers to our theological questions, and we need to leave mysterious things as
mystery sometimes.

The letters are not meant to answer our questions. They answer the questions the
authors (and their audience) wished answered. If we try to get what we want from
them, we may well distort what they say.
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What are the Old Testament narratives? They are stories, though true ones; and they
are about God. They tell us what happened- not just any things that happened, but
specific things often to illustrate or describe teaching given elsewhere more explicitly

There is a series of "tiers" in the narratives:

1 At the biggest level, the narratives are about God and his dealings with his
 people, and with other peoples as they relate to his people. God is the main,
 and often unseen, character in all Old Testament narrative;

2 The middle level is about God's people Israel: how the people are called
 through Abraham, how they are rescued from Egypt, how they receive the
 Promised Land and are exiled from it only to be restored again;

3 There is the most detailed level of the stories of individual incidents and the
 lives of individual people such as Joseph and Gideon and many other.

Remember that all narrative often has all three elements and is always part of the larger
picture. Indeed, the bigger picture goes beyond the Old Testament and into the New
Testament.
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Old Testament narratives are not:

1 simply stories about people randomly They are about people in relation to
 God which is frequently involved in the narrative.

2 strange stories which require another "key" to unlock or understand them.
 They are not allegories where the elements of the story stand for other real-
 life things.

3 places where you find direct teaching: you may find illustrations of teaching
 found elsewhere, but narratives describe, they don't teach.

4 always independent little moral units- often they have to be read as part of the
 larger whole story.

5 telling you good things about good people who always behave correctly. There
 are plenty crooks and villains in the Old Testament.
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Here are principles for interpreting the Old Testament narratives:

1 Don't look for direct teaching, but look for descriptions or illustrations of
 teaching found elsewhere.

2 Remember they record what happened, not necessarily what should have
 happened.

3 What people do is not an example to follow- often it's the opposite!

4 Most of the Old Testament characters are far from perfect and their actions
 reflect this!

5 We don't always know at the end of a narrative whether what happened was
 good or bad: we should be able to judge that from what we know of God's
 teachings from other places.

6 All narratives are selective, and they are incomplete. We don't have all the
 details and we don't get to know all we might like to know

7 They weren't written to answer all our theological questions. They often have
 limited purposes and don't go further.

8 Although narratives often don't teach directly, be on the lookout for the times
 when they do.

9 God is the hero of all biblical narrative.

10 Don't go searching around for secret and hidden meanings in narrative. You
 should be able to understand the meaning from careful reading of what is said
 in the text.
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There are some other pitfalls in reading old Testament narrative, and they are:

1 Allegorising the text to make it mean something completely different from
 what it says.  Narrative is not allegorical.

2 Ignoring the whole historical and social setting of the narrative. If you do this
 with real zeal, you can make narrative mean almost anything you want it to
 mean.

3 If you just read or concentrate on the bits you want to, you can twist the
 meaning of narrative at your leisure.

4 If you take bits of narrative from here and there where there is no obvious or
 direct connection, you can create fantastical theologies which are likely to be
 incorrect.

5 If the plain reading of the text leaves you cold, you could make something up
 which makes you feel better. Except that the text wasn't written to give you a
 warm glow but to tell you God's truth, and that is worth finding out and
 sticking to.

6 If you use some sort of special, external, key to understanding the narratives,
 you can twist them beyond recognition.

7 If you assume all the narratives (such as every chapter) have a moral tale to
 tell, you can miss the point of the whole picture.

8 If you apply all you read to yourself, you'll get a self-centred reading that may
 have nothing to do with the narrative. Scripture wasn't written with you alone
 in mind, so don't think you have to behave precisely like a character in a
 narrative. Unless you've been caught with a beautiful woman and had your
 head shaven only to find your superhuman strength has gone. But if that
 happens to you, make sure you know the layout of public buildings with
 pillared halls.
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Acts seems easy, because it's a great story. It's also harder than it seems, largely
because you can read it wanting to find out lots of different things. It might be a help to
understand why Acts was written- that at least will help us see what the book was not
trying to do.

A good exercise is to read the entire book and think about what things happen again
and again. Once you've done that, you can go back and read it in more detail and use
the "bigger picture" as a pattern.

I don't want to tell you the answer before you've had a chance to find it for yourself, so
I'm only offering these pointers:

1 What do you think about the idea of movement in the book: starting one place
 and going to others? Do you spot different smaller groups of movement like
 this, and can you see an overall idea? If so, what do you think it is?

2 Who is the most important character in the book? Is it Peter (and remember
 he falls out the picture fairly early on)? Is it Paul (and remember he doesn't
 really come into the book until chapter 9)? Is there another character present
 throughout, influencing, orchestrating, encouraging the sort of movement I
 mentioned earlier?

3 Do you think there's really all that much about how a local church could be
 organised? If there is, is it always consistent from place to place?

4 Is the movement idea spread out in a circle all around Jerusalem? For example,
 is the Gospel described as going north, south, east and west? If only some
 directions really get attention, is that telling us something about the message of
 the book?

5 Is everything the same everywhere that's described? Do you read this as a
 "Standard Guide to Setting up the Standard Church in your area?" Does it
 come across like that at all, or are individual places, even individual people,
 more the focus of attention?

6 Having said all that, are there big patterns we can see which may apply not only
 to the situations then, but to churches now? If there are, what do you think
 they are?

16
Reading Acts



You might also want to think abut these general principles:

1 The fact that something is described as happening doesn't mean that it is a rule
 which says the same thing must happen elsewhere. That confuses description of events
with prescription (saying that it must be like this). It's probably fair to say that unless Scripture
explicitly tells us to do something, if something else is only described as happening that does
not mean we are under an obligation to do it. The only exception to this is when it can be
clearly seen the author  meant the description to be an instruction to others.

2 Following on from what I've just said is the idea which is commonly held, that
 God's instruction to his people of all times is found in the intention of  Scripture, not
in a literal interpretation of events or situations which are  described. Therefore it is often
more helpful to look for the "bigger picture"  than getting bogged down in detail. It's a bit like
trying to land an aeroplane on a sandy beach (though that's not something I've ever tried).
Apparently the  trick is to skim over a longer distance and touch down gently. If you come
down too steeply, you get caught in the sand, grind to a halt and crash. When we read the bible
there's a real temptation to dive in, get caught in the detail and miss the broader intention.
That's not to say that detail isn't important, but it is to say that gradually building up the picture
once you've ascertained the bigger picture is much more likely to stop you crashing to a halt in
a muddle of  complicated interpretations of a few words or verses.

3 Furthermore, don't do something just because someone in the bible did it,  unless
there's clear teaching that's what you are meant to do. Jesus fed hungry people, and we are to
do that because elsewhere Jesus teaches us to do it. But we don't put God to the test about
our futures because Gideon did it. Gideon lacked faith and God was gracious to him- so we
don't follow an example of a lack of faith.

4 Just because someone in the bible did something once, that doesn't mean we do it
unless we're specifically told to do so. Jesus plucked grain on the Sabbath and told his disciples
to do it. We don't take from that that we are to pluck grain on Sundays. Jesus is teaching a
principle when he tells his disciples it's OK to do that; and it's important for us to see the
principle and not get bogged down trying to follow the detail.

5 Just because certain things are done a certain way in the bible doesn't mean we do
them the same way, even though we may be commanded to do them. A good example of this
would be the Lord's Supper. We are told in Scripture to proclaim the Lord's death until he
comes, but we don't hire an upper room  and have a meal. Certainly that's what Jesus did, but
the example does not serve as a command to be followed. Even the frequency of celebrating
the Lord's Supper isn't explicitly taught in Scripture, so we cannot argue for celebrating it once
a week any more than we can say it has to be once a year.
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 There are some things it's good to remember about the Gospels:

1 Jesus didn't write any of them, though what he said and did is recorded in all of
 them

2 There are four of them; and there are some remarkable similarities as well as
 real differences.

Why are there four? Probably because different communities of early followers of Jesus
needed a collection of things about Jesus to help them to follow him. That would
certainly account for the fact that a great deal of material is identical in the first three
Gospels, and even why the fourth is quite different.

How do we deal with having four gospels? We remember that the first readers (and
those who heard these things spoken and retold before they were put in writing)
wanted to know historical things about the real Jesus and wanted to learn about the
one the trusted as Lord; and also the story of Jesus needed to be told for audiences
who didn't live in rural first-century Palestine but perhaps lived in cities, or in different
countries. All these issues are addressed in the Gospels we read, where we want to do
all these things ourselves. So the Gospels are written in a way which helps us to find
out what we need to know about Jesus, and that is part of their genius.

However, they tell us about Jesus who lived in first-century Palestine. We need to
know as much as we can about life then if we are to read the Gospels in a rich way.
You can get hold of books and websites which help with this, and there are details in
the centre panel. It's impossible to understand Jesus fully without understanding the
world in which he lives.

What is also essential is to be aware that Jesus was a teacher. Teachers use all sorts of
techniques and forms of speaking to get their message across. Jesus did that too. He
used overstatement, proverbs, metaphors, questions, irony and lots more.

However, in the Gospels we do not have all the real-life settings in which gave his
teaching. The Gospels do not always retain the setting of Jesus' teaching, and this is
important because we do not always know who Jesus is talking to. We need to work
out, as far as we can from what is said, whether Jesus was speaking to his disciples or to
other interested people, nor to people who did not take kindly to his teaching, such as
the teachers of the Law. It isn't always critical to know who Jesus was speaking to, but
it is likely to make your understanding deeper.
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So, when you come to read sections of the Gospel, read across and read up and down.

1 Read across- read the same account in the other gospels if it appears in them
 (often a good bible will tell you about these "parallel passages" as they're
 called). You don't read them to try to get a mish-mash view which takes all the
 different points of all the different stories into account. What you are looking
 for are the differences- and why one writer wanted to emphasise that
 difference. This can help make clear Luke's special perspective over and against
 Matthew's, for example.

2 Think up and down- read what comes before and what comes after the bit
 you're interested in. Does your section fit into a larger section of teaching, or
 descriptions of miracles? This is important because the meaning of certain
 passages may be discovered in part from the context in which they're found.
 This often serves to make understanding the passage you're studying easier,
 not more difficult.

Here's a way of thinking about the commands Jesus gives: don't read them as though
they were a qualification for entry into heaven. That is by faith alone. But see Jesus'
commands as his expectation of the kind of way his people live their lives. They are
commands, not so we might be acceptable to God, but because he has already accepted
us.

Here's a way of thinking about the narratives accounts of what Jesus did: they illustrate
who Jesus is and the fact that the kingdom of God has begun to appear from and after
Jesus coming.
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It is absolutely critical to understanding Jesus and his teaching to be aware of the sort of thinking
which people at the time had in relation to the coming kingdom of God. This is so basic that not
to understand this will skew what you take from the Gospels.

At the time of Jesus, people believed they were living in the time controlled by Satan. Times were
evil, and this could be seen through sin, sickness, possession by evil spirits and the fact that evil
seemed to win all the time all over the place. Jewish people were desperately looking for the
time to come, the time when God would be in charge of this world (not just of heaven) and so,
in this world God would be present by his Spirit, there would be righteousness (not sin), health
(not sickness), and peace instead of the fact that evil triumphed.

People looked for the end of the present time and the start of the age to come. This would all
happen when the Messiah appeared, and the Old Testament contains many positive hopes about
life after the Messiah.

Many people believed Jesus was the Messiah. During his ministry, precisely the sorts of things that
were said to happen in the age to come were happening (just think about the stories of Jesus
which you know). Jesus himself said the kingdom of God was near. He spoke in parables about
the kingdom. Is the age to come dawning with Jesus?

And then he was tried and crucified and it all seemed to have ended in disaster. People must have
been very disappointed. But then he rose from the dead and, slowly, followers of this Jesus
realised he hadn't come to end the old time and replace it with the age to come. Jesus came to
usher in the new age, and to begin the end of the present age. So in their experience there was
already righteousness, peace, health and the Spirit's presence. But all these things were present
alongside the presence of evil, the continuing power of evil men, sickness and disobedience to
God. As yet, there wasn't full righteousness, peace, health and of course there was no
destruction of death.

So the first followers understood they lived in the "middle times" when both the current evil age
and the age to come were present. That changed their point of view so they had the possibility of
living now in the age to come, while still battling with the problems of evil, sin and death.

And those are the times we're still living in. We're aware of sin, evil, sickness and we know there
isn't full righteousness, full peace, complete healing and death is still around. But we're not only
looking for, but working to increase, the influence the age of the kingdom of God here and now.
And so many of Jesus' parables are encouragements to us now to keep looking for, and keep
working for, and keep living as though we were members of, the kingdom of God- because all
that is true here and now. It's not completely as it will be; and it is not the only power at work in
our world. But it is there and it is real and it is Jesus who started it all and who in the Gospels
challenges and encourages us to look for the kingdom and to work for it and to live in it.
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The parables Jesus taught are tricky, for a number of reasons:

1 When we talk about "parables" we mean only one thing and we might not be sure quite how to describe it.
But the "parables" are lots of things: fully worked out stories; or illustrations taken from everyday life; or
metaphors and similes

2 We don't understand how they would have worked, but they did work when they were told to people.
They were a bit like jokes are today- they connected with people's thinking, then at the end often they
turned that thinking upside down and made people think. That's the main purpose of parables- to make
people think. So, we need to get the "punch" of the parables if we are to understand them properly

What we do is:

1 We find the points of reference: the things people would have understood, the thing they would have
smiled at, the things they would have said, "Yes, that's right."

2 We see where that is turned on its head in some way, and what the point of the turning is.

What we don't do is try to read into the parables all sorts of hidden meanings and change the things in the
parables into some completely different things. That's called allegorising, and it makes nonsense of
understanding the parables. It's done because Jesus appears to sanction that way of interpreting them, but
that's probably not what he's doing and there's a reference to an website where you can read more on this if
you're interested.

There are some additional points to do with the parables of the kingdom, which are worth pointing out:

1 Don't be fooled into thinking the kingdom of God is like the first thing mentioned. The kingdom is like the
whole point of the parable.

2 These parables are all generally ways in which Jesus conveyed his message. So they principally call for a
response to Jesus' invitation to come and follow him.

3 They proclaim the kingdom both as here and as not yet here. But in the main they describe the kingdom as
present, and call Jesus disciples to discern it in  their midst. That's exactly the message we want to take
from them as well now. But there is also a sense of urgency in them: because the kingdom has come, God's
judgement is at hand. So belief and faithful action cannot be put off to another time: the response is to be
made now.

4 The kingdom is about judgement and destruction, but it is also about salvation and hope. So there is a
strong sense of joy running through the parables of the kingdom, and that is entirely appropriate for those
who have responded to Jesus' call.
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The main thing we are trying to do is to translate the point Jesus was making into our
own situation now. Perhaps you could re-tell a parable in an up to date setting. But
remember that often the point was to criticise Jesus' enemies. Therefore, if you come
up with a very cosy modern example (so that it teaches everyone in the world is wrong
but me), make sure you've really caught the point of the parable yourself.

The second main thing is that all of Jesus' parables proclaim the kingdom of God, and
therefore getting as full an understanding of the kingdom of God as you can will be a
great help in understanding the parables.
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Jewish people kept the law as evidence that they were loyal to God. The Law means different
things in different parts of the Bible. Generally, it is a shorthand way of talking about the first five
books of the Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy). Sometimes in the
New Testament the "Law" is the whole of the Old Testament. But usually it is the section of
laws beginning with the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20 and going through to the end of
Deuteronomy.

What relation do we as Christians have to the law?
Here are some pointers:

1 The law is a covenant or contract, so it binds God's people to the Lord. As the Old
Testament Hebrew people obeyed the law, they knew they were in fellowship with God. We
do not live under the Old Covenant, but under the New and our relationship with God is
secured in Jesus. So our starting point cannot be that the Old Testament or Covenant is
binding on us as it was on the people of Israel. In fact, it's safe to assume the opposite: that
the Old Testament law is not binding on us unless it is specifically renewed in the New
Covenant (the New Testament). It is not the loyalty that has changed- God still expects his
people to be loyal to him. It is how that loyalty is expressed that has changed.

2 it is clear a large number of Old Testament commands have not been renewed in the New
Covenant. All the Israelite civil laws and all the laws to do with ritual worship no longer apply
to us. And don't be sidetracked by thinking Jesus said the Law was still in force. He said that
the Law could not be changed, but that he would give a new Covenant which would
guarantee a greater righteousness than could be obtained by keeping all the Old law. Jesus
fulfilled the whole Old Testament law, and gave us instead a law of love, a new law.

3 Some parts of the Old Testament commands are renewed in the New Covenant. Laws to do
with right behaviour and attitude are renewed, and Jesus reinterprets some Old Testament
laws to give them wider and deeper application. So aspects of the Old Testament law are
renewed, not the laws themselves.

4 It's good to remember that even if we are not bound to the Old Testament law as the way
we demonstrate our loyalty to God, still it is the Word of God  to us. God wants us to know
about the history of his people prior to Jesus, so there is much we can learn about God and
about faithful living from the law, even if we are not obeying every law ourselves.

5 The only parts of the Old Testament law which transfer across in their entirety to the New
Covenant are the Ten Commandments and the command to love God with all your heart,
soul, mind and strength and love your neighbour as yourself. No others are strictly binding
on Christians.
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The Old Testament Law has these sorts of laws:

1 There are laws which command people to do things or not to do them. These
 laws have to be interpreted so that their spirit is enforced (e.g. there is a
 command not to gather the gleanings of the harvest, and that would also apply
 to grapes as wheat or whatever).

2 There are laws which say what should follow as a consequence of something
 happening. These laws only come into play if the circumstances have occurred,
 and they only apply to those specifically mentioned in the provisions of the law.
 We may learn a deal about Hebrew society, and about the nature of God, in
 these laws but they are only for very restricted circumstances.

3 There are some really strange provisions in the law, for example not boiling a
 calf in its mothers milk. It is likely that these laws made a deal of sense to the
 Hebrew people, perhaps to stop them from getting involved with pagan
 practices of neighbouring tribes of people, or to do with hygiene in a very
 different world, or to emphasise the importance of sin and how it must be
 dealt with. If we read laws which make little sense to us, we need to remember
 that we do not live in the time these laws were given or enforced.

The Law also shows us how difficult, even impossible it is, to please God on our own
simply by obeying the law. In that sense, the Law forces us to Jesus because the only
way we can be right before God is through Jesus' righteousness for us.
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How can we read the Law so that we get something from it? Try these:

1 See the law as God's inspired word for you, but not his legal commands to you.

2 See the law as the basis for Israel's covenant with God.

3 Look for God's justice, love and high standards revealed in the law.

4 Don't see the Law as comprehensive and covering every possible situation.

5 Don't expect the Law to be mentioned a huge number of times by the
 prophets or in the New Testament.

6 See the law as a generous gift, bringing blessing when it is obeyed rather than a
 set of annoying rules which limit people's freedom.



It's important for us to be clear about what the prophets are doing. They are not telling the
future- you'll need to buy a crystal ball if you want to try that. When the prophets announce the
future, it is usually the immediate future. And it's pretty obvious what will happen! Less than 1%
of biblical prophecy is to do with events which are yet to come. They were almost certainly not
predicting our future. so we read the prophets in their history, remembering that our ancient
history was still their future.

The prophets' main job was to speak for God. And they did that by speaking- their spoken words
are recorded in Scripture. They often spoke in a form like poetry, because that was memorable in
a time when books were scarce. The prophetic books are collections of many speeches, so don't
expect them to make sense in the way a Gospel makes sense if you read it all the way through.
Sometimes the speeches are not given in the order they were spoken. Sometimes it's hard to
work out when one speech stops and another one starts. It's also sometimes unclear exactly who
the speech was delivered to. So it's hardly surprising that it's very difficult to work out all that the
prophets are talking about. Sometimes their speeches are quite obscure (and are you surprised at
that, if you have ever heard a politician or a minister speaking?)

Since we are far away from life when the prophets spoke, it's not surprising that we find them
hard to grasp. So to work out why the prophets are important for us (and they are), we need to
know what their job was.

You could think of prophets as traffic wardens coming to you when your car is parked on a
double yellow line and telling you to get it shifted or you'll get a ticket. They don't start writing
the ticket right away: they give you a chance to sort things out. But they tell you clearly that if
you don't sort things out, you're in for it.

The prophets enforce the covenant between God and God's people. Loyalty is demonstrated by
obeying the Law. So the prophets challenge the Israelites to turn back to God or face the
consequences. Often the benefits of turning back are called "blessings" and the consequences of
failing to change are called "curses."

So, remember that the prophets did not invent the blessings or courses they talk about- they see
them there in the Law and simply remind people that they're there. In this sense the prophets
reproduce God's word,  applying it in specific situations in specific ways. The blessings and curses
can be found largely in the law, in Deuteronomy 4 and 28-32 and they are summarised in the
table in the centre panel. If you learn these, you'll see that what the prophets say makes much
more sense.

The prophets are not making up what they say, just the way they say it. The covenant obligations
are in the law, as are the consequences of obedience or disobedience. So in a strict sense there is
nothing genuinely new in the prophets. Where they help us is in the ways they remind God's
people of God's commands.
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the Prophets

So, how do we understand them?

1 We need to study them, finding out about the background of the people, the
 political and social and religious state of Israel at the time and so on. A good
 bible dictionary or encyclopaedia is a must here. In fact, it would help to read a
 good article o n a prophetic book before you start to study the book.
 Commentaries are also a help, and you can use them here much more quickly
 than you would in, say, the New Testament. They give much detailed
 information which is essential to understanding the prophets' speeches.

2 It's also handy to remember that all the 16 prophetic books come from a
 period of  about 300 years in Israel's life, around the time of the exile to
 Babylon and just after. There must have been prophets at other times, but this
 is an especially important time for Israel which is why these prophets' speeches
 have been kept

3 It's crucial to understand the history of Israel from about 760BC down to
 about 460BC. In the centre panel there are links to websites which will help
 you with this. Remember that the prophets speak directly to these events, not
 to today.

4 Remember to "think speeches" (sometimes called "oracles"). Try to read a
 speech as a speech and not try to dig a meaning out of every verse.

5 There are different styles of oracles, just as there are different styles of
 preaching. These styles include a legal case or lawsuit, woes,  and promises and
 a good Bible dictionary will help you understand what these are. It will help
 you understand the prophets if you know what they are doing as they speak-
 the people who originally heard them would have understood this.

6 Remember that they are a form of poetry, and for the Hebrew people that
 didn't mean that words ending lines sounded the same. It often meant the same
 thought was said twice but in different language (that's called synonymous
 parallelism). sometimes opposite thoughts were put together in the same way
 (called antithetical parallelism). Sometimes the second line makes the first line
 stronger, or adds something to it (that's called synthetic parallelism) and there
 are examples of all these things in the centre panel. Again, having an idea of
 these constructions can help you to understand the prophets' speeches.
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But there are two health warnings:

1 Do not think the prophets are foretelling our future. Don't even be too keen
 to read New Testament things into Old Testament prophesies. Of course,
 some Old Testament prophecies did see the much larger picture, the coming
 of the Messiah, the inauguration of the kingdom of God and the life everlasting.
 It's fine to see those things where it's clear the prophets were speaking of
 them. But don't push prophecy too far, and for example try to work out a
 chronology of the last days of earth by counting the number of weeks or days
 in the book of Daniel. That doesn't  do justice to the prophets.

2 where New Testament writers get more out of a prophecy than you or I
 would, they may be using the message as an illustration. Be careful you don't
 make illustrations too literal.

And remember that the prophets called Israel to believe correctly and to behave
correctly. That dual emphasis is an important principle we can take from the prophets
today.
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The Psalms are different from other parts of the Bible, because they are about people
speaking to God, not the other way round. They are prayers or hymns, which help us
to express our feelings to God and they also help us to think about God's ways of
dealing with us.

However, we need to remember that they are poems and so they're written with really
strong feelings. We shouldn't examine them with our minds unless we're also prepared
to feel them with our emotions. Since they are poetry, they use these poetic
techniques:

1 The Hebrew people didn't expect that poems would rhyme.

2 Often, the same thought is said twice but in different language (that's called
synonymous parallelism).

3 Sometimes opposite thoughts are put together in the same way (called
antithetical parallelism).

4 Sometimes the second line makes the first line stronger, or adds something to
 it (that's called synthetic parallelism)

There are examples of all these things in the centre panel. Again, having an idea of these
constructions can help you to understand the Psalms

Many of the Psalms were written to go to music. So we read the Psalms partly like we
would understand words to songs or tunes. There is much less harsh literalism as there
is feeling and mood and creating pictures with words.

That means it's important to find the meaning of the picture, not just think about the
picture itself. If God is "a mighty fortress" you shouldn't be hunting around to find the
divine portcullis; instead, you should be thinking of things like protection, shelter or
strength.
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of Psalms

The Psalms fall into seven basic types:

1 Laments, where individuals or groups of people express struggle and suffering.
 This is the largest single group of Psalms, found more toward the beginning of
 the collection.

2 Thanksgiving, often because things have gone well.

3 Praise, focusing on worshipping God for who he is.

4 Salvation histories, where the story of God saving his people is remembered.

5 Celebration and affirmation, where people renew their covenant dedication to
 God, or where the king is honoured or lamented or enthroned, or where
 special focus is placed on Jerusalem as the city which is at the centre of
 worship and where God is understood to be specially present.

6 Wisdom Psalms, praising the benefits of wise living.

7 Trust songs focusing on the truth that God can be trusted.

Likewise, the Psalms did several different jobs in ancient Israel, the most important of
which was that they were often used in worship, as they are today.



31
The structure of
the Psalms

Psalms have a special structure:

1 There are different types of Psalms, as we've seen.

2 There are often special patterns or arrangements of words and some start
 each new verse with the next letter of the Hebrew alphabet (these are called
 acrostic Psalms).

3 Different psalms were used for different purposes, for example at the
 coronation of a new king.

4 Psalms stand as individual units (and sometimes as two Psalms together).
 Therefore it's important to read and interpret them as a whole and not as
 individual parts.

There are some problems in the Psalms because the language is strong, and so are the
ideas. How do we understand prayers that our enemies' babies should have their heads
dashed against the rocks? We need to remember that some Psalms are written in
desperate times, and often that evokes desperate emotions. It also tells us that we may
speak to God honestly in desperate times, and he is not a God who wants us to hide
our feelings. None of this is to encourage us to sin or be bitter, but it may help us to
see that God knows us through and through and is prepared to hear us in all
circumstances.
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How do we use the psalms:? Try these:

1 We use them in worship, together and alone.

2 We are encouraged that God hears our prayers and our pleadings, and he is
 not a God who only wants us to come to him when things are going well.

3 We can stop and think quietly on the Psalms and that can help us to have
 directed contact with the God who has promised to be with us. The fact that
 we can praise God and cry to him for help does not compromise his
 faithfulness- rather, it affirms it.

However, there is one health warning here. The Psalms do not say that trusting in God
will give you a quiet and happy life. We need to remember that David, who expresses
God's blessing in the strongest terms, still suffered terribly. Yet he constantly praised
God, and maybe that's the secret: that God is always worth our praising irrespective of
the situations in which we sometimes find ourselves.



This refers to the four books of Ecclesiastes (sometimes call Quoheleth or The
Preacher), Proverbs, Job and Song of Songs as well as a few Psalms. They are part of a
larger style of writing familiar to Hebrew people but not so familiar today.

Wisdom is about the ability to make godly choices in life, so it is a practical and down
to earth thing about making good choices. It is nothing to do with cleverness or IQ but
is rather about responsible living. So it's concerned with our behaviour (the choices we
make about what we do) and it's therefore about getting wisdom, not so much with
being wise. Anyone who seeks to learn and apply God's truth daily can become wise
and honour God.

In Old Testament times there were wise people who taught children and adults these
principles. Their teaching was collected and written down and some of it is contained in
Scripture. The main place where wisdom was taught was in the home, where parents
were responsible for helping their children to live wisely. When you think of it, that's
not hugely different from the way things are now.

Another way wisdom was refined was through discussion and debate. People would
gather and talk things through (just as they do now) and in the process of discussion,
people may feel a wise course emerging. The book of Job is a written-down discussion
along those lines; which means that not every suggestion in the book is a wise one!
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Wisdom uses some of the techniques of poetry to allow people to remember the wise
advice, so ideas of poetry from the Psalms or the prophets also come into play here.
Lots of other figures of speech are used as well.

It's probably important to remember as well that wisdom itself is not enough: it has to
be wisdom directed at honouring God. Solomon was extremely wise, but even his great
wisdom did not prevent him drifting away from God later in his life. Not all wisdom is
wise, though the wisdom contained in the bible is certainly focused on the Lord.

However, the teaching of Ecclesiastes seems to suggest that there is nothing after life
and nothing before it other than to enjoy oneself. But you need to read the whole
book to see that it's an argument trying to persuade you to follow it- and then discover
your mistake right at the end, because there is a God, and life does matter! It's a bit like
a parable, which leads you on then twists things at the end. But you only get the point if
you read the whole.

So you need to be wise when reading wisdom literature, and keep thinking: "is that
really right?" It's not that confusing if you know other parts of Scripture, because you'll
then have a good idea of God's commands for his people. For that reason, it's best not
to start your Scripture study campaign with Job or Ecclesiastes.
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Remember, Proverbs contains brief, pithy saying which are easy to remember but
which cannot be applied all over the place without thinking it through. Again, reading
larger sections may help you get the overall theme or "feel" better than concentrating
on individual verses.

Proverbs are not guarantees from God, but wise advice which on balance is likely to be
helpful.

Proverbs need to be read as a collection, and to be balanced against teaching elsewhere
in Scripture to get the whole picture. Likewise, if these are wise sayings, you can bring
your common-sense to bear as well.

Proverbs are meant to be memorable, not to be complete and fully accurate
statements. They're not misleading, but they're not a theological treatise on providence
or whatever, and reading themes though they were is likely to give you difficulties.
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Song of Songs is a lovely love song. It celebrates romance, love and sex and these things
should have a place in the Book devoted to the one who made us like that. But it's still
wisdom: it's about making decisions about who to love and how to love. Some people
have felt uncomfortable with that and have taken the entire book to be an allegory
about Christ and his church. There may be useful illumination of the way Christ loves
her, but allegory is dodgy at best and has no support here. This is about wise, God-
honouring romance and love, and it is best read like that.
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This is a different type of literature to most of the rest of the New Testament, and it is
a work which many people find very hard. That's because it is difficult, and these
guidelines will not make understanding Revelation easy. It is critically important in
understanding this book in the New Testament that we take time and effort to find out
what it meant to its first readers. Only then will we be able to move on to understand
its message for us.

It is a mixture of three particular kinds of literature: letter, prophecy and apocalyptic.
We don't have apocalyptic literature around today, but it was common in the time of
Jesus. The basic foundation comes from the Old Testament, and all apocalyptic
literature is concerned with judgement and with salvation. It takes a broad sweep of
world history and also looks ahead to the very end times. The other thing about
apocalyptic literature is that follows a pattern which is easy to identify if you know what
you're looking for (a bit like elephant spotting in the jungle). One hallmark is that
authors "write what they see" as opposed to prophets who write what the have heard.

Most apocalyptic is presented as visions or dreams and is puzzling and full of symbols.
Often it was said to have been written by an ancient hero of faith and it was "sealed up"
until the time when it was actually written. That was to give it a sense of honour it
didn't really deserve.

The images are fantastical, not real. They were also stylised, so that time runs in neat
packages and things are divided up very conveniently. Things come in regular quantities
and so on.

37
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Revelation follows some but not all of these rules (it is for example not claimed to be by anyone other
than John). It has pictures about fantastical creatures, but it also tells God's truth about the time in the
middle when the powers of this age still exist alongside the kingdom of God. The book is written in a
time when Christians are being persecuted and it is written for Christians then. It's not meant to be
sealed up and only read later on. You might also remember from the section on prophecy that prophecy
isn't about telling the future so much as it is speaking God's message. So the first part of Revelation, the
letters to the seven churches, is a prophetic message to them as they are undergoing attack from outside
and are withering away inside.

When we interpret this book, here are some principles:

1 It was meant to be read by specific people at a specific time, and so the primary meaning is what the
author intended it to mean, which must have been connected with what his readers could understand.

2 Understanding Revelation must be done primarily by reading Revelation, and not by demanding that
the first readers were familiar with the whole of our bibles (which wouldn't have been available to
them)

3 Having said that, we must be aware of the rich treasure of ideas from the Old Testament which the
readers would have known about and which the author could draw on.

4 Some of the symbols seem to mean the same thing all the time (the beast from the sea seems to be a
standard image for a world empire) but some other images change (the Lion becomes a lamb, for
example).

5 Sometimes the author interprets the images he uses. When he does so, that is the starting point for
our interpreting other images.

6 We need to see the whole picture and not press detail too far in every verse. In fact, there is often
one overriding message of God's triumphing over evil, and that is the bigger picture here, too.

It's a good idea to get a feel for the whole book, either reading it through in one go or reading it over
several days. Try to feel the big patterns. you're likely to find that Christians being persecuted for
following Jesus comes out as a theme, as does the "beast."

One real help is to understand that "tribulation" is the suffering Christians have to endure, but "wrath" is
God's judgement which ultimately gives Christians security and peace. Those are two opposite things, so
don't mix them up.

Since Revelation is so difficult, it's likely that you will find a plan or outline of the book's plot helpful, and
one is given in the centre panel. I hope this helps you get to grip with the whole work.
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But that still leaves the question of what it means for us today. Some of the things
which the author said were "yet to be" did occur: the Roman Empire was destroyed,
for example. We can also draw principles which we find elsewhere in Scripture: faithful
following of Jesus may well be very hard, but ultimately the victory is with God. This is
an encouraging book, reminding us that God is in charge, and that is an important part
of its message.

But of course the main difficulties come in telling the future for us from this work. Here
are some thoughts:

1 Pictures are just that, and we should not expect some literal fulfilment of
 picture language.

2 Some of the pictures are saying that God's judgement is certainly coming. We
 can hold to that without expecting it to be in the form described in the
 pictures.

3 Where the author joins the "end times" with his own times, we cannot do the
 same because we do not know when the end shall come. This book does not
 give us literal clues as to the end of history.

4 The pictures which are completely about the end times are to be taken to
 mean that still: so the images and descriptions of heaven are true in the sense
 that they will come to pass; but they are still pictures and so we cannot press
 the details. We can be fairly sure, however, that the end will be at least as
 glorious as is described here!

None of this should make you feel that God is not in charge of history. That is the
thrust of this whole book, but until the end (whenever that is), the message for us is to
continue to live faithful lives depending on God. There will come a time when things
are made clearer, but in the meantime we stick with understanding God's sufficient
communication to us in Scripture.


