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Understanding the Bible
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Introduction

   The right starting point

Christian faith down through the ages has been founded on the Bible. But 
of course we do not worship the Bible. We worship the God who has revealed 
himself in these Scriptures. And we worship God in the Trinitarian unity of 
Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The focus of our worship then, is the Person 
of God, not the pages of a book. Nevertheless it is through this book, with 
the help of the Holy Spirit and in company with the rest of God’s people, 
the Church, that we know God. And especially, it is through this book that 
we know the Lord Jesus Christ. It is our faith in Christ as Saviour and our 
confession of Jesus as Lord that defines us as Christians. So we need to re-
member that this is our primary belief and identity, which then shapes ev-
erything else we believe, including what we believe about the Bible itself. 
This is the right starting point.

Of course, belief in the Bible and belief in Jesus are very closely connected. 
In a sense they depend on each other. We know Jesus because of the bibli-
cal witness to him. And we believe and understand the Bible because Jesus 
saw his own identity and mission to be shaped by the Scriptures, which 
he regarded as the authoritative word of God. So our conviction about the 
Bible and our conviction about Jesus go closely together, but the primary 
conviction is our submission to Jesus as Lord and teacher.

   The dual authorship of Scripture

We call the Bible ‘the word of God’, and the Bible also calls Jesus ‘the Word’ 
(John 1.1). We cannot of course simply equate the two. One is a book, the 
other is the living Person of God incarnate in human life. Nevertheless there 
is at least one helpful comparison that we can make between the person of 
Christ and the nature of the Bible. 

We know and believe that Jesus was not partly human and partly divine. 
Rather, as the Church’s creeds affirm, Jesus was both wholly human and 
wholly divine. So we need to understand carefully the significance of his full 
humanity as well as his full deity. Many problems in the early history of the 
Church were caused by people who denied or overlooked one or the other 
aspect of the nature of Jesus. Some emphasized his deity and ignored the 
significance of the fact that Jesus was a real man, in every way that we are, 
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except sin. Others – to the present day – stress the humanity of Jesus and 
deny that he was and is truly God. Either position falls short of the truth. 

Similarly, the Bible is not partly the word of God and partly the words of 
human beings, but wholly both. This can be called the ‘dual authorship’ of 
Scripture. The Bible comes to us entirely as God’s word. That is, Christians 
believe that what we have in the Bible is what God wanted to say to us; God 
is the ultimate author behind the text we read. But the Bible also comes 
to us entirely written by many different human beings ‘at many times and 
in various ways’ (Hebrews 1.1, niv). It is a fully human book. Every word 
we read in it was thought, spoken, written, edited, collected, copied, and 
compiled by human beings like ourselves, who lived in their own time and 
place in history and culture. It is important that we give full weight to both 
of these dimensions in our handling of the Bible.

    The ‘Five Looks’ of understanding and using 
the Bible

At this point, look at Figure 1 as you read the notes below. This is a very 
simple scheme for approaching the task of understanding and applying the 
Bible, which was first devised by Andrew Reid in Melbourne, Australia, and 
is used here with his permission. As we read and study the Bible we need 
to look in five directions. We need to look up, look down, look back, look 
forward and look here. 

1   Because  the Bible  is  the word of God, we read it with reverence and 
humility, sometimes even on our knees in worship (not worship of the 
Bible, but worship of God who speaks to us through it). We read it to 
know him better and to love him more and to obey him more fully. 

There are millions of photographs in the world. I carry around a pho-
tograph of my wife. I love it and look at it often, sometimes even kiss it 
or speak to it! For me, that is like no other photograph – not because it is 
magical, but simply because it ‘speaks’ to me of my wife. The photo itself 
is a bit old and battered (like my Bible!), but I love it because I love the 
one of whom it speaks.

Similarly, there are millions of books in the world, but for us the Bible is 
like no other book. For in it God has revealed himself in objective history and 
still speaks to us in a personal encounter. We love it because we love him.

So the first thing we must do when we come to study the Bible and 
prepare to preach or teach it is: Look Up. Look up to God in prayer and 
in faith, trusting that because it is God’s word he will speak through it to 
us and to those to whom we preach or teach it. We need to believe what 
the Bible says about itself in our doctrine of Scripture. We need to receive 
it from God as God’s word. So Step 1 is Look Up! Believe and receive the 
Bible with faith and gratitude from God. 

Understanding the Bible
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Prayer and faith 

Step 1 Look Up 
Receiving the Bible as the word of God 

Exegesis 
Step 2  Look Down 

Studying the Bible as the words of human authors 

Biblical theology 

Step 3 Look Back Step 4 Look Forward

God

The text 

Seeing the text in its place within the whole story line of the Bible 

Application 

Step 5  Look Here
Applying the text today 

Today’s
world

Figure 1  Five Looks: a model for studying the Bible
Source: Indebted to Andrew Reid, Ridley College, Melbourne.
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To speak of the Bible as the word of God means to accept it as Scrip-
ture, and thus to affirm a number of things which Christians believe 
about it. We shall consider some of the most important of these aspects 
of the doctrine of Scripture in Chapter 1 below. 

2    Because  the  Bible  has  the  words  of  human  beings, we read it with 
care and study, using our intelligence and appropriate research meth-
ods to find out what the original writers meant to say when they wrote 
it. We find out as much as we can about those authors, their historical 
and cultural situation, the languages in which they wrote and the read-
ers for whom they originally wrote. We assume that they intended to 
communicate something through their words, and we study carefully to 
understand what that was. They were human beings like us, with inter-
ests, concerns, passions, and agendas. They had a message and they wrote 
in a great variety of styles and literary forms – prose, poetry, narrative, 
song, etc. So we apply to the Bible the same method of approach that 
we would to any collection of texts, striving to get as close as we can to 
the meaning of the words we read, though paying attention to all the 
human dimensions of the text in its original historical, cultural, literary 
and social context. 

So the second thing we must do is Look Down. Look down at the 
text and study it very carefully. We find out as much as we can about 
those authors, their historical and cultural situation, the languages in 
which they wrote and the readers for whom they originally wrote. This 
is the job of exegesis, meaning ‘to explain or interpret’. It may seem like 
hard work, but it is very necessary. The more clearly we can understand 
what the authors meant to say through the words they wrote, the more 
clearly we will understand what God wants to say to us through those 
words now. 

So Step 2 is Look Down! Do the hard work of studying the Bible in 
all its human richness, context and variety. This will be our concern in 
Chapter 2. 

3 a nd 4  Because God has given us the Bible as a whole, we need to in-
terpret individual texts in the light of the whole story. We must not take 
texts at random and try to make them all mean the same thing. We must 
know where they fit in the whole sweep of God’s historical revelation in 
the Bible. 

So the third and fourth things we must do are Look Back and Look 
Forward. From the position our particular text takes in the Bible, we 
must look to see what has gone before and what comes after, and where 
the text fits in the Bible as a whole. This means seeing the passage in the 
overall perspective of biblical theology. And by interpreting every text in 
the light of the Bible as a whole, we will also see what particular contri-
bution each individual text makes to the whole message of Scripture. We 
shall explore what this means in Chapter 3.  

Understanding the Bible

SPCK_ISG_Ch01.indd    �                                Manila Typesetting Company                                  10/27/2009  12:37AM



�

5    Because God still speaks to us today through his word, we must apply 
it to ourselves, the Church, and the world around us. We study the Bible 
not just in order to understand it, but in order to use it. 

So the fifth thing we must do is Look Here, and see how we can build 
a bridge from the world of the Bible to the world of today – we must 
show its relevance and authority here and now. This is the essential task 
of application. There are all kinds of ways in which people apply the Bible 
wrongly, or abuse it by twisting it to their own desires. We need to know 
how to avoid doing that. We want to allow God to guide us through the 
Bible, but at the same time we must not be naïve and childish in what we 
expect. The Bible is not a magical box for us to dip into for a promise or a 
miracle now and then. We must handle it carefully and with integrity as 
we apply it. All the chapters in Part 2 are relevant to the application of the 
Bible, and of course many more could be added. These are just samples 
of the use of the Bible, which we hope you could creatively extend. 

Five Looks! It may seem a very simple device, but it can be helpful to re-
member – as helpful as the five fingers on one hand. As we approach any 
biblical text, to study it, apply it, teach or preach it: Look up, look down, 
look back, look forward, look here. Let’s now work on these in the follow-
ing chapters of Part 1. 

Introduction
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1
Understanding the Bible as the 
word of God 
Christopher J. H. Wright

Let us look, first of all, at some of the implications of our Christian belief 
that the Bible is the word of God. Then, in Chapter 2, we shall look at how 
we need to approach and interpret the Bible as the words of human authors. 
There are, of course, many aspects of the Bible as a human book that demand 
our attention – the historical background to various parts, questions of au-
thorship and dating, processes of editing, different theological emphases and 
traditions. But for the moment we are not thinking about those things. We are 
starting out with the core belief that the Christian tradition has consistently 
held about the Bible, namely that it comes to us as the word of God. 

In some church practice, this is acknowledged in the public reading of 
passages from the Bible in worship. Sometimes the reader says at the end of 
the Bible reading, ‘This is the word of the Lord,’ to which the congregation 
responds, ‘Thanks be to God.’ 

This Christian doctrine of Scripture makes a fundamental assumption 
about God, and then on the basis of that assumption draws several impor-
tant implications about the Bible. 

First the assumption: to say that the Bible is the word of God implies that 
God spoke in the past and still speaks today through what he spoke then. 
So when we make the basic Christian affirmation that the Bible is the word 
of God, we are making a prior assumption that God is a communicator. ‘In 
the beginning was the Word,’ said John, expressing this primary conviction 
about God. God can speak to human beings (he is not merely an imper-
sonal power or abstract transcendent principle); God has spoken to human 
beings, and they have been able to write it down, so that through these 
writings God still speaks to people. The God we read about in the Bible is the 
God who communicates – in the past and the present. 

Then the implications: If we believe that the Bible is the word of God, then 
we need to attend to its inspiration, truth, unity, clarity and authority. Or, to 
explain these five abstract words a bit more fully: 

•  Inspiration: God spoke in a way that could be recorded in human lan-
guage. 

•  Truth: God spoke in a way that can be trusted. 
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Understanding the Bible as the word of God 

• Unity: God spoke in a way that is coherent. 
• Clarity: God spoke in order to be understood. 
• Authority: God spoke in order to be obeyed. 

Understanding these dimensions of the Bible should also motivate us all 
the more to take it seriously and use it effectively. 

   The inspiration of the Bible 

God spoke in a way that could be recorded in human language

Christian doctrine refers to the Bible as ‘the inspired word of God’. Two key 
texts express this conviction about the Scriptures: 2 Timothy 3.15–17 and  
2 Peter 1.20–21. 

Paul reminded Timothy of his upbringing in the Hebrew Scriptures (what 
we now call the Old Testament):

. . . from childhood you have known the sacred writings that are able to instruct 
you for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired by 
God and is useful for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and for training in 
righteousness, so that everyone who belongs to God may be proficient, equipped 
for every good work.

2 Timothy 3.15–17

The word ‘God-breathed’ (niv) is theopneustos in the original Greek. It is 
sometimes translated as ‘inspired’, but that word suggests a ‘breathing into’, 
whereas Paul’s word means ‘breathed out by God’. Breath is the means by 
which we speak. People can only hear your words when you use your breath 
to speak them out. So Paul’s metaphor here means that the words of Scrip-
ture are like the outbreathing of God’s speech. They are what God wanted to 
be said. What the texts of the Scriptures say is what God wanted to be said, 
like the breathing of his mouth forming words he intended to be heard. 

These verses not only affirm the source and authority of the Scriptures 
(they come from God, he breathed them out). They also affirm their on-
going relevance (they are ‘useful’ to us today for all the purposes Paul lists).

This text is often used as an important part of the doctrine of Scripture. 
But it should not remain merely a statement of doctrine – something we 
give mental assent to in our faith. It needs to become a guiding principle of 
our hermeneutics as well. That is, when we read any passage of the Bible we 
remind ourselves that it comes to us as the ‘breath’ of God, and that God 
intends it to be ‘useful’ to us for all the various purposes Paul mentions, as 
teaching and ethical guidance. There is no point boldly declaring ‘all Scrip-
ture is inspired by God and is useful . . .’, unless we consciously ‘write’ it 
above any passage of the Bible we happen to be studying and intend to ap-
ply or preach: ‘This Scripture is inspired by God and is useful . . .’ 
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Understanding the Bible

First of all you must understand this, that no prophecy of scripture is a matter 
of one’s own interpretation, because no prophecy ever came by human will, but 
men and women moved by the Holy Spirit spoke from God.
 2 Peter 1.20–21

Notice here the ultimate source of the Scriptures – they do not originate 
in human minds or will, but in the intention of God. And note also the 
same affirmation of dual authorship that we referred to above. ‘Men and  
women . . . spoke’. It was human beings who did the speaking and writing, 
but it was ‘from God’, through the power of his Holy Spirit. Speech and 
writing are fully human activities, involving intention, intelligence, ideas, 
choice of words, skills and tools. All these are part of the human authorship 
of our texts. We affirm them fully. The texts of the Bible are in every sense 
the product of human minds and hands. But behind them stands the inten-
tion and mind of God. As we said, it is important to hold both of these com-
plementary affirmations together in understanding and using the Bible.

So we can make a simple and basic definition of what we mean by ‘the 
inspiration of the Bible’. It means that: 

• What Scripture says is what God wanted or allowed to be recorded.
• What Scripture intends to affirm is what God wants to affirm.

‘Inspiration’ is simply a statement about the relationship between the final 
product (the words we read in the Bible) and the will of God. This text of 
the Bible is what God willed us to have. Strictly speaking, of course, this 
divine ‘outbreathing’ applies to the original text in the original languages  
(Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek). It is clear, however, even since Bible times 
(see for example Nehemiah 8.7–8) that God wanted his word in the Scrip-
tures to be translated into whatever language would be understood by or-
dinary people. In this respect also the Christian understanding of the Bible 
differs radically from the Muslim insistence that only in its original Arabic 
form is the Qur’an really the word of God.

But we need to be careful not to read into this affirmation more than 
is there, or use our doctrine of inspiration as a false support for our own 
theories about what the Bible says. Here are some cautions that are worth 
remembering: 

1    To say that God inspired the text of the Bible does not tell us anything 
about the psychological or spiritual processes involved in the human  
authorship. Some of the authors in the Bible clearly were aware that they 
were speaking or writing very directly the words God gave them (e.g.  
Jeremiah 1.7, Ezekiel 2.7, John 7.16 and 1 Corinthians 2.9–13). But of-
ten they may have been unaware that their words would end up as part 
of Scripture. They did not have to ‘feel inspired’ in order for their writ-
ings to actually be inspired – i.e. breathed out by God. Strictly speaking, 
inspiration in the biblical sense applies to the writings (the product), not 
to the authors themselves.
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Understanding the Bible as the word of God 

2    To say that God inspired the text of the Bible does not tell us anything 
about the literary history (composition, editing, collection, etc.) of the 
documents that finally formed the canon of Scripture. It is apparent that 
the documents we now have in our Bible have been edited and collected, 
and some of the authors refer to the source documents they themselves 
have used. Behind the canon that we now have in our hands there lies 
a long historical process. To say that the Scriptures are inspired by God 
does not deny that that process happened. Nor does it give us answers to 
how it happened, or how long, or who was involved in it. Those are criti-
cal questions which we must seek to answer using the best tools and re-
search available. But whatever we discover about the underlying history 
of the text we now have, it is that final text that we call ‘the Scriptures’ to 
which Paul was referring when he called it theopneustos.

3    To affirm the inspiration of the Bible does not imply ‘mechanical dictation’ 
(or any other theory of the mechanism of inspiration). It does not reduce 
the human authors to tape recorders. Verbal inspiration did not dimin-
ish or overrule the personality, individual style, thoughts and creativity 
of the human authors. The words they chose to use were their own, using 
all their skill, intelligence and emotion. It is clear when we compare one  
Bible book with another that their authors were very distinct individ-
uals, with their own way of thinking, feeling, and writing. They were 
not clones or automatons. Hosea spoke out of the deep personal pain of 
his broken marriage. His words were his own, as well as God’s. Luke did  
his own painstaking historical research and chose his own structure for 
his two-volume work, crafted its stories and speeches, and did so in his 
own cultured Greek style. Paul responded to very real and pressing prob-
lems in his young churches, and sometimes writes in anger, or frustra-
tion, or tender concern. His emotions and words are all his own – yet he 
clearly believed he also spoke and wrote words from God, and Peter can 
refer to Paul’s writings as being among the Scriptures (2 Peter 3.15–16). 

4    Verbal inspiration does not mean that ‘whatever the text says, God says’, 
directly. Often the Bible records people’s words which are not in them-
selves true, e.g. Job’s friends were wrong in what they said about him. 
Jeremiah accused God of cheating him. Some Psalmists thought God had 
abandoned them. Some texts record people telling lies. God does not 
‘say’ what those liars said, just because it is recorded in the Bible. In such 
cases the inspiration of the text is ‘indirect’. It means that God has things 
to say to us through such words or feelings, or through the narratives of 
which the false words form a part within the overall context. 

5    The inspiration of the Bible does not predetermine any single interpreta-
tion. The text is inspired. Your interpretation or mine (or the opinion of 
our favourite preacher) is not. So we should not confuse confidence in the 
inspired text of the Bible with arrogance about our own claim to interpret 
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