Introduction to the Bible – Summer 2022 Series
God said, ‘Let there be light.’ And there was light. Genesis 1:3
The word “bible” comes to English from the Greek word for “book”. It is the same
root as the word “bibliography”. And while the Bible is literally “The Book” it is
also composed of a multitude of books, 66 in all. Within each book are a
multitude of stories as well as lessons, laws, prophecies, histories, poems, songs,
chronologies, adages, letters, and of course, gospels.
But the Bible is more than that, isn’t it? It isn’t just the religious equivalent of The
Complete Works of William Shakespeare or the anthologies of literature we may
have used in school. We say it is The Word of God. It is Holy Scripture. It is the
history of salvation. We call it inspired. Some say it is infallible. In the broadest
sense it is an imposing resource and it is fair to call it more than a little
intimidating. More than a few people who set out to read the Bible from cover to
cover have gotten bogged down in Leviticus, myself included.
My hope is to use the next four weeks of Charleswood online services to provide
something of an introduction to the Bible. It is my introduction and not ‘the’
introduction. I approach the Bible not as a biblical scholar but as a student of it, a
pastor, a preacher, and a believer. In other words, this is what I have found to be
true about the Bible and I am glad to share it but whatever I say I am humbled by
the quotation carved in stone at Chicago Theological School “There is yet more
light and truth to break forth from God’s Holy Word.”
So let’s start broadly and then narrow down the focus into sections in order to
increase our understanding and hopefully, make the Bible a touch more
accessible for the thing that matters most, revealing meaning within it about God
and God’s love.
There are 66 books in the Bible. Christian scripture divides the Bible into two main
sections most often referred to as The Old Testament and the New Testament. By
“Old Testament” we mean the Scriptures and sacred writings of Israel which
served as the spiritual and religious understanding of Jesus, a religious and Torahobserving first century Jewish man. By “New Testament” we mean the writings
preserved by the early Christian church as giving testimony to the good news of
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Jesus Christ. Or to put it another way, writings that early Christians believed
would help later Christians understand how the covenant God made with Israel is
broken open and made available to all people for all time through the life, death,
and resurrection of Jesus.
But I am getting ahead of myself. There will be lots of Jesus in the weeks to come.
I want to give the Old Testament its fair due because understanding the Old helps
us understand the New. Besides that, it represents 2/3rds of the Bible so let’s not
rush through it.
Within the Old Testament there are distinct sections. So again, let’s start broadly
and then narrow our focus to content and meaning. There are 39 books in the Old
Testament and they are arranged, more or less, chronologically. They cover
approximately 1000 years in the life and history of the people of Israel. I say
approximately because Genesis begins with a story of the dawn of time and the
creation of the world. More about that later but let us say that Israel’s ancestors
may have begn to tell that story somewhere between the 20th and 15th centuries
BCE. The 1000 years I referred to then, takes into account the early family history
that precedes the formation of Israel as a nation, and then moves through Israel’s
national history with an eye for the part God plays in their self-understanding. The
sections of the Old Testament may be described this way. First the Torah or law
contained in the first five books which takes Israel from its ancestry to its
entrance into the Promised Land at the end of the Exodus in the 12th or 11th
centuries BCE. We next find the books of early Israel’s national history (1st and 2nd
Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles). In the middle of the Old Testament there is a
section often referred to as Wisdom Literature, collected writings such as Psalms
and Proverbs which do not tell stories as such but allow us to see into the heart of
Israel. These are followed by the major prophets (major because they are longer,
more complex, and more referenced than the others) such as Isaiah and Jeremiah
which are followed by some apocalyptic literature and the minor prophets. The
prophetic books help us understand Israel before, during, and after the trauma
that was the destruction of Jerusalem and the deportation to Babylon in the 6th
century BCE usually referred to as the Exile. Old Testament scripture ends with
writings that are post-exilic and yet pre-Hellenistic, the 4th and 5th centuries BCE.
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That’s the Old Testament in broad strokes so let’s come back to the beginning.
The first five books of the Old Testament are sometimes called the Pentateuch (a
word that literally mean ‘five books’). Others may have been taught them in
Sunday School as the Five Books of Moses which, though a little less accurate,
makes reference to the most important character in the Old Testament. It is fair
to say that the Pentateuch has greater meaning within Judaism than the rest of
the Hebrew Scriptures (another term used for Old Testament) because it contains
the law, or the covenant, that God makes with Israel which helps them define
themselves as the chosen people. So let’s try to get there.
The first book of the Bible is Genesis which contains some of the most familiar
stories in all of the bible, Creation in 7 days, Noah and the Flood, and all the
stories in the sage of Abraham and his ancestors. Genesis can be thought of as
divided into two parts. The first 11 chapters contain pre-history, mythic stories
that address fundamental questions of human existence. Chapter 12 introduces
the legendary figures of Abraham and Sarah and the rest of Genesis tells the tales
of this family’s growth through three generations. Figuring prominently is the
motif of sibling rivalry first explored in Cain and Abel but further developed in the
stories of Isaac and Ishmael, Jacob and Esau, and finally Joseph and his 11 jealous
brothers. All of the Abrahamic stories work together to situate Israel in Egypt
where the most pivotal story of all will unfold.
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Introduction to the Bible – Week 2
Then God said, ‘I have witnessed the misery of my people in Egypt and have heard
them crying…and have come down to deliver them’. Exodus 3:7
The most well-known story of the Old Testament is also its most important. In the
beginning of the book of Exodus we find Israel, the descendants of Abraham and
Sarah, in slavery in Egypt. The invitation and hospitality once extended by
Pharaoh to Joseph and his family are long forgotten. This Pharaoh of a later
generation sees Israel solely as slave labour and a potential threat. So begins the
story of Moses whose mother reacts to the edict of Pharaoh to kill all Hebrew
newborn sons by placing him in the river and entrusting God to take care of him.
You may be familiar with the flow of this story as Moses is raised in Egypt in
Pharaoh’s house, grows in wisdom in power, discovers his true identity, flees
Egypt to find a pastoral life in Midian. How he encounters God in a bush that
burns but is not consumed and receives a calling to return to Egypt and tell
Pharaoh, “Let my people go”.
Ten plagues fall upon Egypt before Pharaoh relents and Moses leads Israel across
a parted Red Sea to the base of Sinai, the holy mountain. I realize I am doing a
terrible disservice to his majestic story by rushing through it but we needed to get
back to Sinai. On Sinai, God establishes a covenant with Israel. This is the moment
when Israel becomes a nation, a chosen people, something more than a family
descended from Abraham. This covenant comes with a law for the people to
follow, sometimes referred to as the Torah, but in popular terms we remember
by the list it contains that we call the Ten Commandments.
Moses is told by God to lead Israel to the Promised Land, the land of their
ancestors, a land flowing with milk and honey. And though that takes 40 years of
wilderness wanderings while this now-free people are re-shaped as a covenant
people, they nevertheless come to the banks of the Jordan and the Promised Land
at the end of Deuteronomy, the fifth book of the Bible and last of the Pentateuch.
In one sense, all that follows in the Old Testament may be thought of as
commentary on this covenant. To what extent is Israel able to keep covenant.
When they do they experience blessing, and when they do not they experience
curse.
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The next section follows the history of this fledgling nation including the
institution of monarchy, a form of government Moses had hoped would not be
necessary if Israel would remain faithful. Nonetheless in the course of time Israel
chose their first king, Saul whose inadequacy resulted in his replacement by the
anointed David, the most famous and arguable most successful of Israel’s
monarchs. Coming to the throne around 1000 BCE David’s reign was marked by
strife and turmoil especially within his own house. But externally, Israel enjoyed a
small but growing empire during David’s reign, peace with their neighbours, and
trade in goods and riches. It was a time of peace and prosperity that caused Israel
in later centuries to look back upon it as a golden age of sorts. Without going into
detail about the episodes in David’s life it is important to be aware of this because
1000 years later, Jesus would deal with the people’s understanding of
Messiahship, the idea that God would one day send to Israel ‘a king like David’.
David’s influence is also felt in the next section of the Old Testament, the socalled Wisdom Literature, if only because many of the poetry recorded in Psalms
are attributed to David while many of the sayings recorded in Proverbs are
attributed to his son and successor Solomon. The Psalms themselves, 150 in all,
are a significant centrepiece to the Bible. They are a collection of ancient Israel’s
worship songs or poems. Each psalm stands on its own merit but broadly speaking
there are two main types, psalms of praise and psalms of lament, the two main
ways we approach God even to this day.
A turbulent history of kings for three hundred years leads to the second most
important story in Israel’s history, and perhaps the most traumatic, the
destruction of Jerusalem and the temple by the armies of Babylon and the
subsequent deportation of exiles in 587 BCE. Where the Exodus tells of a delivery
from slavery and a return to the Promised land, the Exile is the story of a
momentous defeat and a forced removal of many from the land of their
ancestors.
There is no single book in the Old Testament that explicitly tells this story but it is
put together by reading the writings of the major and minor prophets. Ultimately
it is an outsider, Cyrus, King of Persia who defeats Babylon in the late 6th century
BCE and grants the children of Israel the right to return to their homeland and to
rebuild a more modest temple than the one built by Solomon.
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The Old Testament ends with twelve minor prophets whose commentary is
almost always on faithfulness and keeping covenant in the face of the political
reality of the time in which the respective prophet lived.
Entering the New Testament, it is perhaps best to once again start broadly and
then narrow our focus. There are 27 books in the New Testament though many of
them are quite short, understandable since they are reproductions of pastoral
letters within and among the early Christian church. Unlike the Old Testament,
most of the New Testament books have a known author, or at least an author to
whom the book is attributed. Collectively the New Testament advances an
understanding of the history of salvation that was begun in the Old Testament but
has been redirected (or re-imagined) through the life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus Christ. Together we find stories of the life and ministry of Jesus as well as
writings from the early Christian church which show how this fledgling faith
community grew and spread.

6

Introduction to the Bible – Week 3
In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was
God John 1:1
The New Testament begins with four Gospels, followed by the Acts of the
Apostles (the second volume of a two-part work by the author of Luke). The next
block of material are the letters of Paul the Apostle who spread Christianity to
Gentiles in the Mediterranean world. Paul’s letters are followed by a collection of
so-called pastoral letters from different sources in the early Christian era. The
final book is Revelation, a fine representation of apocalyptic literature and an
example of writing from the era of Roman persecution of the church.
That’s the outline but as the Gospels are the most important texts in the bible for
the Christian church we will take considerable time to delve into them. But what
do we mean when we use the word ‘gospel’? Literally it means ‘good news’ and
clearly it refers to the good news of the redemptive love of God revealed in Jesus
Christ. When we talk about books of the Bible as ‘gospels’ we are talking about
accounts of the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus. A gospel is a writing about
that tells the story of Jesus. We are also talking about a unique literary genre. A
gospel is written to have the reader come to believe that God was present in
Jesus in such a way that the reader may come to faith. As such, a gospel is not
history though it has a historical setting and speaks of historical events. It is not
biography though it clearly focuses on the life story of one individual and is, in
that sense, biographical. Within gospel we find a variety of literary sub-genres
such as myth, genealogy, history, legend, parable, hyperbole, and liturgy because
all of these forms serve the larger purpose, that the reader may believe God was
in Jesus in a way that his life and love remain with us still.
This sounds like a bit of a distraction but I think it is very helpful if only to
appreciate the gift that is that there are four gospels in the Bible. For the early
church there was no contradiction in sharing four accounts of the life of Jesus
even if they differ from one another (i.e. birth stories in Matthew and Luke, no
birth story in Mark and John) or even contradict one another (did Jesus go to
Jerusalem three times as is said in John, or once as is reported in the other three
gospels)? Understanding ‘gospel’ as a genre helps us remember that in all four the
details serve the greater purpose, witnessing to the truth of Jesus.
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That said, the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John may be divided into two
categories. Matthew, Mark, and Luke are sometimes called synoptic gospels (a
word that means same vision) for their many similarities. John's Gospel thus is
sometimes referred to as asynoptic because it differs from the other three in so
many ways. Hopefully this becomes clearer if we look at them one at a time, not
in the order they come in The Bible, but in the order that biblical scholars believe
they were written.
Most agree that the Gospel we call Mark was the earliest written. It has
references to Rome’s destruction of the Temple in 70 CE which leads us to believe
it was written in response to that tragic and traumatic event (the temple has
never been rebuilt, and its western retaining wall beneath the Temple Mount in
Jerusalem remains the most sacred site in Judaism to this day). As the earliest
written Mark is the shortest of the gospels given that later versions tend to
expand on existing material, then as now. Mark’s context would seem to be a
Jewish-Christian audience, likely in Jerusalem or nearby.
Luke may be the gospel that was written second, perhaps between 80 and 90 CE. I
say “may be” because Luke and Matthew were likely written relatively close to
one another but with different purpose so it can be said they don’t ‘inform’ one
another the same way that Mark ‘informs’ both of them. Luke is the first volume
of a two volume work by the same author. The second volume, as mentioned
earlier, is the Book of Acts, the fifth book of the New Testament. This is said with
some certainty because it is referenced in the book itself. Luke 1 addresses the
text to a figure called Theophilus. Acts 1 says “In the first book O Theophilus…”
because Theophilus appears to be a Greek name it is sometimes thought that the
audience or community of Luke was Gentile Christian.
While respecting the Jewishness of Jesus, Luke portrays a Jesus as a fulfillment of
humanity’s hope as opposed to Israel’s alone. Within Luke there are at least three
main sources. The first is Mark. Clearly Luke has access to Mark and quotes it
extensively. Secondly, there is material in Luke that is almost identical to material
in Matthew but is not found in Mark. Scholars believe that Luke and Matthew
both had access to a common source, lost to history, often called “Q” for
unknown. Finally, there is rich material in Luke of his own unique writing.
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The beloved parables of the Good Samaritan and the Prodigal Son are examples
of this.
Matthew may have been writing around the same time as Luke, and he clearly
had access to Mark and to “Q”, but his audience or community of Matthew
appears to be Jewish-Christian, that is a community of believers who still held that
Christianity could exist with Judaism. The Gospel then takes measures to show
Jesus as the fulfillment of Israel’s hopes, the Messiah of whom the prophets
spoke. For example, the genealogy of Jesus in Matthew goes back to Abraham the
first ancestor of Israel as opposed Luke’s use of Adam, the progenitor of
humankind. There are many overt references to Jesus as a new Moses (not the
least being Matthew’s birth story sending Jesus and his parents to Egypt.) And
most clearly Matthew contains an abundance of quotations from the Old
Testament, assuming a familiarity and an authority of Hebrew Scriptures.
The synoptic Gospels have their differences but they are most similar in their
narrative arc. They each portray Jesus who grew up in Nazareth, who was
baptised in the Jordan by John the Baptist, who began to preach the good news of
God’s coming kingdom, who called disciples, performed miraculous healings,
taught in parables, and who ultimately set his eyes on Jerusalem where he was
betrayed, arrested, scourged, crucified, and rose again on the third day.
John, our asynoptic gospel, doesn’t follow that pattern. Where the other three
show Jesus turning the tables in the temple at the end of the story, three days
before his arrest, John tells of that episode in chapter two. John doesn’t tell of a
single, climatic journey to Jerusalem but of a Jesus who returned to Jerusalem
again and again. John has long stories of characters who do not appear in any of
the other three gospels, stories like that of Nicodemus, the man born blind, the
woman at Jacob’s well, and most especially, Lazarus who was raised from the
dead. John likely comes to us from a later tradition in the early Christian church. It
was written in the early 2nd century perhaps as late as 120 CE. As such it may give
us a glimpse into a period in which the question of whether Christianity should
exist within Judaism or as a separate religion in its own right, is much more
settled. Even Jewish-Christian followers of the 2nd century are coming to terms
with the idea that Judaism and Christianity will be parallel customs and not one
single tradition.
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Much more could be said about similarities and differences within and among the
Gospels. What matters is that they are all Gospels, that unique literary genre
written to help the reader believe. That there are four is a profound testimony of
the early church that what was experienced in Jesus was a mystery that no one
can fully explain.
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Introduction to the Bible – Week 4
There is nothing in all creation that can separate us form the Love of God in Christ
Jesus our Lord. Romans 8:39
22 of the 27 books of the New Testament are letters. There are many things
about letters and letter writing that we know from our own experience that apply
to understanding this block of biblical material. Letters are relational, usually
written from one person to a person or group of people known by the writer.
They assume knowledge of past events. Often they are written in response to a
previous letter which may or may not be known to the reader. For example, if
Paul writes a letter to the church in Corinth, it is possible that someone from that
community had first written to him but letter to Paul are not in scripture, only
letters by him. Similarly, Paul may write to a church because he has heard
something of events in the church told to him by someone who had passed
through and subsequently met Paul elsewhere. Again, we do not know what was
said, but we read what Paul wanted to transmit to the church. In others words,
letters are always part of an ongoing conversation and ongoing relationship
between the writer and the receiver. They never tell the whole of a story but only
the story in part.
Thirteen of the 22 letters in the New Testament are written by, or attributed to,
the apostle Paul. I say ‘attributed’ because some of them may have been written
by another person writing in Paul’s name but that isn’t as scandalous as it sounds.
Quite an acceptable practice in the Mediterranean world of the 1st century. Paul’s
letters, the first nine in particular, are the longest, most prominent, and most
important of the New Testament material after the Gospels. In fact, Paul is the
largest contributing known author in the Bible. Furthermore, in what may sound
like a little bit of bible trivia, Paul’s letters are the earliest material in the New
Testament written in the two decades after the death and resurrection of Jesus
whereas the Gospels which tell of those events were written some 40 to 60 years
following them. If Paul is so central to the spread of Christianity it will serve us
well to look a little at his life in order to understand the importance of his letters
(often called epistles) collectively.

11

As a chronicler of the early church it is Luke, the author of Acts, who tells us a
great deal about the life of Paul even though bits and pieces of that biography can
be found in the letters themselves (remember that letters only show us moments
in ongoing conversations and relationships). Acts says that Paul was originally
named Saul, a man of Tarsus, and that he was a zealous Jewish Pharisee who was
present at the martyrdom of Stephen and who persecuted the early Christians
himself. In fact, Saul was travelling from Jerusalem, where he had received
authority to arrest Christians, on his way to Damascus to carry out this task, when
a miraculous conversion took place. Not wanting to explain mystery away,
nonetheless Saul was met on that road by the risen Christ and was struck blind
and made to question what was indeed true for his faith. His story was well
summoned by former slave trader James Newton who wrote the hymn “Amazing
Grace” and said “I once was lost, but now am found. Was blind but now I see”.
In his new life, Paul assumed not only a new name but a new mission. He would
take upon himself the most difficult vocation of sharing the good news of Jesus
with a Gentile/Mediterranean. He would need to show people how a God most
clearly identified with Israel was also one who loved and called non-Jewish
people. He would need to convince Greek and Roman citizens that God was
present in Jesus of Nazareth, an unashamedly Jewish man, in such a way that nonJews could and should believe the covenant God made with Israel on Sinai was
now open and available to anyone. And he would need to witness to his own
experience that meeting and knowing the risen Christ was every bit as authentic
as having met and known the human being who was Jesus. This is sometimes
described as the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith but for Paul they were
compatible equally valid understandings of the revelation of God in Jesus.
Keeping this broad view of Paul in focus is helpful for interpreting the many issues
addressed by Paul in his letters. Those partial conversations may talk about
whether or not circumcision was necessary for Gentile converts. Or whether
eating food dedicated to idols was permissible. Or what to do with a city like
Athens and its statues to a multitude of gods. Paul was continually trying to
convince people throughout the Greek-Roman world that a religion born of
Judaism was in fact a faith for all humankind and for every time and place. Not
easy.
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As we move toward the end of this introduction I want to return to a couple of
phrases that were used earlier and which may help us understand the last, and
perhaps the most confusing and complicated book of the Bible, the Revelation of
John.
One way to think of the Bible as a whole is to consider it as a history of salvation.
There is an overarching narrative to scripture as a whole if only because it appears
to begin at the dawn of time in the story of creation in Genesis and it ends with an
account of the end of time in Revelation if that’s how you view apocalyptic
literature. Moreover, while not perfectly so, there is a relative chronological
shape to the Bible. That shape shows the progression or spiritual evolution of a
people who first understood the presence of a God who hears the cries of God’s
people and seeks to deliver them. It moves towards a defining character, who
might have only been able to come from the spiritual tradition of Israel, but sees
the covenant in a new light. His faithfulness is so perfected that his followers
come to realize that after his death he is alive and present with them. His Spirit is
so evident and experienced that many will follow sharing his risen life for two
millennia after his physical ministry. So it is that the history of salvation is one way
to describe the evolving awareness of Israel of who God is and how God is present
(like the church Israel got that wrong often – we call it a redemptive love because
it is not dependant on our perfection of it). It describes how Jesus came to
embody this tradition, or made that faith incarnate in a single human, and how
that redeeming love, so freely and abundantly shared in Jesus, inspired and
empowered communities of believers to carry on a ministry in his name.
The second phrase I want to return to is apocalyptic literature. Found in Israel’s
biblical tradition and thus familiar to the early church, apocalyptic literature is less
about ‘the end of time’ than it is about times in which the end seems near, or
when all hope is lost. It is best understood as ‘hidden’ writings, the sort that the
community of faith would understand but those who persecute the faithful would
not, even if it fell into their hands. This is the nature of Revelation. Written by a
Christian referred to as John of Patmos, the context is during the Christian
persecution of the church in the mid 3rd century. It takes the form of a letter to
seven churches of Province of Asia, Middle Eastern but within the bounds of the
Roman Empire. The language is cloaked with symbol and metaphor, much of it
borrowed from the Old Testament books of Daniel and Ezekiel.
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The multiple references to the number 7, for example, indicate that the greatest
threat to the church is Rome itself, the city built on 7 hills. Revelation the Bible to
a close, not by predicting a cataclysmic future (which would contradict nearly
everything that has come before) but by reminding the reader that all long as
time shall be, God will not abandon God’s people and that love is more powerful
than any force, even death itself.
Allow me to bring this introduction to the Bible to a close by saying a few things
about reading and interpreting scripture. To do that I will invoke a legendary
literary character, namely Waldo. In the “Where’s Waldo” children’s books there
are large pages of super detailed drawings and a promise that Waldo, with his
striped shirt, wool cap, and dark rimmed glasses is in there somewhere. It may
take some time but the promise is that Waldo can be found if you look long and
hard enough. And sure, enough, we are never disappointed.
In the synoptic Gospels Jesus is asked about the greatest commandment. It is a
question that inadvertently links the teachings of Jesus to the covenant of God
with Israel. For Jesus answers that the greatest commandment, or law, in all of
scripture is actually two commandments that mean the same thing. Love God
with all your heart, all your mind, all your body, and all your soul. And to love your
neighbour as yourself. I believe that this is the lens through which we need to
read the Bible. The trouble is that there are an abundance of passages in which
the love of God and the love of neighbour are far from obvious. The challenge for
us is to persevere, like looking at a page from a Where’s Waldo book, to trust in
the promise that something we need to know about the love of God and love of
neighbour is in there, and to keep looking until we find it.
Augustine, the 4th century writer said in his book “On Christian Doctrine”, “So
anyone who thinks that they have understood the divine scriptures, or any part of
them, but cannot by their understanding build up this double love of God and
neighbour, has not yet succeeded in understanding them.”
May God bless you in your reading, and in your understanding.
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