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The Bible contains the inspired Word of God and, because of this,
Christians have never treated it as an ordinary book — like an ancient novel
or a textbook, for example. Therefore, a question may naturally follow;
once we open the Bible, how do we read it?

Throughout the centuries, believers have gathered to hear its words,
reflected on them together, interpreted them within the life of the Church,
and approached them prayerfully as a means of encountering God. The
Bible is not only a source of information about faith; it is also a way in which
God speaks to his people.

In this session, we will explore some of the ways Christians have
traditionally approached Scripture. Using a passage from the Book of
Nehemiah, we will reflect on reading the Bible as part of a community, and
within the Church's tradition.



Lectio Divina: Nehemiah 8:1-12

Read the whole passage slowly a few times, keeping one or two minutes of silence between each
time. As you listen, notice if a word or phrase stands out to you. Stay with it.

&1 All the people gathered together into the square before the
Water Gate. They told the scribe Ezra to bring the book of the
law of Moses, which the Lord had given to Israel.

% Accordingly, the priest Ezra brought the law before the
assembly, both men and women and all who could hear with
understanding. This was on the first day of the seventh month.

*He read from it facing the square before the Water Gate from
early morning until midday, in the presence of the men and the
women and those who could understand; and the ears of all the
people were attentive to the book of the law.

*The scribe Ezra stood on a wooden platform that had been
made for the purpose [...].

* And Ezra opened the book in the sight of all the people, for he
was standing above all the people; and when he opened it, all the
people stood up.

*Then Ezra blessed the Lord, the great God, and all the people
answered, ‘Amen, Amen’, lifting up their hands. Then they bowed
their heads and worshipped the Lord with their faces to the
ground.

7 Also [...] the Levites, helped the people to understand the law,
while the people remained in their places.

8 So they read from the book, from the law of God, with
interpretation. They gave the sense, so that the people
understood the reading.



® And Nehemiah, who was the governor, and Ezra the priest and
scribe, and the Levites who taught the people said to all the
people, ‘This day is holy to the Lord your God; do not mourn or
weep.” For all the people wept when they heard the words of
the law.

'“Then he said to them, ‘Go your way, eat the fat and drink sweet
wine and send portions of them to those for whom nothing is
prepared, for this day is holy to our Lord; and do not be grieved,
for the joy of the Lord is your strength.’

''So the Levites stilled all the people, saying, ‘Be quiet, for this
day is holy; do not be grieved.’

2 And all the people went their way to eat and drink and to send
portions and to make great rejoicing, because they had
understood the words that were declared to them.



Broader Picture:

The Book of Nehemiah is found in the Old Testament and tells the story
of the Jewish people returning home after many years of exile in Babylon.
Nehemiah helped lead the rebuilding of Jerusalem and its walls, but the
book is about much more than rebuilding a city. It is also about rebuilding
a community's relationship with God.

In today's reading, the people gather together to hear the ancient Law of
Moses read aloud by Ezra the priest. As they listen, they are deeply moved.
The years of exile had profoundly shaped their identity and faith, and now,
as a restored community, they are given the opportunity to hear God's
word proclaimed publicly and explained to them. The reading of the Law
becomes a moment of renewal, helping the people rediscover who they
are and how God is calling them to live.

The gathered people hear God's word, seek to understand it, and discover
both challenge and encouragement. It is a powerful scene that reminds us
that the Bible was first experienced not as a private book to be read alone,
but as God's word proclaimed and received within a community.
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Nehemiah 8:1-12 shows us how engagement with Scripture is a
fundamental aspect of the shared life of the people of God. We see the
community listening together, the interpretation of Scripture by those
entrusted to teach it, the people's response in worship, and the joy that
comes from being brought into communion with God through attentive
listening to his word.

The passage is almost a biblical model of how the Church has approached
Scripture throughout the centuries.



1) Reading Together

Nehemiah's account reminds us that Scripture was first experienced as
something heard rather than privately read. The people gather together,
they listen together, and they respond together. This was true not only for
ancient Israel but also for the early Christians. Indeed, for most of Christian
history, people did not have the opportunity to read the Scriptures privately
in the way that many of us can today.

We could think that this was simply because of practical reasons: many
people could neither read nor write, therefore they had to rely on listening
to God’s Word during worship and learning about Biblical stories through
preaching, Christian art, and “mystery plays”. Furthermore, the scrolls of
Scripture used in synagogues were designed for public reading and naturally
lent themselves to worship rather than private study, and the first books
had to be copied by hand; very few people had the means to own any.

However, there are at least two deeper, spiritual reasons which support
the reading of the Scriptures as a communal activity. Firstly, Early Christians
understood Scripture as belonging to the whole Church rather than to
isolated individuals - the Bible was read in worship, preached, discussed, and
lived out together. Secondly, communal reading and preaching can better
safeguard against errors of interpretation.

% In early Christian thought

= Saint John Chrysostom (died 407 AD) testifies to the fact that
Scripture was primarily heard rather than read. He encourages
believers to cherish what they hear in worship and to be
transformed by it. He writes, “Let us not therefore despise the hearing
of the divine Scriptures.” (Homilies on Matthew, Homily 2).

= Saint Vincent of Lérins (died c. 445 AD) warns against interpreting
Scripture apart from the faith of the Church. Because Scripture is
so profound, he notes that individuals could distort its meaning if
they are not guided by the common understanding of the universal
Church.



He writes, “But here someone perhaps will ask, 'Since the canon of
Scripture is complete ... what need is there to join with it the authority of
the Church's interpretation?' The reason is this: because owing to the
depth of Holy Scripture, not all accept it in one and the same sense, but
one understands its words in one way, another in another, so that it seems
to be capable of as many interpretations as there are men... Therefore, it
is very necessary that the rule for the right understanding of the prophets
and apostles should be framed in accordance with the standard of
ecclesiastical and catholic interpretation” (Commonitory, Chapter 2).

®» Although we can read Scripture privately, we read and listen together as
members of the Church because God speaks not only to individuals but
also to his people as a community. Furthermore, the Church, formed by
the Holy Spirit and custodian of the knowledge of the Fathers, is the place
where Scripture is interpreted for the world.
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2) Reading in the Church’s Tradition

In Nehemiah's reading, the Levites helped the people understand what was
being read. Scripture was not simply proclaimed; it was also explained.

We believe that the Bible belongs to the Church. The same Holy Spirit who
inspired the Scriptures continues to guide the Church in understanding
them. This does not mean that Christians always agree on every passage,
but it does mean that we should not approach the Bible as isolated
individuals trying to invent our own meaning.

As Anglicans, we value the wisdom of the whole Church, and especially the
witness of the early Christians (often coming to us from the writings of a
group of early saints called the “Church Fathers”) who lived closest to the
time of the apostles. Their reflections help us read Scripture faithfully and
avoid interpretations that are disconnected from the historic Christian faith.



Tradition is not a rival to Scripture. Rather, it is the living memory of the
Church that helps us hear Scripture well.

% In early Christian thought

= Saint Irenaeus of Lyon (130-202 AD) affirms that Scripture and the
Church belonged together because both were gifts of the Holy
Spirit. In writing against distorted interpretations of Scripture, he
argues that the Church preserves the apostolic faith handed down
through generations. He writes, “Where the Church is, there is the
Spirit of God; and where the Spirit of God is, there is the Church and every
grace” (Against Heresies, Book Ill).

®» We do not read the Bible in a vacuum. We read alongside generations
of Christians who have wrestled with the same texts and sought to follow
the same Lord. By listening to the wisdom of both the Fathers and the wider
Christian tradition, we can be better attuned to what the Holy Spirit is
saying through the Scriptures to the people of God today.
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What does this mean for me?

We do not read the Bible simply to acquire abstract knowledge of God or
to find out about ancient events that we may struggle to relate to our own
times. We read the Bible because we believe God continues to speak
through it, and because through its pages we encounter the good news of
salvation in Jesus Christ. Because of this, the Bible is best read as part of a
community of faith and within the context of the Church's wisdom and
tradition.

We do not need to understand everything immediately. Like the people in
Nehemiah's day, we only need to engage with God's word ready to listen,
to learn, and to be changed.




®» The invitation is simple: keep listening to the words of Scripture read
out during worship, keep reading and studying in the company of the
Church (both fellow Christians and the Saints above), keep praying as you
read, and trust that God can meet you through the pages of Scripture.
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We will explore more about prayerful reading of the Bible and how all
Scripture points to Jesus Christ in another session.

Questions for reflection:

If you can, write down your answer in a notebook or a prayer journal, for your own use only.
Writing can help you reflect more deeply on the questions.
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In Nehemiah's reading, the people move from listening to
understanding, and from understanding to joy. What might that
journey look like in your own life?

Which of the two ways of reading Scripture listed in this session
speaks most strongly to you?
And which do you find most challenging?

What is one practical step you could take this week to engage more
deeply with Scripture?

Why might Christians benefit from learning how earlier generations
understood Scripture?

What might help you develop a regular habit of reading and praying
with Scripture?



Practical Considerations:

a) Choosing a Translation

Because the books of the Bible were originally written in Hebrew, Aramaic,
and Greek, every English Bible is a translation.

No translation is completely neutral, and different translations make
different choices about how best to communicate the meaning of the
original text. Some translations aim to stay as close as possible to the
original wording and structure. Others place a greater emphasis on
conveying the overall sense of a passage. Still others are better described
as paraphrases, where the translator freely re-expresses the meaning of the
text. While paraphrases can sometimes be helpful for devotional reading,
they should not be confused with translations and should never be used for
study or public worship.

The King James Version (KJV) occupies a special place in the history of
English-speaking Christianity. First published in 1611, its language has
profoundly influenced literature, worship, and culture. Although its language
can feel challenging to modern readers and it is no longer widely used in
contemporary worship, it remains a treasured part of the Anglican heritage.

Good, reliable, and modern translations can be found in the Revised
Standard Version (RSV) and the New Revised Standard Version
(NRSV) families. These are excellent choices. The NRSV and its successive
editions are widely respected by biblical scholars and are used in worship
across many Christian traditions, including Anglican, Roman Catholic,
Orthodox, and Protestant churches. They seek to balance accuracy,
readability, and faithfulness to the original languages.

Finally, when choosing a Bible, make sure it contains the Deuterocanonical
Books (or Apocrypha), either inserted in the Old Testament collection in
their proper place (often labelled “Catholic Edition of the Bible”) or in a
separate section (often called “Bible with Apocrypha”).



b) Navigating the Scriptures

The Bible is divided into two main parts: The Old Testament contains
the books that tell the story of God's relationship with Israel before the
coming of Jesus Christ. In the Western Christian tradition, it includes

= the Pentateuch (the Torah or the Five Books of Moses)
= historical books,

= wisdom literature and the Psalms

= the writings of the prophets.

The New Testament focuses on the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus
Christ, the growth of the early Church, and the teachings of the apostles. It
includes

= the four Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John),

= the Acts of the Apostles,

= the letters to early Christian communities (or epistles)
= the Book of Revelation (also called Apocalypse).

Each book of the Bible is divided into chapters and verses. These numbers
were added many centuries after the biblical texts were written, but they
are standardised across different translations and editions. They act like an
address system, allowing Christians throughout the world to locate the
same passage quickly.

For example, in today’s reading, the reference Nehemiah 8:1-12 means:

e Nehemiah — the name of the book.
e 8 —chapter 8.
e |-12 - verses | to 12 of that chapter.

Most printed editions also include a table of contents at the front, making
it easy to locate any book, but once you are familiar with ordering of the
books and the verses ordering system, finding passages in the Bible becomes
much easier.
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Devotion:
A prayer before reading the Bible

Almighty and everlasting God,

who caused all holy Scriptures to be written for our learning:

help us so to hear them,

to read, mark, learn and inwardly digest them

that, through patience, and the comfort of your holy word,

we may embrace and for ever hold fast the hope of everlasting life,
which you have given us in our Saviour Jesus Christ,

who is alive and reigns with you,

in the unity of the Holy Spirit,

one God, now and for ever. Amen.
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