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For Christians, the Bible is one of the most familiar objects in our homes
and churches, yet it is also one of the most misunderstood. Many people
know that it is important, but may wonder what exactly it is, where it came
from, why different Christians sometimes use different Bibles, and why
these ancient writings still matter today.

In this session, we will explore the story of the Bible itself: how it was
written, how it came to be recognised as Holy Scripture, and why
Christians believe it to be God's inspired word. Above all, we will discover
that the Bible is not simply a collection of ancient texts, but a living witness
to God's love and saving work in Jesus Christ - a story into which each of
us is invited.



Lectio Divina: Luke 4:16-21

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.

*'*When Jesus came to Nazareth, where he had been brought
up, he went to the synagogue on the sabbath day, as was his
custom. He stood up to read,

'7and the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him. He
unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written:

'*The Spirit of the Lord is upon me,
because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor.
He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives

and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go
free,

"?to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour.’

* And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the attendant, and
sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on him.

?' Then he began to say to them, ‘Today this scripture has been
fulfilled in your hearing.’



Broader Picture:

The events in Luke 4:16-21 take place at the very beginning of Jesus’ public
ministry. The Lord has just been baptised in the Jordan, where the Father
declares him to be his beloved Son, and he has overcome the temptations
of the wilderness by remaining faithful to God's word. Returning to his
hometown of Nazareth, Jesus enters the synagogue on the Sabbath and is
invited to read from the Scriptures. He is handed the scroll of the prophet
Isaiah and reads a passage describing God's promised salvation: good news
for the poor, freedom for captives, and hope for the oppressed.

What follows is one of the most remarkable moments in the Gospel. After
reading, Jesus tells the congregation, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in
your hearing” (4:21). Jesus is not simply explaining the text; he is declaring
that God’s promises are being fulfilled in him.

This passage reminds us that the Bible is not merely a collection of ancient
writings, but the story of God's saving work culminating in Jesus Christ.
Christians treasure the Scriptures because they reveal Christ to us and help
us understand God's plan of salvation. As we read the Bible, we are not
simply learning about the past; we are encountering the living Lord to
whom the Scriptures point.
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Jesus reads in the synagogue for a scroll of the prophet Isaiah. He reads
from what we now call the “Old Testament” which were the only
Scriptures available to the Jewish community around him and to very early
Christians. We can take this reading as our starting point in reflecting on
the origin of the Scriptures we used today — the Bible.



1) What is the Bible?

The Bible is the sacred text of the Christian faith. It contains the Word of
God, in the sense that its writings are divinely inspired by God through the
action of the Holy Spirit.

We are accustomed to seeing Bibles printed in a single volume, but when
we speak of “The Bible,” we are not referring to a single book, but to a
library of books (or scroll originally). The word Bible comes from the Greek
word biblia, meaning “books.” For this reason, Christians also refer to the
Bible and the Holy Scriptures (the holy writings).

As different books bound in one volume, the Scriptures contain many
different literary genres: histories, theological histories, laws, poetry,
wisdom literature, prophecies, letters, Gospels, and visions. However,
despite their diversity, the Scriptures tell one great story: the story of God's
creation, humanity’s fall, God’s covenant with Israel, and the salvation
brought to fulfilment in Jesus Christ.

% In early Christian thought

= Saint Jerome teaches that purpose of engaging with the Bible,
whether in prayer or study, is not simply to acquire knowledge but
to come to know Christ himself. He writes: “Ignorance of the
Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.” (Commentary on Isaiah, Prologue)

= Saint Gregory the Great notes that the Scriptures continually reveal
new depths as we grow in faith and understanding — “The words of
God grow with the one who reads them.” (Homilies on Ezekiel, 1.7.8)

®» The Bible is not a single book dropped from heaven, but a library of
books inspired by God, preserved by his people, and entrusted to the
Church so that through them we may come to know Jesus Christ.

* %k 3k



2) Composition and authorship

The Bible is divided in two great parts: the Old Testament (sometimes also
called the “Hebrew Scriptures”) and the New Testament.

The OId Testament is composed of the Scriptures which Christianity
inherited from the Jewish faith — most of these were written in Hebrew,
with some portions in Aramaic and several books composed or preserved
in Greek. The New Testament is composed by the four gospels, narrating
the life of Jesus, and by the accounts of the early church in the form of
historical narratives, letters, and prophecies. All these texts were written
in Greek.

The books of the Bible were written over a long period of time — roughly
from around 1200 BC to the end of the first century AD.

We believe that the Bible is the Word of God. This does not mean that
God physically wrote its pages or dictated every word as though the
authors were passive secretaries. Rather, we believe that God worked
through human authors, their personalities, personal experiences,
languages, and cultures, so that their works truly convey God's revelation.

% In early Christian thought

= Saint Augustine of Hippo sees the whole Bible as a unified story
whose centre is Jesus Christ. The Old Testament prepares for
Christ; the New Testament proclaims him. Augustine writes, “In the
Old Testament the New is concealed; in the New Testament the OId is
revealed.” (Questions on the Heptateuch, 2.73)

= Saint Hilary of Poitiers writes, “The Scriptures are indeed perfect, since
they were spoken by the Word of God and his Spirit.” (Against Heresies
2.28.2)

®» Though written across many centuries, Christians recognise in the
Scriptures the inspired Word of God. Through the Bible we are drawn into
the great story of salvation — from creation, through Israel, to Jesus Christ
and his Church — a story that continues to shape our lives today.
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If the Bible is a collection of many books written over centuries, an
important question naturally follows: how did specific books come to be
gathered together as Holy Scripture — how was the Canon' of Scripture
formed?

3) The Canon of the Bible

The Bible did not appear all at once as a complete volume. The books of
the OIld Testament were received by the people of Israel over many
centuries, while the books of the New Testament were written during the
first century AD and circulated among the Christian communities.
Alongside these writings, many other religious texts were also in circulation.

The early Church had to discern which books faithfully conveyed the
apostolic faith and were truly inspired by God. Over time, the Church
recognised those books that were:

I. consistently used in worship,

2. received throughout the Christian world, and

3. understood to be in harmony with the faith handed down from the
apostles.

The formation of the canon was not instantaneous. Some books, such as
Hebrews, James, and Revelation (or Apocalypse), were debated in parts of the
early Church before eventually being recognised as Scripture, illustrating
the careful discernment with which the canon was received.
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! The word canon comes from a Greek word kann meaning a “rule,” “measure,” or
“standard.” When Christians speak about the canon of Scripture, we mean the
collection of books recognised by the Church as inspired by God and belonging to the
Bible.



¥ In early Christian thought

= Saint Athanasius of Alexandria (367 AD) provided the earliest
surviving list of New Testament books exactly matching those
recognised today (Cf. Thirty-Ninth Festal Letter).

® The Church did not create the Scriptures; rather, it recognised, received,
and preserved the books that God had inspired.

The canon of the Bible is the fruit of the Holy Spirit guiding the Church,
ensuring that the writings necessary for faith and salvation would be handed
down from generation to generation.

Before there was a New Testament bound in one book, there was a Church
reading, proclaiming, and preserving the apostolic writings — the writings we
cherish today originated from the living experience and prayerful
discernment of the Church.
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4) How many books are there?

One question that often arises is why different Christian traditions
sometimes use Bibles containing different numbers of books.

The ancient (or Catholic) Canon of the Bible contains 73 books: 46 in the
Old Testament and 27 in the New Testament — in the English-speaking
world this is often referred to as the “Catholic Bible”. The Protestant
Canon contain 66 books: 39 in the Old Testament and the same 27 books
in the New Testament.

The difference between the two canons concerns a group of Old Testament
books known as the Deuterocanonical Books, including Tobit, Judith,
Wisdom, Ecclesiasticus (or Sirach), Baruch, and | & 2 Maccabees, together
with portions of Esther and Daniel. These books formed part of the Greek
Scriptures widely used by many Jews before the time of Christ and they
were received and read by the early Church. For over one thousand years
they were included in Christian Bibles throughout East and West. During
the Reformation, some Protestant reformers questioned their divinely-
inspired status and placed them in a separate section (called “Apocrypha’)
or omitted them altogether.

The Church of England, and the Anglican Church more widely, has
historically retained the Deuterocanonical Books and continues to use them
in its lectionaries, worship, and devotional life. They are regularly read in
churches, particularly at Morning and Evening Prayer. For this reason, many
Anglican Christians continue to regard the full canon as part of the Church's
historic inheritance’.

2 From the Greek word apokryptein (meaning “to hide away” or “hidden”)

3 The Church of England emerged from the Reformation, but it did not begin at the
Reformation; it remains part of the ancient Catholic Church and continues to cherish
many elements of the Church's earlier inheritance, including the use of the
Deuterocanonical books.



There are other canons as well. The Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo
Church has the largest commonly recognised biblical canon and includes
books unfamiliar to most Western Christians, such as Enoch and Jubilees.

% In early Christian thought

= St Augustine reminds Christians that Scripture is received within the
life of the Church. Reflecting on the authority of the Gospel, he
writes:
“l would not have believed the Gospel had not the authority of the Catholic
Church moved me.” (Against the Letter of Mani Called Fundamental, 5.6)
Augustine is not placing the Church above Scripture, but recognising
that it was through the Church's witness and discernment that the
Scriptures were faithfully preserved and handed on.

= The Councils of Hippo (393 AD) and Carthage (397 AD), in which
St Augustine participated or whose decisions he supported, listed
the books of Scripture in a form substantially identical to the full
canon used to this day.

®» While Christians differ somewhat regarding a handful of Old Testament
books, there is universal agreement on the four Gospels and the twenty-
seven books of the New Testament. The differences concern only a small
portion of the Bible and do not alter the central message of the Christian
faith.

In this parish, we follow the historic practice of the wider Church and make
use of the full canon of Scripture received by Christians for much of the
Church's history.



What does this mean for me?

The Bible is far more than an ancient collection of religious writings.
Through the Scriptures, God reveals himself and invites us into a
relationship with him. As we read its pages, we discover the story of God's
love for humanity, his promises, his faithfulness, and his saving work in Jesus
Christ. The Bible helps us to understand who God is, who we are, and how
we are called to live as disciples of Jesus Christ.

The Scriptures are also woven deeply into the Church's worship. The
Psalms form the heart of Morning and Evening Prayer, many of the canticles
are drawn directly from the Bible, and every celebration of the Eucharist is
filled with readings and prayers inspired by Scripture. In this sense, the Bible
is not simply something we read privately; it is the language of the Church's
prayer and praise.

®» As the Letter to the Hebrews reminds us, “the word of God is living and
active” (Hebrews 4:12). Through the Scriptures, God continues to speak to
his people today, drawing us ever deeper into his love and teaching us to
follow Christ more faithfully

10



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.

o In our reading from Luke 4, Jesus reads the Scriptures and then
declares, “Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.” What
does this tell us about the relationship between the Bible and Jesus
Christ?

o The Bible was written by many authors over many centuries, yet
Christians see in it one story of God's love and salvation. How does
that change the way you think about the Scriptures?

o What version(s) of the Bible do | have at home? Which canon does
it contain?

o If the Scriptures did not simply appear as a finished book, but was
received, preserved, and recognised by the Church, what does this
teach us about the importance of the Christian community in passing
on the faith?

o If God were inviting you to take one small step towards engaging
more deeply with the Scriptures this week, what might that step be?
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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.

Scripture quotations are from New Revised Standard Version Bible, copyright © 1989 National Council
of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America. Used by permission. All rights reserved
worldwide.
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