TheHoly Bible
(Paper for Project Abraham — Booklet Revision 2007)

Although it is often regarded as a single volurhe, Holy Bible (literally The Book sometimes
referred to as the Holy Scriptures) is a collectbtexts written over many centuries by a variety
of authors. Christians agree on the core colladttanon of 66 books: 39 in what has
commonly been called the Old Testament but is rreguently called the Hebrew Scriptures;
and 27 in the New Testament. There is also a emsgicondary collection of works called the
Apocrypha, which is not universally included. Ciolesing its antiquity, and the historical,
cultural, linguistic, and geographical spread @& @hurch, this common agreement on the text of
the Bible is quite remarkable.

The Hebrew Scriptures consist of the Law, the Petgpland the Writings. These texts, including
key ethical material such as the 10 Commandmeat& heen inherited from Judaism. They
form the bulk of the Bible and reflect the Jewisigins of Christianity. The Hebrew Scriptures
are as much a part of the Bible as are the Gospéhe New Testament and remain part of the
teaching and practice of the Church.

The New Testament, or New Covenant, covers thestmnof Jesus Christ and the birth of the
early Church. More recent than the Hebrew Scrgstuthese books were also written over a
period of time by a variety of authors in a rangjéterary styles. The books are broadly divided
into Gospels (stories of Jesus’ ministry) and Hgss(letters to the early church).

The canon of the Bible was debated by various enigakcouncils up to about th&' Bentury

CE. While some commentators want to construchéucies long conspiracy to exclude some
texts and include others (a la the ‘Da Vinci Codtig principles used to make the selection were
authenticity, acceptance in the community, and eggnto Jesus Christ.

Christians believe that the Bible as a whole isstasned and consistent witness to God’s
engagement in human history from the beginningrefaGon through to the end of the ages.
Rather than a uniform, linear text book it is atestual witness to Jesus Christ as God'’s singular
and lasting expression of love for humanity andtfi@rworld. Itis an ancient text that was not
written to comply with modern literary standardshaugh recent scholarship has been very
useful in exploring its content, history, and meani

Today the Bible is often criticised because it eam many ugly and to us unpalatable stories,
including extreme violence, genocide, and largéesslaughter. These are not unique to the
Bible but a sad part of human history. The textds‘politically correct’ for modern ears but
remains a frank exposé of the evil outcomes of huatdions. It depicts a long term encounter
with God who despite every setback does not stepdgchuman beings. Christians regard it as a
book of hope and an inspiration for daily living.

Today the Bible is read in a huge variety of largpsa and translation work is still going on.

Most Christians want to be able to read this bootheir own tongue. Obviously the work of
translation can give rise to variations of meankng, translations are carefully compared with the
original Hebrew, Greek, and Aramaic texts. Thel®ib the Bible in whatever language it is
translated into. Christians are encouraged to itedally, and discuss it in their Church
communities. 2% century Christians still read, sing, preach, aray phe Bible in worship. They
are part of a long line of believers, a vast comityust the faithful, who have believed the Word
of God and are united in their common faith.

‘Word of God'’ is a term frequently used in conjunatwith the Bible. This concept is not
understood in the same way among all Christiangwis probably inevitable as it is an attempt
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to describe a divine reality in human terms. Ipeeéo know something about how Christians
understand God'’s interaction with the world anchwitmanity. Like Jews and Muslims,
Christians believe in only one God, the Creator amgin of everything that is. God didn’t just
create the world, however, and then step back atdhat from a distance. In the Biblical
narrative God spoke and it was so (e.g. Genesjs Ti#3at is, God’s Word creates that which it
speaks. Creation is an ongoing event as God'siveed/ord continues to speak. Christians
understand that engagement with the world to beostplete that God entered the world as a
human being, Jesus Christ, the Word of God spakiertihe world (John 1:1-9). The term ‘Word
of God’ pre-eminently refers to Jesus Christ. Bitde is God’s witness to Christ, inspired by
God’s Holy Spirit. Therefore the Bible is ‘Word Gfod’ in that it is God’s witness to Jesus
Christ.

In this way Christians talk about the Bible as insgh, and regard God as its author. They also
speak of the Bible asevelation’. Although some interpret revelation as a sodivine dictation
to human authors, with God directly telling themawto write, most Christians are more flexible
in their understanding of the concept. The rewaiaand inspiration of the Bible are generally
understood in terms of relationship, encountemative, faith, and the Spirit, rather than as a
mechanical process. The Bible is both a divineklsrtd a human book at the same time, and the
two cannot be separated. This is parallel to thes@an doctrine of Jesus Christ as both true
God and true Man. While they might prefer someiges to others, Christians are obliged to
accept the whole Bible without removing or alterpayts of it. Even the current proliferation of
translations hasn’t changed this, as they only imecacceptable to the community and widely
used when it is shown that they are faithful tortieaning of original texts.

Christians continue to use the Bible in their wggshommunity life, morality, ethics, to
determine doctrine, and to engage with the socktiie day. While their faith is based on Jesus
Christ, many of the ethical tenets contained inBhee are held in common with other religions.
Christians have no claim to a monopoly on morabtythey can and should work productively
with others to instil a culture of peace, justiaed non-violence. They do this because the Bible
speaks to them of the limitless love of God, anthayg are loved, so they are to give love in
return. Drawing on the Great Shema of Deuteron6rthe New Testament commands
Christians to love God and to love their neighbasithemselves. One outcome of this in
Australia today must be effective and ongoing wwith other religions to promote an Australian
society structured on key principles of justice pedce.

About the author

John Hendersohas been the General Secretary of the Nationah€loof Churches in Australia
(NCCA) since January 2002. The Council includeg\tiStralian national Church members,
including a range of Protestant and Orthodox Cheschnd the Catholic Church. The role of the
Council is to help Churches work together and esgtkeir unity in faith. It is engaged in a
range of theological and social issues, includimgrnational aid and development, refugees and
asylum seekers, Indigenous Reconciliation, intdrfdialogue, and building a culture of peace.

He is an ordained pastor of the Lutheran Churcti,les served in parishes in South Australia,
Queensland, and Victoria. Since 2002 he has e@fivied in setting up the Australian National
Dialogue of Christians, Muslims, and Jews, and phtiie Australian Partnership of Religious
Organisations. In 2004 he was a participant imorea) Interfaith Dialogue in Indonesia and
again in 2006 in the Philippines. He represeradNBCA at the World Council of Churches and
the Christian Conference of Asia.

page 2 of 3

/ National Council of
S Churches in Australia



Suggested Resear ch Questions

- What makes a particular text holy for each faith?

- Which particular texts are held in common by Je@w;istians, and Muslims and what is
their content?

- What status does each faith give to its sacred?ext

- How is each text used in community worship?

- How is each holy text interpreted for today’s sitoia? Who or what is the authority?

- What moral and ethical principles do these textd locommon?

Suggested Compr ehension Questions

- What is the New Testament?

- Why is the Bible translated into many languages?

- What collection of books makes up the largest phithe Bible?

- Why does the Bible tell stories that are not pdlletao modern tastes?
- Do Christians think the Bible is a divine or a humieook?

- What does Revd Henderson believe is the centraig¢haf the Bible?

Suggested Group Activities

« Have in your group a printed copy of each of theahicand Talmud, the Holy Bible, and
the Holy Quran.
o How are each of these books presented? E.g. lagdwork, size, print style.
o What language is each one written in?
o How have they changed in the experience of grouminees?
o Have you ever held in your hands a copy of the bolgk of the other two faiths?

- Discuss in your group:
o What in these books brings us together? Whatasetbooks divides us?
o How have you heard these books used to create pddoes have you heard them
used to create division?
o What place do our holy books have in interfaitHatiae and discussion?

Suggested Websites (not necessarily endorsed by the author)

. Catholic Encyclopaedia: The Bible &tp://www.newadvent.org/cathen/02543a.htm
- The Bible Society in Australia &ttp://www.biblesociety.com.au/

- Wikipedia: The Bible ahttp://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bible

- Christianity Site ahttp://www.christianitysite.com/TheBible.htm

- Any Google Search on The Bible will turn up cousfieites.

Glossary of Terms

« Apocrypha- a collection of 15 books sometimes included \whtincanon of the Bible

. Great Shema Deuteronomy 6:4, 8“Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD
alone. ® You shall love the LORD your God with all your neand with all your soul, and
with all your might.”

- Da Vinci Code- popular fictional novel depicting a massive gtioa by the Church to
suppress elements of the faith, leading to th@diseh of doctrine and history.

. Doctrine — official teaching of the Christian Church.

- Gospel- literally “Good News”. Christians use it to methie Good News of Jesus Christ,
e.g. John 3:16 “For God so loved the world thagéee his only Son, so that everyone who
believes in him may not perish but may have etdifeal
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