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Preface

This book originates out of a particular faculty’s collective experi-

ence as teachers of undergraduates and adult Bible studies in local 

parishes. Like many other religiously related universities, Seattle 

Pacific University requires its students to take a survey course in 

Bible, most often during their sophomore year. Those of us who 

have taught this course over the years have found ourselves in a 

rather tight place. On the one hand, a survey of the biblical text 

requires more than simply reading the Bible. Students must be 

introduced to the Bible, for it is a huge book incorporating a rich 

and complex story. In order to enter meaningfully into the text, 

students require basic information about its nature and identity, 

its unity and diversity, its plotline and problems. There is only 

so much lecture time available in a typical class session, and few 

of us want to spend that time communicating basic realities that 

students really ought to encounter before class by means of a well-

written textbook.

On the other hand, all of us wanted our students to spend the 

bulk of their time gaining experience in reading the Bible itself. 

What could be worse than a biblical studies course that spends all 

its time teaching readers about the Bible but never creates space 

for a deep, extended encounter with it? What we’ve needed is a 
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8  Preface

short, accessible introductory textbook that would focus mostly 

on orienting readers to the whole Scripture in such a way that they 

are quickly enabled to pick it up and read the text for themselves.

And this has been the problem. The vast majority of introduc-

tory texts to the Bible provide, quite frankly, too much informa-

tion. In the first place, most go to great length to introduce readers 

to a range of scholarly issues about the literary and historical 

background of biblical texts (terms appearing in boldface on their 

first appearance are defined in the glossary). We of course have 

no complaint about introducing students to critical issues. Our 

struggle, however, was to find a short and readable textbook that 

provided a relatively quick introduction to the Bible as Scripture 

for the church—as a book to be read and cherished by people in 

the pews; a book that is, by God’s grace, accessible to everyone 

and not simply to scholars with specialized training in ancient 

languages and cultures. What we needed was a short “guide” of 

sorts that would provide just enough information to prepare the 

students to begin reading the Bible itself. Such a guide seems to us 

central to the educational mission of religiously related universities 

and Christian congregations.

After years of searching for the book we needed, we decided to 

write it ourselves. Apart from its obvious brevity, several features 

make this book distinct. First, because we believe the Bible was 

designed to function as Scripture for contemporary believers, this 

book begins with an extended reflection on what Christians believe 

about Scripture, and follows that up with a version of the Bible’s 

metanarrative to help readers grasp the big picture of the bibli-

cal story. From there we introduce the biblical books according 

to the logic and sequence of their final form and not according to 

the various rearrangements provided by scholars who approach the 

text with a di!erent set of (mostly historical) orienting concerns. 

For example, most introductory textbooks begin a study of the 

Gospels not with Matthew, where the New Testament begins, but 

with Mark, the agreed-upon earliest canonical Gospel; they read 

the Acts of the Apostles alongside the Gospel of Luke under the 
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9

assumption that the two originated together and so must be read 

together, rather than reading Luke as the third of a fourfold Gospel 

and Acts as a bridge between the Gospels and letters; and they 

read the Gospel of John alongside the three letters of John (and 

sometimes even with Revelation) instead of as the culmination of 

the Gospel collection. Again, there is value in this sort of scholarly 

analysis, but we feel compelled to introduce students to the Bible 

they have received from the church, not the Bible they might have 

had if the ancient church had made di!erent decisions during the 

canonization process.

Indeed, our format takes seriously the cues provided by the 

ancient church, which in the “fullness of time” formed Scripture 

for subsequent generations of its readers. Rather than present 

the material book by book, as though each biblical text existed 

in isolation from the others, our chapters introduce readers to 

the Bible’s larger canonical subunits with an eye toward the “big 

story of the Bible” that holds all the pieces together: the Beginning 

of the Story (Genesis–Deuteronomy); the Story of Israel in (and 

out of) the Land (Joshua–Esther); the Witness of Israel’s Poets 

and Sages (Job–Song of Songs); the Witness of Israel’s Prophets 

(Isaiah–Malachi); Israel in Waiting (The Time between the Two 

Testaments); the Story of Jesus (The Four Gospels); the Story of 

the Church (Acts and the letters); and the Story’s Conclusion (the 

Revelation to John). It has been our experience that this sort of 

narrative-theological approach best enables students to take hold 

of the importance of Scripture for their lives.

Each of the canonical-unit chapters unfolds according to the 

same structure. We begin by framing the books within the “big 

story of the Bible” with a section called “The Story: Contribution 

to the Metanarrative.” This is followed by a section called “The 

Shape of the Story: Arrangement and Placement,” which focuses 

on the “logic” of how the unit as a whole is sequenced. After that 

comes “The Style of the Story: Literary Features” to unpack the 

distinctive literary forms readers encounter in that unit, and each 

chapter is drawn to a close by a section entitled “The Specifics: 

 Preface
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10  Preface

What to Watch For,” which focuses mostly on theological ques-

tions. We are convinced that any encounter with Scripture should 

teach us about God’s will and God’s ways, so this last section ad-

dresses three pertinent questions to that end: What do we learn 

about God? What do we learn about being God’s people? What 

do we learn about God’s world?

As editors, we wish to o!er our thanks to our colleagues in the 

Seattle Pacific University Bible department, who worked so hard 

to produce such a rich set of chapters, and to Nathan Sosnovske, 

our faithful editorial assistant who carried an especially heavy load 

on all our behalf. Thanks also to James Ernest, our editor at Baker 

Academic, whose invaluable editorial insights have improved the 

book immensely. Finally, thanks are owed to the students in our 

fall 2013 Christian Scriptures courses, who read initial chapter 

drafts and o!ered crucial feedback. If this book is able to reach 

its target audiences, both academic and congregational, it will 

do so in large part because we invited students to take part in the 

process of its production.

Robert W. Wall and David R. Nienhuis 

Epiphany 2014
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1

Reading the Bible as Scripture

Daniel Castelo and Robert W. Wall

This book is about reading the Bible as Scripture—the church’s 

book, a sacred text. Our opening chapter seeks to set the table for 

the feast to follow, but not as most books like this one do. Those 

books introduce readers to the various strategies scholars use when 

studying the Bible as an anthology of ancient, religious texts. These 

are important matters, but first things first: the practices of bibli-

cal interpretation follow from the interpreter’s core beliefs about 

what the Bible is. We have found that students need a compass 

to help navigate a pathway into the biblical text to mine its theo-

logical goods and assess their relevance for the life of faith today. 

This compass turns on what the church believes about Scripture.

There is good reason for us to begin the book here. Already in 

the seventeenth century, when science became the arbiter of en-

lightened truth in the West, the church’s “Scripture” became the 

academy’s “Bible.” Scholars trained in biblical languages, literary 

art, and historical analysis became the Bible’s most influential 

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Wall-Nienhuis_CompactGuideWholeBible_TW_kf.indd   11 11/6/14   11:46 AM

Robert W. Wall and David R. Nienhuis, eds., A Compact Guide to the Whole Bible
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2015. Used by permission.



12

readers. They interpreted biblical texts by wrapping them up in 

ancient history and languages to explain the author’s intended 

meaning for the texts’ original readers in the ancient Near East 

(Old Testament) or Mediterranean (New Testament) world. This 

hard work continues today, and we understand the church’s book 

better because of it.

To be sure, the positive purpose for doing the scholar’s work 

was to protect biblical texts from self-interested, biased use of 

them—often by earnest Christians. But modernity’s interest in 

what the Bible must have meant for its first readers created a vast 

distance between what the Bible meant in the past and what it 

means today for faithful readers who seek to hear a word from 

the Lord to guide their witness and form their faith. This same 

distance often characterizes the gap between the concerns of an 

academic study of the Bible and those of rank-and-file believers 

who receive this same text in worship and spiritual instruction.

By referring to the Bible as “Scripture,” we do not intend to 

privilege certain interpretive methods as better than other meth-

ods; in fact, all the tools of modern criticism are used as God’s 

gifts in due season. Rather “Scripture” signals a way of thinking 

theologically about the Bible as God’s Word for God’s people, 

one that supplies the theological goods that fund spiritual wisdom 

and provide moral direction (cf. 2 Tim. 3:15–17). Readers are cued 

that the rigorous study of the biblical text that they are about to 

undertake targets more than their intellectual formation; it o!ers 

them a fresh way of thinking about God and God’s vision of a 

transformed people and a new creation.

Scripture Is Important

The questions we seek to address in this chapter follow from our 

core convictions about the nature of Scripture as a sacred text 

appointed by God to do holy work. The di!erent roles Scripture 

performs in a congregation’s worship and instruction, in our 
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personal devotions, and in academic classrooms where biblical 

texts are rigorously studied should all logically follow from what 

we believe Scripture is.

In fact, this should be true of even the well-meaning skeptic for 

whom the Bible holds no religious importance. In this case, its texts 

are studied not for practical application to one’s spiritual formation 

but out of deep respect for its importance for a particular religious 

community or in shaping Western civilization.

Our claim is that the Bible has always been much more than this 

for Christians. Jesus denied reports that he had come to abolish 

Scripture, claiming rather that the purpose of his arrival as God’s 

Son was to fulfill the promises of God found throughout Israel’s 

Scripture (Matt. 5:17–18). Christian readers approach Scripture the 

way that Christ does; they believe that what they find there discloses 

the full measure of God’s promised salvation and then provides the 

hope that this salvation is graciously delivered by God’s Spirit to 

all who believe in God’s Son.

From its founding, the church has looked to the Bible to help 

believers understand their faith and guide their conduct in distinc-

tively Christian ways. Christians believe that Scripture provides 

access to inside information about God. Studying the Bible is like 

entering a sacred place where the truth about God is encountered, 

which sometimes a"icts the comfortable and comforts the a"icted. 

God’s biblical portrait gives readers a working sense of what prac-

tices and beliefs both please and displease God. Scripture is indis-

pensable, then, in forming God’s people.

At the same time, readers should always study Scripture with 

other resources that the Spirit uses to draw believers into loving 

communion with God. For example, Jesus followers have always 

disciplined their daily walk by worshiping together, praying for 

one another, practicing good works, and receiving the sacraments 

(e.g., the Lord’s Supper, baptism) as the means of receiving God’s 

empowering grace. Scripture’s promise that where two or three are 

gathered in Jesus’s name, his Spirit is there among them (Matt. 

18:20) is made real whenever and wherever Christians gather 

 Reading the Bible as Scripture

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Wall-Nienhuis_CompactGuideWholeBible_TW_kf.indd   13 11/6/14   11:46 AM

Robert W. Wall and David R. Nienhuis, eds., A Compact Guide to the Whole Bible
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2015. Used by permission.



14

together to worship God and the abiding presence of the Holy 

Spirit is experienced. At the same time, we should be mindful of 

the Lord’s instruction for individuals to practice their daily devo-

tions in private (Matt. 6:1–6, 16–18). While we hope this book 

guides Bible study in the classroom and congregation, we also 

hope it aids the individual reader to engage in what we happily 

call a “recreational reading” of Scripture!

Interpreting Scripture Is Hard Work

While Protestants have always granted a special place of privilege to 

the Bible, all Christians recognize that Scripture has the authority 

to teach them the ways of God. For some Christians, however, the 

Bible functions as the one and only reliable source for knowing 

God. Often this belief is justified by the perception that the insti-

tutionalized practices and traditions of the church have become 

faulty, unfruitful, and even unfaithful over time. These concerns 

have always been at the pivot point of Christianity’s reform move-

ments. The Protestant Reformers claim that “the church is always 

to be reformed” rings true even today, ironically even within some 

Protestant communions!

The deeply held sentiment that biblical teaching establishes 

Christian beliefs and practices has limits. Especially during the 

modern period, biblical scholars have become increasingly aware 

that a community’s core beliefs about the Bible and its practices 

of applying the Bible are shaped by the concerns and experiences 

of a particular context. Without doubt, Scripture is an indis-

pensable resource for Christians—when used in the company of 

the Spirit—for maturing in their understanding of the ways of 

God; it is, however, more than a mere philosophical foundation by 

which to build a fortress of timeless thought. Scripture is a holy 

text that must be interpreted and applied to ever-changing lives 

in an ever-changing world. God’s Word is living and active, and 

the activity of interpretation helps make it so. The reader’s work 

 A Compact Guide to the Whole Bible
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of adapting these precious but ancient texts to today’s culture is 

no easy matter.

The reliance on Scripture alone to seek out the truth about 

God raises an important question: how is Scripture faithfully in-

terpreted by all Christians in every generation of a global church? 

Interpretation is not a process of mathematical reasoning occurring 

in lockstep to arrive at the right answer. Texts are not puzzles or 

algebraic equations; they are collections of words that together 

form a meaning that relates God’s Word to our lives. Interpreta-

tion is not only an intellectual exercise that requires knowledge of 

those “collections of words” but also an act of worship, requiring 

prayer and spiritual maturity that helps us adapt biblical teaching 

to daily life.

The Nature of Scripture

Scripture’s importance and the hard work demanded of us to apply 

its teaching in formative ways are largely matters that recognize the 

special authority Scripture holds for a particular religious commu-

nity. Christian theologians employ a wide variety of conceptions 

to describe and defend the importance of biblical teaching for the 

practice of Christian faith. Which among these conceptions pro-

vides the best account for Scripture’s role in forming a robust faith?

Before we respond to this key question, remember what is at 

stake. The best way to protect a biblical text from a reader who 

mistakes or misapplies its teaching is to make certain that the 

content and consequence of biblical interpretation align with what 

the church believes about the Bible—about what it is and is not.

This entire book is organized by the straightforward conviction 

that the Bible is the church’s book; it has special status and prac-

tical importance for every Christian. In part, this claim is based 

on a historical observation: there would be no Bible without the 

church that formed it (we believe under the Spirit’s direction). 

But what we observe in the historical record is even more tightly 
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secured by a theological understanding of Scripture as God’s Word 

for God’s people.

This integral union between the church and its Scripture leads 

us to suggest a particular rubric in describing its nature. Even as 

the Nicene Creed describes the nature of the church as one holy 

catholic and apostolic, these same four marks are also true of the 

church’s book. Scripture is one holy catholic and apostolic text.

Scripture Is One

The Spirit works through both the Bible and the church to form 

an abiding witness of the goodness and beauty of God and God’s 

purposes for all creation. In this sense, Scripture is “one” book not 

because it says the same thing in the same way; it is an anthology of 

many collections, written in many di!erent literary genres and from 

di!erent theological perspectives. The Bible’s unity is a theological 

claim about its singular purpose to heal the world God created so that 

it lives, flourishes, and thrives alongside and in the presence of God.

To describe it as unified also recognizes that the Bible tells a 

single story whose central character is the one and only God. From 

Genesis to Revelation, Scripture witnesses to who God always is 

and what God has already done, is now doing, and promises to do 

in the future. Even though this plotline is neither a simple one nor 

one that follows a straight line, the Bible’s story has a beginning, 

middle, and stunning end that tell the story of God’s salvation in 

a comprehensive and coherent way.

Scripture Is Holy

When the Bible speaks of “holy” things, it refers to an ordinary 

someone or something that God appoints and enables to perform 

extraordinary roles among God’s people. Sometimes people shy 

away from using the language of “holy” because it means for them 

that something or someone is flawless. We approach holiness dif-

ferently. We believe the term applies to creatures of God’s own 

choosing that God sets apart to accomplish God’s purposes.
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When we speak of the “holy” Bible, then, we are not describ-

ing it as a flawless book. Yes, the Bible is a thing of great beauty. 

But when biblical writers themselves describe the act of writing 

a biblical text (e.g., Luke 1:1–4), they describe an ordinary liter-

ary process of collecting and arranging materials, writing them 

down to serve the needs of their readers, so that what they have 

written will be received and read like any other story, poem, or 

letter. What makes the Bible holy—set apart for extraordinary 

service—is the Spirit’s decision to select these particular texts, to 

guide the church in first recognizing these texts as indispensable 

for its future and then collecting them together to form a com-

plete Bible (we call this “canonization”), and finally to illumine 

the church’s use of  Scripture for holy ends. Second Timothy 

3:15–17 identifies these holy ends as the formation of spiritual 

wisdom and maturity that enables a people to know Christ and 

live like him.

Scripture Is Catholic

The Bible is a “catholic” book because it is “the Word of God 

for the people of God.” The word “catholic” (small “c”) means 

global and so refers to the scope of Scripture’s influence, which 

extends to every culture in every age. If the church is global, so is 

every Scripture, which promises to communicate God’s Word to 

every kind of Christian. The Bible is nondenominational!

Of course, the particular social contexts in which the Bible is 

composed, collected, canonized, and considered all matter. So do 

those real settings in which a particular congregation picks up 

the same Bible translated into its own language and receives it 

as God’s Word. All interpretation is local interpretation! These 

contexts matter only in light of the conviction that every believer 

everywhere is “in Christ Jesus” (cf. Gal. 3:26–29). Each is a citizen 

of a new kingdom that embodies and shows the renewal of all 

things. The Bible is “catholic” because God uses it to establish 

God’s reign on all the earth.

 Reading the Bible as Scripture
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Scripture Is Apostolic

Those who are familiar with the Gospel story of Jesus know 

that he appointed some of his disciples as apostles. They were 

those who from the beginning heard, saw, and touched the histori-

cal Jesus (1 John 1:1–3). They knew him best and were witnesses 

to what he said and did as God’s Son. Scripture is “apostolic” 

because all its teaching lines up with the testimony of these first 

witnesses of Jesus. Their story is our story. They are our trusted 

forerunners in the faith. Christians find their witness reliable and 

good.

When the Gospel writers tell their authorized biographies of 

Jesus, they do so with materials received from these apostolic 

witnesses who knew the historical Jesus best and who experi-

enced firsthand the salvation he brought into the world. The New 

Testament letters are pastoral writings of these same apostles 

(or their associates). Even Paul, who never met the historical 

Jesus, was personally schooled by the resurrected Jesus (Acts 

9:3–6; 22:17–21; 26:14–18; Gal. 1:12, 16; 2:2). And even as their 

apostolic witness and transforming experience of the risen Jesus 

were first interpreted by studying Israel’s Scripture (our Old Tes-

tament), so now the church’s book also includes the synagogue’s 

book. Both Testaments, Old and New, are apostolic in content 

and consequence. Israel’s Creator God is the very same God 

personified by Jesus Christ, whom the apostles met, trusted, and 

followed. We trust the Bible’s teaching as followers of Jesus just 

as his apostles did.

This last point leads us to the most important claim of all: if the 

apostolicity of Scripture assures its readers that its teachings are 

of a piece with the apostolic witness, then every good interpreta-

tion of Scripture will necessarily always focus readers on the risen, 

living Jesus. The church has always taught that all Scripture, both 

Old and New Testament, illumines his ways, which alone hold the 

key to our happiness—or to use scriptural language, Jesus is “the 

way, and the truth, and the life” (John 14:6).
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A Few Good Questions

This book will not answer every question readers bring to the 

Bible. Its modest purpose is to provide an overview or framework 

of a particular way of thinking about the Bible that we hope will 

provide a way forward. But here are four good questions students 

constantly ask in the courses we routinely teach. We raise them in 

this opening chapter to illustrate how our understanding of Scrip-

ture carves out room for particular responses to familiar questions, 

which may also help readers see more clearly the Bible’s enduring 

importance in their lives.

What Relevance Does the Bible Have for Its Non-Christian Readers?

The formation of Scripture (canonization) fixed a particular 

number of collected writings in a particular order to make clear 

their special significance in forming the faith and practices of Chris-

tian readers. But why should non-Christians be interested in stories 

that have no real bearing on a faith they don’t share or a life they 

have no real interest in engaging?

First, if one accepts the Bible as a cultural classic, the citizen of 

the world may approach the Bible as a curious reader interested in 

a book that continues to exert power over the thinking and popular 

imagination of people, especially in the West. Even knowledge of 

the biblical story’s plotline (see the next chapter) allows one to 

participate thoughtfully in a range of conversations about religion 

conducted in and for the public square.

Second, if  one accepts the Bible as a literary classic, the well-

educated reader may approach the Bible for the sheer pleasure 

that great works of art evoke. The appeal of  its great stories, 

the memorable lyrics of  the Psalms, the pithy wisdom of the 

Proverbs, the moral power of the Sermon on the Mount, and 

the arresting images of the book of Revelation have stirred the 

imagination of artists for centuries. Although Christians may 

not be disposed to think extensively about the Bible’s literary 
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artistry, it remains a good reason for non-Christians to enjoy 

reading and studying it.

Finally, if one accepts the Bible as a devotional classic, which 

every well-educated person should read, even the thoughtful non-

believer may look to its depiction of the Triune God as a reposi-

tory of spiritual wisdom that adds layers of meaning to the other 

sources of human wisdom, including the sciences and humani-

ties. Any robust conception of a text’s full meaning will include a 

spiritual dimension that complements and even helps to explain 

the material world. Even nonbelievers, for example, have found 

significance in the moral teaching and example of Jesus or in the 

cautionary tales of the kings of Israel told in the Old Testament.

Should We Take the Bible Literally or Figuratively (or Nonliterally)?

The question of whether we should take the Bible literally or 

figuratively is sometimes asked to disguise the more honest ques-

tion: Is the Bible for real or is it just another religious fiction? 

People think that because a fiction never really happened, it has 

no relevance in the reader’s search for truth. It has entertainment 

value but no theological substance. Yet this distinction does not 

match up with what we already intuitively know and experience. 

For example, the fictional drama Les Misérables has moved count-

less audiences to tears in the process of enriching one’s apprecia-

tion for the beauty and tragedy of real human experience. The 

point was once made by a seminary classmate: “I would rather 

have a meaningful myth than a meaningless fact any day of the 

week.” Myths, fiction, and stories are compelling because they 

convey significance and meaning about the human experience. The 

same is true with the Bible: its significance does not rest strictly 

on the historicity of all its claims. For example, the story of Job 

in the Old Testament, which begins with an otherwise unknown 

character located in the fictional land of Uz, seems to be a “once 

upon a time” kind of story. Yet there is hardly a more powerful 

biblical book about God’s response to human su!ering than Job’s. 
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The story’s opening makes it clear that his story is every reader’s 

story. Of course, these determinations require great care on our 

part. If Jesus were simply a fiction and the resurrection a hoax, 

all else of Christian faith would fall by the wayside. Paul is right 

about this (see 1 Cor. 15)! But the question regarding literal or 

figural reading strategies usually assumes quite a bit about what 

counts as important knowledge, including what can be deemed 

as “true” or “false.” The question often functions (mistakenly) as 

a test of one’s devotion to biblical authority; however, Christians 

throughout history have taken the Bible seriously while reading it 

both literally and figuratively.

What Translation of the Bible Is Best?

The decision of choosing the “best” English translation of the 

Bible results in much hand-wringing, in part because such deci-

sions typically take into account a range of personal preferences. 

But choosing one translation over another is an important de-

cision. Every translation, after all, is an interpretation; for this 

reason, translators have labored to render the text intelligible for 

the contexts in which they have found themselves. Translation is a 

context-specific activity, and each translation carries with it certain 

aims and concerns.

This has always been the case. For instance, did you know that 

the version of the Bible that Paul used and called “God-breathed 

and useful” (2 Tim. 3:16) was a Greek translation from the Hebrew 

original? (Greek was Paul’s first language and the language used 

in the Christian congregations he founded.) Accurate and read-

able translations are important in making Scripture accessible to 

the masses who know no other language than their own. But ac-

curate and readable translations are also theologically important 

since they encourage regular use of Scripture by which the Spirit 

instructs and forms God’s people.

Our suggestion is not to settle on a single translation, even though 

your instructor or pastor might recommend one in particular. Read 

 Reading the Bible as Scripture

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Wall-Nienhuis_CompactGuideWholeBible_TW_kf.indd   21 11/6/14   11:46 AM

Robert W. Wall and David R. Nienhuis, eds., A Compact Guide to the Whole Bible
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2015. Used by permission.



22

two or three translations of the same passage to gain a better sense 

of the nuances and even significant grammatical and vocabulary 

di!erences, which often emerge in the process of translating the 

Bible into another language.

From Where and from Whom Did the Bible Come?

We have already said the church formed the Bible to help form 

the church, all under the direction of the Spirit. But we have said 

nothing about how, when, and by whom the Bible was formed. 

Unfortunately, a quick answer to this good question is impossible, 

because it requires the reconstruction of a long and complex his-

tory with large chunks of it unknown.

We do know that following their Babylonian exile, faithful Jews 

gradually produced two versions of their Scriptures, one in Hebrew 

and another in Greek (sometimes called the Septuagint). For the 

most part, the Greek version translates the Hebrew, but it would 

be a mistake to assume that where our current Hebrew text dif-

fers from our current Greek text the Hebrew readings are always 

older and better. The Pentateuch was produced first as Judaism’s 

foundational text. Soon a collection of Prophets was finalized and 

placed with the Pentateuch to form the “Law and the Prophets.” 

Later, a third collection of Writings, which included books of wis-

dom, a Psalter, and edifying stories, was added to complete the 

synagogue’s biblical canon. The earliest Christian congregations 

often worshiped in Jewish synagogues and there were nurtured by 

Israel’s Scripture from the beginning.

The Greek Bible, which was the primary translation used by the 

first Christians, is more chronological in shape and seems a better 

overall fit for the Christian Bible. Unlike the Hebrew Bible, which 

places its Prophets collection between the Pentateuch and Writings, 

the Greek version places its collection of Prophets last. When this 

ordering of the Old Testament is joined with the New Testament, 

an apt working relationship with the Gospels is created. When 

read together as a continuous whole, the Prophets immediately 
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precede the Gospels as though creation’s healing promised by God 

through the Prophets is now brought to realization by Jesus ac-

cording to the Gospels.

More is known about the formation of the New Testament than 

the Old Testament because its history is far less complex in scope 

and more compressed in time. Yet again the central feature of this 

historical moment remains the gradual gathering of individual 

writings into collections that respond to the challenges that faced 

the early church (and still do). The church recognized the right 

shape of a particular collection (e.g., four Gospels, thirteen letters 

of Paul) by actually using these texts in worship and instruction. 

The texts that worked well were preserved, while those that didn’t 

weren’t. Biblical collections were assembled, not written. And they 

were assembled as they were read and put into e!ect within con-

gregations, and then copied and carried down the road to another 

congregation and then to still another.

The years 200 to 400 CE were the pivotal years of canonization. 

The social forces that shaped the formation of the New Testament 

were mostly intramural, pitting one version of Christianity against 

another. The conflict between di!erent groups of Christians pro-

voked the following question: What version of the gospel is true? 

The Bible was formed as a Spirit-guided means to weigh competing 

claims and convictions about what it means to be Christian and 

to do as Christians ought.

Any answer to this question should not regard the Christian 

Bible as a loose collection of writings from which the reader may 

pick and choose to study one sacred text in isolation from the oth-

ers. The Old Testament and New Testament form a self-contained 

and singular whole. The ancient rubrics “Old” and “New” imply 

Scripture’s integral wholeness: there is no other sacred text needed 

to gain wisdom needed for salvation beyond this one book of “Old” 

and “New” Testaments to one God’s single gospel.

Moreover, the di!erent collections that make up each Testament 

were carefully fitted together into a specific order during the can-

onization process. For this reason, we think the initial pass through 

 Reading the Bible as Scripture

(Unpublished manuscript—copyright protected Baker Publishing Group)

Wall-Nienhuis_CompactGuideWholeBible_TW_kf.indd   23 11/6/14   11:46 AM

Robert W. Wall and David R. Nienhuis, eds., A Compact Guide to the Whole Bible
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group, © 2015. Used by permission.



24

the Bible should be sequential—to get a good feel for the plotline of 

the Bible’s story of God’s salvation. If we believe that every bibli-

cal text is selected and inspired by God’s Spirit for our theological 

understanding, their literary and theological diversity is reason for 

celebration, not disputation. Not only is it impossible to reduce the 

importance of any one part of the Bible as the only part that counts; 

the faithful reader relates the Bible’s diverse witnesses together in 

ways that are mutually informing of God’s full gospel. Only then 

does the church seek after a truly biblical understanding of God.

To Begin: A Theology of Scripture

Scripture has often been forced to fit what counts as true or respect-

able in any given age or social setting. But we have noted in this 

chapter that Scripture’s interpretation must be Christ-centered, 

Spirit-led, and church-related in theological orientation and practi-

cal results. On this basis, two big-ticket ideas provide the beginning 

point of an intellectually and spiritually satisfying encounter with 

the church’s one holy catholic and apostolic book.

If  it were not for the Spirit and the church, there would be no 

such thing as a Christian Bible. The Bible does not just contain 

histories but itself has a history. This history involves the Spirit, who 

was active by providentially guiding the composition, transmission, 

collection, and use of these texts. The Holy Spirit used these texts 

to sustain the memory and proclamation of all that Jesus said and 

did. Also, the body of believers collectively known as the church 

has recognized certain texts as helpful in its task of mission and 

discipleship. This recognition is not strictly a human intellectual 

achievement; it is a worshipful and grace-laden development in 

which a Spirit-filled people come to recognize and know the ways 

of the Spirit so as to sense what does and does not contribute to 

the Spirit’s purposes. Therefore, Scripture is a product of the Spirit 

working in the church to produce texts that can help this body as 

it grows toward God.
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Only in the Spirit and in the church can one faithfully read the 

Bible as disciples of  the risen One. Interpreting the Bible as Sacred 

Scripture is a spiritual activity; it beckons the Spirit’s work of il-

lumination. Words on a page or digital screen are just characters 

in and of themselves; as symbols, however, they signify and point 

to other realities. In the case of Scripture, its words signify and 

point to the self-communication of the Trinity. For this reason, 

believers need God in order to understand the ways of God. One 

cannot wade into the deep waters of Scripture apart from the 

prompting and guidance of the Holy Spirit. Additionally, if read-

ing Scripture is a worshipful act rendered in and to God, then it 

is best pursued in the company of others who are striving toward 

that same end. An apprenticeship with wise practitioners of the 

Christian faith can help yield faithful readings of this text. Chris-

tians need to learn humbly and attentively how to approach this 

holy book before moving too quickly to apply it to their lives. 

This kind of worshipful apprenticeship, in the company of mature 

believers and the Holy Spirit, can help even the new believer gain 

the necessary maturity to study Scripture as the Word of God for 

the people of God.
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