
Scriptures and Tradition (PDF) 

God’s revelation to humankind may be recorded in the Bible but it played out in history.  The 

Bible is a written record of that revelation as God’s self-revelation occurred over the centuries 

of human existence.  The Bible itself has a history since it belongs not to just to the created 

order, but  also is a product of human work – men and women inspired by God wrote the text, 

edited it and preserved it through time.  The Bible did not fall from heaven in its current state, 

but was written and developed and adopted over many centuries.   The Holy Scriptures thus 

have a human history which can itself be studied.  The text of the Scriptures have a context in 

which they appeared, were preserved and interpreted.  They were written by a particular group 

of people chosen by God for the task, and these inspired authors were part of a chosen people 

who were inspired to read, interpret and live by the teachings contained in and derived from 

the Bible.  Thus the Bible is part of a particular Tradition, and belongs to that Tradition and to 

the people whom God chose to live that Tradition – to be shaped by it and to shape it. 

“Scripture cannot, in fact, stand alone as a source of authority, for it is always the Scripture of a 

particular community and always needs interpretation—the inspiration of Scripture cannot be 

separated from the inspired use of Scripture within the Church.”  (John Behr in ABBA: THE 

TRADITION OF ORTHODOXY IN THE WEST, p 163) 

 “Scripture exists within Tradition, and by the same token Tradition is nothing else than the way 

in which Scripture has been understood and lived by the Church in every generation.”  (Bishop 

Kallistos Ware, THE INNER KINGDOM, p 10) 

 “The Scriptures are not more profound, nor more important than Holy Tradition but… they are 

one of its forms—the most precious form, both because they are preserved and convenient to 

make use of.  But removed from the stream of Sacred Tradition, the Scriptures cannot be rightly 

understood through any scientific research. …  Men are wrong when they set aside Sacred 

Tradition and go, as they think, to its source – to the Holy Scriptures.  The Church has her 

origins, not in the Scriptures but in Sacred Tradition.  The Church did not possess the New 

Testament during the first decades of her history.  She lived them by Tradition only—the 

Tradition St. Paul calls upon the faithful to hold.   It is a well-known fact that ll heresiarchs have 

always based themselves on the Holy Scriptures, only their interpretation differing.”  (ST. 

SILOUAN THE ATHONITE, p 88) 
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The Scriptures separated from their particular Tradition – the text removed from its context – 

will inevitably create a new tradition.  This new tradition, separated from its historical context 

will be limited by the historical conditions and logic of the people who created the new 

tradition.  It will in fact be more human than divine in its inspiration. 

So Tradition is the context in which the text of the Scriptures occurred and received their 

meaning.  Tradition and the Scriptures was simultaneously created by a living and organic 

interaction between the chosen people of God with God’s historical self-revelation as it was 

unfolding,  and then further interaction occurs as it is recorded as the authors and editors of 

the scripture make sense of what was experienced (things they may not have personally 

witnessed or experienced but have only heard about), and then again the people of God 

interact with that written Scriptures as they meditate on them, interpret them, and become 

shaped by them – this is the unfolding of God’s Revelation and of Tradition.   Tradition is thus 

living, an open rather than closed canon.  It is God’s people inspired by the Holy Spirit 

interaction with God’s unfolding revelation, and includes the interpretation and meaning which 

are derived from this revelation and interaction with it.  God’s people inspired by God and co-

working with God become co-creators with God of Tradition.   Tradition is thus not only about 

the past, about rules carved in stone, or about how ancient peoples experienced God and the 

written Scriptures which they had to guide them.  Tradition is ongoing and is also our being 

inspired by the Holy Spirit to understand the past and the Scriptures which carried that received 

tradition into the present.  We in turn are both shaped by and shape that Tradition as we hand 

it on to the next generation of believers.   I have used this metaphor in previous blogs:  on the 

ship of salvation (= the Church), Tradition is not the anchor which holds us to the past, it is the 

sail which catches the refreshing movement of the Holy Spirit and propels us to the eschaton. 

As David Horrell mentions, to interpret the Scriptures is to use them to think with.   This is the 

living interplay and interaction which makes God as self-revealed, Tradition, God’s people and 

the Scriptures have an organic unity with one another.  They are an inseparable organic and 

historic unity.   “… only a community already formed by the story of the Kingdom of God can 

begin to read scripture rightly.”  (quoted in SOLIDARITY AND DIFFERENCE: A CONTEMPORARY 

READING OF PAUL’S ETHICS by David Horrell, pp 4, 75) 

The Canon of Scriptures 

The Scriptures clearly belong to the life of the people of God.  In the case of Christianity, this 

means the Scriptures emerged within a pre-existing community.  Certainly scriptures existed 
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before there was a Christianity – the Torah of the Jews which were the basis of the Old 

Testament of the Christians.   However, the Church as the community of disciples existed before 

there was a New Testament.  It was the spread of Christianity and the existence of new Christian 

communities that created the need for written, particularly Christian scriptures.   It was this 

same community of believers spread throughout the Roman Empire and even beyond it, which 

circulated these writings and eventually gave recognition to which writings were considered 

authentic for all Christians to read, study, interpret, proclaim and live by. 

“The story of the formation of what is known as the New Testament „canon‟ is a story of the 

demand for authority.  The Christian Church set out with a preposterously unlikely tale: that a 

person who had recently been executed by the Romans at the instigation of the Jewish 

religious authorities had been restored to life and was the very corner-stone of the entire 

building called „Israel‟.  Where was their evidence for this, and what was their authority?  

Probably the most immediately cogent evidence was the very existence of this group of 

„Nazerenes‟…  the Twelve evidently constituted the earliest Christian „canon‟ or measuring-rod 

— the standard by which the authenticity of the Church‟s message was to be gauged, for the 

duration of their lifetime.” (CFD Moule, THE BIRTH OF THE NEW TESTAMENT, p 178-179) 

Indeed the original „canon‟ which determined the authenticity and authority of what was taught 

in the name of Christ was the Apostles.  They in turn bestowed the same authority to the bishops 

whom they appointed in every local community. 

“The determination of a canon was, at least initially, not about separating inspired books from 

non-inspired books, but a matter of determining which books were reliable witnesses to the 

ancient faith.  What distinguishes the canon from other works, in other words, is not 

inspiration, but the Church‟s Spirit-assisted judgment regarding the reliable testimony of these 

works.  As Robert Gnuse put it: „The ancient church did not bestow authority on the various 

works incorporated into the canon, it merely recognized the authority which already lay 

therein.‟  … „Thus, in forming the canon, the church acknowledged and established the Bible as 

the measure or standard of inspiration in the church, not as the totality of it.  What concurs 

with canon is of like inspiration; what does not is not of God.‟”  (Richard Gaillardetz, BY WHAT 

AUTHORITY?, p 35) 

 “If we ask what criteria the Church consciously applied to test the authenticity of its writings, 

we shall find that they are criteria dictated by controversy with heretics or disbelievers.  The 

most obvious is „apostolicity‟.  If not actually written by one of the Twelve, a Gospel…must at 
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least have some kind of apostolic imprimatur: it must be shown to come from some close 

associate of an apostle and, if possible, with the apostle‟s express commission.  Consequently, it 

must necessarily belong to an early period, and would be expected…to show signs of at least 

derivation from the primitive Aramaic-speaking Church.  A corollary of this…was that no 

genuinely apostolic Gospel could contain an interpretation of the incarnation contrary to that 

orthodoxy…  by the time the last of the Twelve had died, there was a sufficiently powerful 

uniformity, so far as the basic convictions of the Church‟s leaders go, running through the 

Christian centers all over the empire, to detect and extrude „heresy‟—that is, any opinion 

incompatible with the apostolic witness.”  (CFD Moule,  THE BIRTH OF THE NEW 

TESTAMENT, p 189) 

Those first Christians who committed the Christian message and proclamation to writing, were 

actively engaged in forming the Church.  They were not consciously formulating the Scriptures 

for the Church.  That would be the work of those who received the writings and had to determine 

their authenticity and their authority before proclaiming them publicly and distributing them to 

other communities to read.  The Christian authors of what would become the New Testament 

had the task of teaching believers how to be disciples of Christ, and of defending their flocks 

from false teachings which were always also trying to work their way into the Christian 

communities. 

 “Neither the apostles nor the evangelists ever decided at one or another time to „sit down and 

write a Bible,‟ nor did any one of them claim that he had been given a special „call‟ or 

„commission‟ to take up pen and write some „holy scripture.‟  Indeed, the apostles and 

evangelists were never in any great hurry to write anything.  When they did write, it was 

primarily in the form of letters addressed to specific problems or questions which had arisen.  

In other words, they did not write for the purpose of establishing a „Bible,‟ but rather to 

preserve the unity of the faith in sound doctrine and defending the unity and uniqueness of the 

Holy Church.”   (Archbishop Lazar Puhalo, FREEDOM TO BELIEVE, p 63) 

The writing of the Scriptures, and then the closing of the canon, was done precisely to maintain 

the purity and authenticity of the Christian message.  As Christianity was gaining more and 

varied members, there was a constant (and quite natural) temptation to re-interpret Christ and 

the Gospel in new and varied ways.  The Apostles and the leadership they appointed to succeed 

them, took seriously establising accepted norms and boundaries for the Christian message.  [For 

example in Acts 15, the Apostolic Council decides it is not necessary to become a Jew in order to 
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be a Christian.  The Apostles decide that the consequence of the Resurrection proving Jesus is 

the Messiah is that the keeping of Torah is not mandatory any longer for the people of God.] 

 Interpreting Scriptures 

There are several instances in the Gospels where Jesus asks the Jews committed to studying 

their Scriptures,  “Have you never read….?” (Matthew 21:16, 42; Mark 2:25) Or “Have you not 

read…?” (Matthew 12:3, 5; 19:4, 22:31; Mark 12:10,26; Luke 6:3).  It is a rhetorical question, for 

they no doubt had read these texts, but Jesus is really asking them, “Did you not understand this 

text to mean…” and then He provides the meaning He derives from the text.  As St. Hilary of 

Poitiers (d. 367AD) wrote, “Scripture is not in the reading but in the understanding.”  One can 

read all day, but if one doesn‟t understand, if one is not inspired by the text, then one has not 

received the revelation which God intended to convey. 

When our minds and hearts are dull, we read without understanding the words, and Jesus can 

ask us too, “Have you never read… never understood what the Scriptures say?” 

“The interpreter, in fact, addresses and questions the biblical text.  In turn, the biblical text 

responds and confronts the interpreter who listens and discerns the meaning of what is being 

said.  The process is interactive and dynamic. … Thus, the biblical text is as much a „subject‟ 

engaged in the dialogue as is the interpreter.  When the biblical interpreter, mistakenly in my 

view, sees the text of the Bible as an inanimate object or as merely a specimen to be analyzed, 

the interpreter quite naturally diminishes the „subjectivity‟ (life) of the text.”  (James Aageson, 

WRITTEN ALSO FOR OUR SAKE: PAUL AND THE ART OF BIBLICAL INTERPRETATION, p 

13)   

We read the Scriptures in order to encounter Christ, to have Him revealed to us.  Yet, as the 

Saints recognized, sometimes the meaning of the text, its ultimate purpose is hidden from our 

eyes.  A literal reading of the text will not help, for we need to seek beyond the obvious sense of 

the text to discover the revelation which God has placed there for us.  St. Clement of Alexandria 

 (d. ca 212AD) wrote: 

“‟The meaning of the Scriptures is hidden for many reasons.  First, in order that we might 

search and be always watchful in seeking out the words of salvation; then, because it was not 

fitting that everyone should know this meaning, lest they suffer hard as a result of 

understanding incorrectly what was said by the Spirit for the good‟…  Clearly Clement is 
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extending to the whole of the Scriptures what Jesus said regarding the parables (Mark 4:11-

13).”  (Bertrand de Margerie, AN INTRODUCTION TO THE HISTORY OF EXEGESIS, Vol 1, p 

84) 

St. Clement believes the hidden meaning in Scriptures is intentionally put there by God, as 

Origen (d. 202 AD) said, that we might search for the meaning; to hunger and thirst for 

righteousness, requires us to go beyond the obvious and literal, to want something more from 

God.   It may also be the case that there are some texts that God does not want certain people to 

assume they understand, because in fact they misunderstand the text.  God wants us to be aware 

of this possibility, so that we move with humility, wisdom and love, and with the understanding 

of the community of God‟s people rather than arrogantly assuming we know best ourselves.   

Additionally, interpreting the Scriptures is not just gathering information about God, it is 

allowing our inner selves to be formed by God.  Consider the marytered saint Irenaeus (d. 202 

AD): 

 “In other words, exegesis was not a purely academic exercise for Irenaeus.  It was part of 

Christian preparation for martyrdom.  To be a good interpreter of the Scriptures, one must be 

disposed to lay down one‟s life to be united to the witness of their authors (many of whom were 

martyrs), to render a testimony in blood to their testimony in writing.  It is in this way that 

one will be able to go through and beyond the apologetic demonstration of the truth from the 

Scriptures to the theological self-demonstration of the Trinitarian God himself.”  (Bertrand de 

Margerie, AN INTRODUCTION TO THE HISTORY OF EXEGESIS, Vol 1, p 76) 

The reading of Scripture bears witness to Christ.  The reading of Scripture serves the purpose of 

making us witness to Christ crucified and risen (John 15:27; Acts 1:8).   Thus the Scriptures are 

not trying to lead us to a text, but to the Son of God.  We are not worshippers of the Bible, but 

rather we worship the Triune God whom the Bible reveals to us. 

 The Old and New Testaments (A) 

We must keep clear in our thinking that whenever in the New Testament it refers to the 

Scriptures, it is always referring to the Old Testament, which is the only Scriptures which the 

original disciples of Jesus would have recognized.  One of the main questions the Apostolic 

Church wrestled with was to what extent did Gentiles converts to Christianity have to embrace 

all of the scriptural commands of the Old Testament: was it necessary to become a Jew in order 

to be a Christian? 
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What the first Christians became convinced of was that the entire Old Testament gave witness to 

Jesus being the Christ, the Son of God. 

“Saint Augustine once observed that „the New Testament lies hidden in the Old, the Old 

Testament lies open in the New.”  (Wolfgang Roth in EARLY INTERPRETATION OF THE 

SCRIPTURES OF ISRAEL, p 77) 

The purpose of the Old Testament was not to give laws to the people of God that would then 

separate them from all other people on earth.  The Old Testament Scriptures bore witness to the 

Messiah and were supposed to help the Jews be a light to the nations – to help them recognize 

the Messiah when He came.  The entire purpose of the Old Testament including all of the Laws 

of the Torah was to help the people of God recognize what God was doing on earth – how was he 

revealing His plan of salvation to the world? 

 “It is not just specific prophetic passages that point toward Christ; it is the fundamental fabric 

of the Old Testament scripture.”  (Paul Tarazi, THE NEW TESTAMENT INTRODUCTION: 

JOHANNINE WRITINGS, p 138) 

This thinking required the people of God to read the Scriptures in a particular way – as revealing 

and pointing to the Christ.   The Torah was not about laws to be followed, but how to recognize 

the Christ.  Christ confronted his fellow Jews and rabbis about how they read (=understand or 

interpret) the Scriptures. 

“‟If you had known what this means, “I desire mercy, and not sacrifice,” you would not have 

condemned the guiltless‟ (Matt 12:7).  Evidently they do not know, and have not read.  More 

clearly in the Greek than in the English… the true meaning of Scripture is revealed not by the 

act of reading alone, but by reading and understanding what, by implication, is plainly 

there to be understood.  … the interpretation in question depends at least  as much on the 

authority of the interpreter, who by means of this formula imposes a reading that is implied 

to be self-evident.”   (Stanley Porter, HEARING THE OLD TESTAMENT IN THE NEW, p 64) 

According to Jesus Christ and in turn His disciples, the unlocking of the mystery of the 

Scriptures required the proper key.  Christ is the key: He is the One to whom the Scriptures 

point, and He is the One who gives the full meaning to the Scriptures. 
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“Throughout Acts, the Scripture of the Law and the Prophets, correctly understood and 

interpreted, was taken to be the word of God; yet it would be more accurate to say that 

Scripture was to be understood and interpreted on the basis of the word of God, which was in 

turn verified by the Scripture:  „They received the word with all eagerness, examining the 

scriptures daily to see if these things were so‟ (Acts 17:11) … The verb that went with „the word 

of God‟ in the book of Acts was not „write,‟ but „speak‟ or „preach‟ or „proclaim‟ or „announce‟ or 

„teach‟ (4:31; 6:2; 11:19;13:5; 14:3,25; 15:35-36; 18:11).”  (Jaroslav Pelikan, ACTS, P 112-113) 

As the first chapter of the Gospel According to John testifies, the word of God is not a book, but 

a person namely Jesus Christ.   It is Christ who reveals the meaning of the Scriptures, but also 

embodies and incarnates the fullness of the truth of the Scriptures.  The scrolls of the Torah 

were given honor, but they were not to be confused with the Word of God.  Christ is the Word 

incarnate giving entirely new meaning to what the Word is and how we experience it. 

  The Old and New Testaments (B) 

The resurrection appearance of Christ in Luke 24:13-35, has 2 disciples discouraged and leaving 

Jerusalem following the crucifixion of Christ.  Though they heard a rumor of Jesus being seen 

alive after His death, they no not what to think as their hopes were dashed by His crucifixion.  

The disciples did not anticipate the resurrection of Jesus, they obviously didn‟t believe in it, and 

were not looking for it.  Even when they encounter the risen Jesus on the road walking with 

them and talking to them, they don‟t recognize Him.  It will be only after Jesus explains to them 

from the Scriptures about the necessity of the Messiah suffering and dying that they will 

come to recognize Him. 

 [Luke 24:25] Jesus said to them, “O foolish men, and slow of heart to believe all that the 

prophets have spoken! [26] Was it not necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and 

enter into his glory?” [27] And beginning with Moses and all the prophets, he interpreted to 

them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself. 

Jesus appears to be discouraged by His disciples‟ own lack of understanding.  Jesus explains 

about Himself to the disciples from Scriptures.  (Note:  Jesus does not explain all of the 

Scriptures to the disciples, but only those parts which concerned Himself – the prophecies and 

prefiguring).  It is the Old Testament Scriptures which bear witness to Christ, and it is Christ 

who fulfills and gives meaning to the words and prophecies of the Old Testament. 
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 [Luke 24:30] When he was at table with them, he took the bread and blessed, and broke it, and 

gave it to them. [31] And their eyes were opened and they recognized him; and he vanished out 

of their sight. [32] They said to each other, “Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to 

us on the road, while he opened to us the scriptures?” 

It is in the breaking of the bread and in Christ “opening” the Scriptures to the disciples that they 

recognize Him.  Personally seeing the risen Christ did not help them recognize Him or have faith 

in His rising from the dead.   It is the Scriptures and the Eucharist in which they find their 

hearts open to Him, and experience Him as truly risen.  It is the experience of the Eucharist and 

the proclaiming of the Scriptures which is still available to each of us who believe today.  The 

disciples had no advantage over us in coming to faith for they came to faith in the same way we 

can. 

“You have heard the account of the two disciples who met the Lord on the road to Emmaus and 

yet did not recognize him.  When he met them, they had lost all hope of the redemption that is in 

Christ, they were convinced that the Master was dead like any other man, they did not realize 

that Jesus inasmuch as he is Son of God was still alive.  According to them he had left this life 

without being able to return, like one of the many prophets.  Then the Lord revealed to them the 

meaning of the Scriptures.  Beginning with Moses and quoting one prophet after another he 

showed that everything that he had suffered had been foretold. … Yet the Lord did not consider 

it was sufficient to allow them to touch him.  He wanted to appeal to the Scriptures to confirm 

their hearts in the faith.  He saw us in anticipation, who had not yet been born, who do not have 

a chance to touch Christ but do have the opportunity to read about him.  … On what base shall 

we build our faith, unless it be those Scriptures with which the Lord wanted to confirm the faith 

of those who touched him?  He revealed to them the meaning of the Scriptures and showed how 

it was necessary that the Christ should suffer and should fulfil all that had been written about 

him in the books of the Law of Moses, in the Prophets, and in the Psalms.  The Lord went 

through the whole Old Testament.  He seemed to span it all in his embrace.  The Scriptures are 

in fact, in any passage you care to choose, singing of Christ, provided we have ears that are 

capable of pricking out the tune.  The Lord opened the minds of the Apostles so that they 

understood the Scriptures.  That he will open our minds too is our prayer.”   (St. Augustine in 

DRINKING FROM THE HIDDEN FOUNTAIN, pp 311-312) 

 Scriptures and Liturgy 
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We have already seen through Luke 24:13-35, that a personal encounter with the Risen Christ 

was not enough to bring the disciples to faith in the resurrection.  Rather it was only when they 

encountered Christ in the Scriptures and in the Breaking of the Bread that the disciples‟ eyes 

were open and they realized the truth about the resurrection and about Jesus being Messiah and 

Son of God.  The Church has made this same apostolic experience of and encounter with Christ 

in the Eucharist and in the public proclamation and interpretation of Scriptures available to 

each of us today in and through the Divine Liturgy. 

“At the center of the Divine Liturgy is Scripture—not in a dead and distant way, but as a living 

expression of the presence of God.  It is the task of the members of the Body of Christ to bring 

the word of Scripture into the „eternal now‟ by their attentiveness.  … when we encounter 

Scripture in the liturgy, it is from a place of complete presence.  The process is much more 

„Bible listening‟ than „Bible study.‟”  (Archimandrite Meletios Webber,  BREAD & WATER, 

WINE & OIL, p 66) 

It was Jesus who opened the hearts of the disciples to the Scriptures, to reveal their meaning 

and purpose, and their fulfillment in HIM.  It is Christ who continues to speak to us in and 

through the Liturgy of the Church, where, in fact, we encounter Christ in the Eucharist and in 

the Scriptures publicly proclaimed and heard in the presence of Christ.  It was not in the 

personal encounter with the risen Lord that the disciples en route to Emmaus (Luke 24) came to 

faith, but when He revealed Himself in the Scriptures and in the breaking of the bread.   That 

story is showing to all of us who believe and yet have not seen that we come to faith in Christ the 

same way that the disciples did in those days after the crucifixion.  St. John offers a similar idea 

in his Gospel.  Fr. Paul Tarazi makes this point in coming on John 20:29-31  ( Jesus said to him, 

“Have you believed because you have seen me? Blessed are those who have not seen and yet 

believe.” Now Jesus did many other signs in the presence of the disciples, which are not written 

in this book; but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, 

and that believing you may have life in his name.”)   According to St. John  the Scriptures were 

written precisely to bring us to faith; they recorded what we need to know to believe in Christ – 

to bring us to the exact same faith as the original disciples. 

 “For the rest of the Church, the Holy Spirit working through the word of scripture brings the 

vision of Christ.  Notice how John is very clearly insisting on the full sufficiency of this 

written gospel for anyone seeking to attain life in Christ.  He certainly could have mentioned 

„oral tradition‟ in some way here, but does not. (Actually he dismisses it, or at least its 

relevance, let alone its necessity, when he writes that he intentionally casts to oblivion „many 
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other signs‟ that “Jesus did in the presence of his disciples, which are not written in this 

book.‟)  It is to Christ‟s word preserved in this written document that the church is expected 

to turn as its teacher.”  (Paul Tarazi, THE NEW TESTAMENT INTRODUCTION: JOHANNINE 

WRITINGS, p 257) 

The Scriptures were written by those inspired by God to give us that wisdom we need to come to 

faith – to fully encounter the risen Lord. 

“Revelation is far more than a set of statements; it is an encounter with the triune God.  … 

Although many Christians popularly refer to the Bible as the Word of God, it is more accurate 

to speak of the Scripture as the inspired, testimony to the living Word of God.  The Bible is 

not to be equated with revelation; it is a privileged witness to what God has revealed to us.  

The same Word of God revealed in the Scriptures would continue to abide in the life of the 

Church, its liturgy, its theological reflection, its doctrinal pronouncements and the daily 

insight of ordinary believers.”   (Richard Gaillardetz, BY WHAT AUTHORITY?, p 6) 

The purpose of Christianity is not to bring people to the Bible, but rather for Christians to be a 

witness to the Triune God‟s work in our world.  We are endeavoring to encounter the Father, 

and the Son and the Holy Spirit – the living God in whom we live and have our being (Acts 

17:28), and who continues to work in creation for the salvation of the human race. 

 Christ is the Key to Open the Scriptural Treasure 

 This series of mediations began with the blog,  Reading the Bible Means Opening a Treasury.  

  That the Scriptures are a Treasury to which we go to discover the depth and riches of theology, 

is a theme sounded by the Patristic writers, and is the very attitude we should have today when 

we read the Bible.  The Bible is the text to which we turn to encounter Christ, but it exists in a 

bigger context of Tradition which gives it meaning that helps us to fathom these depths of 

theology.   The Scriptures are the Scriptures of a people, a community, and the Bible was written 

in, by and for that community, the one, holy and apostolic Church.   The community proclaims 

those Scriptures and interprets them within the assembly of believers at the Liturgy.   The 

immediately preceding blog  Scriptures and Liturgy addressed the relationship between 

community, Eucharist, Scriptures and Christ.  In this concluding blog we look one more time at 

the themes this series has addressed.   
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  “As Christ is the treasure hidden in the scriptures, the scriptures will themselves yield 

abundant riches as disciples continue to contemplate the precious pearl that is Christ.  As St 

Ephrem of Syria, in the fourth century, put it:  „If there were only one meaning for the words 

[of scripture], the first interpreter would find it, and all other listeners would have neither the 

toil of seeking nor the pleasure of finding.  But every word of our Lord has its own image, and 

each image has its own members, and each member possesses its own species and form.  Each 

person hears in accordance with his capacity, and it is interpreted in accordance with what 

has been given to him.‟  This is a creative task, to be engaged in by each generation as it 

appropriates the apostolic deposit and proclaims it anew under the inspiration of the same 

Spirit, so preserving the youthfulness of the Church.”  (John Behr, THE MYSTERY OF CHRIST, 

p 69) 

If there were but one meaning for all the words of the Bible, we would no longer need to seek 

truth, wrestle with the meaning of the text, strive to understand the Scriptures.   For long ago 

there one meaning would have been stated, and there would be nothing left to do but to 

mindlessly obey them.  Israel had shown  – as recorded in the Sricptures! – that absolute 

obedience to the written word was not possible due to sin lurking in our hearts.   If obedience 

had been possible and sufficient for salvation, then Christ was unnecessary for the incarnate 

God would have not changed anything.  God had shown that He didn‟t want mere obedient 

automatons for He created us as free willed humans not as robots.  God wished that humans 

would freely choose to love Him, and one another.  Obedience alone was not going to bring 

about the salvation of the world, and so a deeper reading of the Scriptures was neccessary to 

understand the will of God. 

“Our exegesis [of the Psalms] will be historical and strictly literal.  We shall not rule out a 

higher meaning or theoria, for history is not opposed to theoria; on the contrary, it is the 

basis and substructure of higher insights.  But one must beware lest theoria appear to do 

away with the subject: this would not longer be theoria but allegory, for where it is necessary 

to search out another sense alongside the text, there is no longer theoria but allegory.  In fact 

the Apostle by no means did away with history by introducing theoria and calling this 

theoria allegory.  He was not ignorant of the terminology, but he wished to teach us that it is 

necessary to understand even the term „allegory‟ if it is determined by the context, according to 

the rules of theoria, without doing any damage to history.”   (Diodore of Tarsus – d. 390ad – 

in THE WAY OF THE FATHERS  by John Chryssavgis, p 67) 
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As we have seen, even those Patristic writers of the Antiochian School of biblical understanding 

– who emphasized reading the scriptures literally - recognized the Scriptures are revealing God 

to us, and so their meaning is deep, leading us to true theology not just to history: to an 

encounter with Divinity.  So while we must be careful not to allow our imagination to run wild 

with the Scriptures and to destroy history, neither are we to limit the Triune God by human logic 

and rationality.  God is not circumscribed by what we can make ourselves believe about Him, 

nor is He limited by how we think He should be or act. The very revelation of the New 

Testament is that Jesus Christ is the key to unlocking the treasure found in and hidden in the 

Old Testament.  The method by which the New Testament interprets the Old Testament is based 

Christ not in a literal reading of the Old Testament. 

  “The significant difference between Paul and his contemporaries… is seen in his underlying 

assumption that Christ himself is the key to the meaning of scripture.  It is not that Christ 

expounds the scriptures… as was perhaps expected of the Messiah—but that he is himself the 

one about whom all scripture spoke.  He is himself the mysterion, hidden by God through all 

ages and now revealed to men, he is the „Amen‟ to all God‟s promises.  In 2 Cor 3, Paul has 

moved beyond the idea of Christ as the passive content of scripture, to seeing him as the 

active agent; he is the Lord, whose glory is reflected in scripture; he is to pneuma, the life-

giving spirit, the one who writes in men‟s hearts the truth to which scripture bears witness. … 

For (Paul), God‟s word is living, not static, and scripture is the witness to that word, not its 

embodiment.”  (Morna Hooker, FROM ADAM TO CHRIST: ESSAYS ON PAUL,  pp 152-154) 

Christians read the Scriptures, not so much literally, as Christologically.  The Scriptures bear 

witness to Him, and it is to Him, not to the Bible, that we must come in order to find eternal life 

(John 5:39-40). 
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