
 What is the Bible? 

St. Gregory of Nyssa  (d. ca 384AD) described the first three chapters of the Book of Genesis as 

“not so much history as „doctrines in the guise of narrative”   (Kallistos Ware, HOW WE ARE 

SAVED: THE UNDERSTANDING OF SALVATION IN THE ORTHODOX TRADITION).    St. 

Gregory was very comfortable with reading Genesis as narrative, but a story with deep meaning, 

for the Bible in its narrative teaches us the doctrines about God.   We however have to look into 

the meaning of the narrative to discover these doctrines, planted in the Scriptures, sometimes 

plainly visible and sometimes hidden. 

―For Irenaeus (d. 202AD) the Bible was a single narrative whose chief actor was God.‖    

(Robert Louis Wilken, THE SPIRIT OF EARLY CHRISTIAN THOUGHT, p 63) 

The Bible is not written as a systematic theology, with dogmas annunciated one after another in 

neat outline form.   Nor is the Bible written as a catechism with  a series of questions logically 

arranged to help guide the reader to a pre-determined understanding.  Rather, the Bible which 

often takes on the form of narrative (among other literary forms – poetry, history, prophecy, 

typology, allegory, proverbs), requires the reader to discern through these literary forms what it 

is that God is revealing to humankind.   It is a narrative that requires some guided study, and 

someone to help us understand the text.  The fullness of God‟s revelation was recorded in the 

Scriptures which were entrusted by God to His Church; His Church – His people- are entrusted 

by God with interpreting the revelation contained in the Scriptures.  As we read in the Acts of 

the Apostles when the Apostle Philip encounters the Ethiopian eunuch: 

―So Philip ran to him, and heard him reading Isaiah the prophet, and asked, ‗Do you 

understand what you are reading?‘  And he said, ‗How can I, unless some one guides me?‘ And 

he invited Philip to come up and sit with him‖   (Acts 8:30-31). 

  The Bible provides a framework, a context, in which for us to answer such questions as  “Who is 

this God?”  and,  “What does it mean to be human?”  But the answers are not always self 

evident, rather they require the reader to develop a patiently acquired wisdom and a persistent 

desire to know the truth.   The narrative of the Scriptures is long, but also it is a path that leads 

to somewhere, even to someone, for it leads us on a sojourn with a purpose. 

 ―For the most characteristic way of speaking within the Bible itself is historical narrative: it is 

an account—or, rather, many different or even disparate accounts—of things that were said 
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and done at various junctures in the historical career of the people of God.‖    (Jaroslav Pelikan, 

WHOSE BIBLE IS IT?,  p VII) 

The Bible is a written record of God‟s revelation, and we need to read it as such: not just to 

discover what we already know and believe, but to encounter the truth even which is unknown 

to us, hidden from us, or which is itself an entry into the divine life.   We might think the Bible‟s 

sole purpose is to take us from darkness into the light, but it is also taking us from the known to 

the unknown, for it brings us into the presence of and the mystery of God. 

―Our study of the Bible, in other words, should lead us from the literal sense to the spiritual 

sense: from the original meaning of a passage to its significance as the Word of God for the 

salvation of those who receive it with faith.‖      

 ―The ancient Fathers, and particularly the early Greek theologians, shared a certain vision of 

the place and meaning of Scripture… this vision which perceives the presence and activity of 

God in every aspect of Israel‘s history and in every facet of the Church‘s life.  Theirs was an 

inspired vision, a God-given perception which they termed theoria.  This vision enabled them 

to discern the deeper meaning of the biblical message and to interpret that meaning for their 

flock. Avoiding the pitfall of ‗verbal inerrancy,‘ they knew that every word of the text was 

produced by a ‗synergy‘ or cooperative effort between the human author and the Holy Spirit.  

Whether or not they found a ‗spiritual‘ sense in every phrase of the text, they were convinced 

that every word was inspired by God for the purpose of guiding the faithful along the way 

toward life in the Kingdom of Heaven.  To their mind, exegesis has one purpose only: to enable 

the people of God to hear his Word and to receive it for their salvation.  …  The Eastern Church 

Fathers stressed the fact that the Bible is not sui generis but that it was born and shaped 

within a community of faith.‖   (John Breck, SCRIPTURE IN TRADITION: THE BIBLE AND 

ITS INTERPRETATION IN THE ORTHODOX CHURCH, pp XI, 2-3) 

The Desert Fathers: Why read the Bible? 

―Whensoever a man reads the Divine Books, the devils are afraid.‖  

(THE PARADISE OF THE HOLY FATHERS  Vol II, p 24) 

―‘Once I saw the devil lying in wait outside the cell of my disciple,‘ said a sagacious elder.  ‗So I 

cast an eye inside to see what my disciple was doing.  He had the Holy Scriptures open in front 
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of him and was plunged deep in study. As soon as he closed the book and ended his reading, 

the devil rushed in to tempt him.‖   (THE ANCIENT FATHERS OF THE DESERT, p 32) 

There is little doubt that in the writings of the Desert Fathers, the reading of, the reciting of, and 

the listening to the oral proclamation of the Scriptures were all seen as one way that the Holy 

Fathers had direct contact with the Divine.  The recitation of the Scriptures aloud drove demons 

away from those listening to the Word, according to the beliefs of the desert mothers and 

fathers.  The words of Scriptures have spiritual power to drive away evil which is why the monks 

and nuns were encouraged to read then continually. 

Modern people tend to assume that it is only in rationally apprehending Scriptures can they 

possibly have any power – the desert experience smacks too much of superstition.  Yet, the 

ancients relied heavily on repetition as the mother of learning, and the constant recitation of and 

listening to the Word was understood to permeate one‟s mind with God‟s Word.  It wasn‟t 

simply reading aloud, but that hearing also caused the Word to hide in one‟s heart, and was the 

only way that one would have any chance of obeying God.   One‟s heart and mind were to be 

shaped by the scriptural messages:  truly catechesis was not just about gathering information, it 

was about formation of one‟s heart and very life.  The very term “catechesis” implies that the 

sound goes down into our ears (catechesis has the same root word as “echo”).   It was a 

repetitive form of learning by listening to the words again and again.  The belief was that rote 

learning did allow the word to penetrate into and form the heart, becoming one with the heart 

and natural to the mind. 

―A brother said to an old man, ‗See, abba, I frequently ask the Fathers to give me an earnest 

reminder for the salvation of my soul, and I do not remember a thing of what they tell me.‘  

Now the old man had two empty vessels, and he said to the brother, ‗Go, bring one of the 

vessels and pour water in it: rinse it, pour it out, and put it back in its place, all shiny.‘  The 

brother did this several times, and the old man said to him, ‗Of the two vessels, which one is 

cleaner?‘  The brother answered, ‗The one I put water in and cleaned.‘  Then the old man said 

to him, ‗son, thus it is with the soul that frequently hears the word of God; though the soul 

remembers nothing of what she asked, she is nonetheless cleansed more than the soul that did 

not inquire.‘‖  (Lives of the Fathers, in SPIRITUAL DIRECTION, Irenee Hausherr, p 248) 

So the Church lectionary repeats the same biblical passages each year, through the course of a 

life time one would hear the same lessons repeatedly, hopefully so that they become so familiar 



to the listener that they can begin to unravel the mysteries contained in the scriptural lessons.  

Like peeling an onion, each hearing of the Word brings new depth and meaning from the text. 

 ―The nature of water is soft, that of stone is hard; but if a bottle is hung above the stone, 

allowing the water to fall drop by drop, it wears away the stone.  So it is with the word of 

God;  it is soft and our hearts are hard, but those who hear the word of God often, open their 

hearts to revere the Lord.‖ (Abba Pimen, IN THE SPIRIT OF HAPPINESS by the Monks of New 

Skete, pp 137-138) 

For the early Christians who left the civilized life of the Roman Empire behind to allow 

themselves to hear the Word of the Lord by silencing the din of society, going into the quietude 

of the desert, to enable themselves to hear God, rather than all the clamor of the world, the 

constant listening to the Scriptures was the way to salvation. 

The Saints:  Why read the Bible? 

―Meditations on the scriptures teaches the soul the discourse with God.‖ 

(St. Isaac the Syrian, in ORTHODOX PRAYER LIFE by Matthew the Poor, p 52) 

The witness of many Orthodox saints is that the Christian should lead a life, not without 

purpose, but always directed to God.  The goal of the Christian life is union with God, what the 

Orthodox saints term theosis or deification.  Part of the means given to humanity to attain this 

goal is the listening to the Word of God.  Through hearing God‟s Word, the prophets told what 

God is doing in the world, and the Virgin Mary conceived the Son of God and Messiah in her 

womb.  She attained a union with God becoming truly Theotokos by hearing God‟s Word and 

freely agreeing to obey it.  

For the saints, the Scriptures contain the revelation which God Himself wanted His creatures to 

know about theology: that divine life which has become hidden from our eyes due to sinfulness.  

The Scriptures for the saints are rich and varied, a treasury and a deep well from which a wealth 

of wisdom and the quenching of the thirst for knowledge come.  St. John Chrysostom offers a 

rich description of what the believer will find in the Bible: 

 ―Let us…put our soul in at the reading of the Scriptures as though into some peaceful harbor.  

It is, after all, a harbor without billows, an impregnable wall, an unshakeable tower, 
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imperishable glory, invulnerable armor, imperturbable satisfaction, undying enjoyment and 

whatever else you class a good—such is the communion with the divine Scriptures.  It repels 

discouragement, preserves good spirits, makes the poor person richer than the affluent, 

bestows security on the rich, makes the sinner righteous, sets a secure guard on the righteous, 

snatches away ill-gotten gains, makes goods that are missing spring up, drives out 

wickedness, leads on to virtue—or does not so much lead on as even roots deeply and makes it 

last without end, being a spiritual remedy, a kind of divine and ineffable incantation which 

eliminates ailments, rooting up the thorns of sin, making the furrow clean, casting the seeds of 

piety and bringing the crop to fruition.‖   (OLD TESTAMENT HOMILIES  Vol 3, pp 105-106) 

We can read in his comments the fulfilling of what St. Paul told Timothy about the Word of God: 

  ―All scripture is inspired by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof, for correction, and 

for training in righteousness,  that the man of God may be complete, equipped for every good 

work‖  (2 Timothy 3:16-17).    The reading of scriptures is not meant just to benefit “me” 

personally, it also prepares me for Christian service, witness, mission and ministry. 

―This, after all, is the object of our earnest effort, that you would know precisely the power of 

the Scriptures so as not merely to understand them yourselves but also to become teachers of 

them to others, and so be in a position, according to blessed Paul, to edify one another.‖  (St. 

John Chrysostom, HOMILIES ON GENESIS 1-17, p 105) 

We are after all to become doers of the Word, not just hearers of the Word.  We are to lead by 

example. 

As we move out of the Patristic Age and more into the modern world, Post-Guttenberg, in which 

the availability of God‟ Word for personal reading or hearing is made possible through books 

and MP3s, we encounter even more incentive to read the Scriptures.  If we are literate, we 

should read the Bible which is so easily available to us. 

 ―If you read worldly magazines and newspapers, and derive some profit from them, as a 

citizen, a Christian, and a member of a family, then you ought still more and still oftener to 

read the Gospel and the writings of the Holy Fathers; for it would be sinful for a Christian, 

who reads worldly things, not to read divinely-inspired ones.‖  (St. John of Kronstadt, MY 

LIFE IN CHRIST Part 2, p 137) 



 ―O brethren, read more of the Gospels, the Epistles of the Apostles and the works of the holy 

Fathers!  Through such reading does the soul come to know God, and the mind becomes so 

occupied with the Lord that the world is quite forgot, as if you had never been born.‖  (ST. 

SILOUAN THE ATHONITE, p 416) 

An encounter with God is made possible through the Scriptures. 

 ―…the Fathers of the Church declared that the ultimate purpose of reading Scripture is to 

acquire theoria, an inspired ‗vision‘ of God and His truth.  … Yet we never really grasp it, 

understand it and take it into ourselves until we can ‗see‘ it—that is, until the words become in 

some sense icons, sacred images that enable written words to become a living Word.‖ (John 

Breck, LONGING FOR GOD, p 221) 

We come to see the Scriptures in the lives of the saints: those men and women who endeavored 

to live by the Word of God and who incarnated them in their own lives.  They became living 

icons of God‟s Word.   Thus meditating on icons and reading the lives of the saints should lead 

us to seeing the scriptures embodied in the lives of Christian men and women made holy by 

their relationship with God through their living the evangelical life. 

Reading and Studying the Scriptures 

In the next several blogs I will be looking at the comments of Orthodox saints, contemporary 

Orthodox scholars and some non-Orthodox biblical scholars, regarding their ideas of how to 

read and study the Scriptures.  I return to the theme of the very first blog in this series that the 

Bible is a Treasury, which we open to discover the riches of God‟s  love and power. 

 ―Reading the Holy Scriptures is like a treasure.  With a treasure, you see, anyone able to find a 

tiny nugget gains for himself great wealth; likewise in the case of Sacred Scripture, you can 

get from a small phrase a great wealth of thought and immense riches.  The Word of God is not 

only like a treasure, but is also like a spring gushing with everflowing waters in a mighty 

flood… our forebears drank from these waters to the limit of their capacity, and those who 

come after us will try to do likewise, without risk of exhausting them; instead the flood will 

increase and the streams will be multiplied.‖  (DAILY READINGS FROM THE WRITINGS OF 

ST. JOHN CHRYSOSTOM, p 48) 
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St. John Chrysostom (d. 407 AD) is part of the Antiochian “School” of Patristic writers.  

Relatively speaking, they were not as attracted to an allegorical interpretation of the Scriptures 

as were the saints of the Alexandrian “School” of the Patristic age.   Their focus was on 

accurately discerning the precise meaning of Scripture and they often rejected a purely 

allegorical reading of the Bible.  Nevertheless, the Antiochian School saw the Scriptures as 

containing God‟s revelation to the world, and as such understood the biblical texts to be deep 

and rich with the revelations and hidden mysteries of God.  The texts are not merely human 

texts, though they were written by men inspired by God.  Their true content is the revelation of 

God Himself, which is why the meaning of the scriptural text might be much deeper than its 

most obvious meaning. 

―The Apostle says: ‗The letter kills, but the spirit gives life (2 Cor 3:6).  Those are killed by the 

letter who merely wish to know the words alone, so that they may be esteemed as wiser than 

others and be able to acquire great riches to give to their relatives and friends.  In a similar 

way, those religious are killed by the letter who do not wish to follow the spirit of Sacred 

Scripture, but only wish to know what the words are and how to interpret them to others.  And 

those are given life by the spirit of Sacred Scripture who do not refer to themselves any text 

which they know or seek to know, but , by word and example, return everything to the most 

high Lord God to Whom every good belongs.‖  (St. Francis of Assisi, FRANCIS AND CLARE, p 

30) 

Knowing the Scriptures for Christian saints throughout the ages are not for only the learned and 

biblical scholars.  One memorizes and lives by the Bible, not to impress others with one‟s 

education, nor to get others to think highly of you, nor to become famous and sought after for 

one‟s erudition.  One learns the Scriptures to order one‟s life, to live the evangelical life, to know 

how to be a disciple of the Son of God.  In the Patristic Age, congregations were to take note of 

those who knew the Scriptures by heart – this was evaluated not by how many verses they could 

spout from memory, but by how they lived their lives.  This is how a bishop candidate might be 

recognized: have they memorized the Psalms.  It was not that the man who wants to be bishop 

should go about memorizing Psalms, but when the community recognizes that a man truly has 

the Psalms in his heart that one recognizes who the episcopal candidate should be.   It is a 

lifetime pursuit of knowing God‟s Word that is a sign of one‟s commitment to Christ. 

This pursuit of the knowledge of God‟s Word was not just for those interested in becoming 

priests or bishops.  St. Jerome (d. 420 AD) wrote in his day about the widow Marcella: 
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―And because my name was then especially esteemed in the study of the Scriptures, she never 

came without asking something about Scripture, nor did she immediately accept my 

explanation as satisfactory, but she proposed questions from the opposite viewpoint, not for 

the sake of being contentious, but so that by asking, she might learn solutions for points she 

perceived could be raised In objection. …whatever in us was gathered by long study and by 

lengthy meditation was almost changed into nature; this she tasted, this she learned, this she 

possessed.‖  (quoted in READING SCRIPTURE WITH THE CHURCH FATHERS, p 44) 

Those who learn the Word of God, who hide it in their hearts, become formed by that Word, 

they become living icons of God the Word in their lives and life styles.  This is the goal for every 

Christian, not just those few who choose to be professional Christians, namely the paid clergy 

and hierarchs. 

Reading the Scriptures: The Heart of the Matter 

―The Scriptures were not given merely that we might have them in books,  

but that we might engrave them on our hearts.‖ 

(St. John Chrysostom, HOMILIES ON ST. JOHN 1-47, p 319) 

Each Christian is to be an Evangelist – not writing new scriptures in books, but transferring the 

Word of God to one‟s heart.   Though many American Christians argue strenuously to have the 

scriptural Ten Commandments engraved in stone tablets to be placed in courthouses, the real 

place where we need to engrave God‟s word is in our hearts.  Then by our lives, how we live and 

treat others, people can read the Gospel in us.  ―You yourselves are our letter of 

recommendation, written on your hearts, to be known and read by all men; and you show that 

you are a letter from Christ delivered by us, written not with ink but with the Spirit of the 

living God, not on tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts‖  (2 Corinthians 3:2-3). 

―One can not just keep the Word of God in his memory.  Men must preserve the Word of God, 

above all, in a living and burning heart.  The Word of God is preserved in the human spirit as a 

seed which sprouts and brings forth fruit.  This means that the truth of divine Revelation must 

unfold within human thought, must develop into an entire system of believing confession, into 

a system of religious perspective…‖  (Georges Florovsky, CREATION AND REDEMPTION, pp 

26-27) 
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The learning of the Scriptures through constant reading and rote memory is not to dull the 

mind, but to set the heart on fire!   Orthodox Christians pray before reading the Gospel, 

―Illumine our hearts, O Master Who loves mankind, with the pure light of Your divine 

knowledge. Open the eyes of our mind to the understanding of Your gospel teachings. Implant 

also in us the fear of Your blessed commandments, that trampling down all carnal desires, we 

may enter upon a spiritual manner of living, both thinking and doing such things as are well-

pleasing unto You.‖  We study the Scriptures in order to fill our hearts with the warmth of faith, 

the illumination of the Gospels, and the knowledge of God. 

 “If you wish to achieve true knowledge of Scripture you must hurry to achieve unshakable 

humility of heart…Then, having banished all worldly concerns and thoughts, strive in every 

way to devote yourself constantly to the sacred reading so that continuous meditation will 

seep into your soul and, as it were, will shape it to its image. Somehow it will form that ‗ark‘ of 

the Scriptures (cf. Heb 9:4-5) and will contain the two stone tablets, that is, the perpetual 

strength of the two testaments. There will be the golden urn which is a pure and unstained 

memory and which will preserve firmly within itself the everlasting manna, that is the eternal, 

heavenly sweetness of spiritual meaning and of that bread which belongs to the 

angels…Therefore the sequences of holy Scripture must be committed to memory and they 

must be pondered ceaselessly. Such meditation will profit us in two ways. First, when the 

thrust of the mind is occupied by the study and perusal of the readings it will, of necessity, 

avoid being taken over by the snares of dangerous thoughts. Second, as we strive with 

constant repetition to commit these readings to memory, we have not the time to understand 

them because our minds have been occupied. But later when we are free from the attractions of 

all that we do and see and, especially, when we are quietly meditating during the hours of 

darkness, we think them over and we understand them more closely. And so it happens that 

when we are at ease and when, as it were, we are plunged into the dullness of sleep, the hidden 

meanings, of which we were utterly unaware during our waking hours, and the sense of them 

are bared to our minds.‖ (John Cassian Conferences. The Classics of Western Spirituality. pgs. 

164-165) 

We read the Bible to ignite that light of faith in our hearts which guides us through the darkness 

into the Light. 

Reading the Scriptures: The Role of Prayer 
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Reading the Scriptures is part of the way in which we communicate with God.  The Scriptures 

convey to us not only information about God, but also form our hearts and minds in godliness.   

They draw our attention to God, shaping our relationship to the Holy Trinity.  They teach us to 

pray, how to pray, and as part of our communication with God should be done with prayer.  We 

are taught to hear the Voice of God through the Scriptures, and to humbly approach Him with 

our own thanksgiving, praise and petitions.  Prayer reminds us that God is the Lord, and I am 

not His master; I am His servant who promises to do His will, He is not my servant whom I 

order about in prayer to get my will done. 

 ―Never approach the words of the mysteries that are in the Scriptures without praying and 

asking for God‘s help.  Say, ‗Lord, grant me to feel the power that is in them.‘  Reckon prayer to 

be the key that opens the true meaning of the Scriptures. (Isaac of Nineveh)‖   (Olivier Clement, 

THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 101) 

Prayer reminds us that the meaning in the texts of the Bible were placed there by God, and 

cannot be extracted purely by my personal reasoning, nor only by my study or intellect.  I need 

to seek God‟s help in understanding the revelation He has authorized to be recorded in the 

Scriptures.  This also tells me that though the Scriptures were written for me, they were not 

written for me alone.  They record God‟s revelation to His people, and should also be read and 

apprehended with the people of God, His Church.  Not only do I need prayer to help me 

comprehend God‟s revelation, I need the community to whom He gave that revelation. 

―…read the Holy Bible: first pray to God to open your mind to understand the Scripture.  What 

you understand try to carry it out, and what you do not understand, let it go.  That is the 

advice of the Holy Fathers.  Holy Scripture is not to be read for knowledge, but for the 

salvation of one‘s soul.‖   (Father John, CHRIST IS IN OUR MIDST, p 131) 

Scripture reading is formation, not just informational.  There may be in them some messages 

and some hidden meanings that the people of God, the Church, not just me alone, must 

discern.   So while every word of the Bible is an essential part of God‟s revelation, I must come to 

recognize that only in community will I realize what in the Bible is essential to my salvation, and 

what in the Bible is really for the salvation of all of God‟s people.   I must have discernment and 

recognition that Christ came for the salvation of the world, and my relationship to Christ and the 

Father are established within that context of God speaking to and saving His world. 
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 ―Certainly one must ‗knock and seek‘ to understand Scripture, to make out its historical 

context, and translate it from an archaic mentality into our own.  That justifies the whole 

scientific apparatus of hermeneutics and exegesis.  But science cannot give a meaning, if it 

tries to do that, it conveys a ‗contraband type of philosophy‘.  The meaning is revealed only to 

prayer, and certainly to prayer with tears.   ‗For your part then apply all your zeal to the 

reading of Scripture, with faith and the good will that are pleasing to God.  It is not enough for 

you to knock and seek.  What is needed above all in order to obtain the understanding of divine 

matters is prayer‘ (Origen).‖  (Olivier Clement, THE ROOTS OF CHRISTIAN MYSTICISM, p 

100) 

The desire to know God, and then to seek Him, Father and Son and Holy Spirit, is not sufficient 

to attain the goal.  One must establish a relationship with God as Lord, and this is the role of 

prayer in reading the Bible. 

Reading the Bible: A Christocentric Approach 

One biblical passage to which I have referred several times in this blog series is John 5:39-40 

(RSV), in which Christ teaches: 

 ―You search the scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is they 

that bear witness to me;  yet you refuse to come to me that you may have life.‖ 

The Scriptures according to our Lord Jesus Christ are not the revelation of God, but bear witness 

to that revelation.  As St. John the Evangelist tells us, the Word of God became flesh as Jesus the 

Christ.  The role of the Bible is to bring us to Christ, so that we may know Him which is for us 

eternal life (John 17:3).  The Bible is not more important than Christ for our salvation.  The 

Scriptures bear witness to Christ, and bring us to God‟s revelation and to our salvation.  Christ is 

the key to opening the treasury of the Scriptures; He is the One Who is revealed in the 

Scriptures.  Thus the Bible bears witness to our salvation, but it in itself is not our salvation.  The 

Bible points to the revelation of God, to the truth of God‟s plan, and thus always points beyond 

itself to Christ Jesus. 

 ―No one profits by the Gospels unless he is first in love with Christ.  For Christ is not a text but 

a living Person, and He abides in His Body, the Church.‖  (George Florovsky quoted in THE 

PEARL OF GREAT PRICE, p 30) 
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Thus the goal of the Christian life is not to know the Bible, but rather to let the Scriptures 

witness to Christ, so that we might know Him. 

 ―When Philip found the eunuch sitting in his chariot reading the hymn of the Suffering Servant 

from the prophet Isaiah, the eunuch‘s question was not the one that we would ask today—

‗what is the meaning of this passage?‘—as if the ‗meaning‘ were located in the text itself, and so 

in the past, and our task is simply to uncover it, what the text ‗meant,‘ and then perhaps try to 

find ‗meaning‘ for ourselves in the present by some kind of analogy.  Instead the Eunuch asked, 

‗About whom does the prophet say this, about himself or about some one else?‘ (Acts 8:34).  

‗Meaning resides in the person of whom the text speaks, and our task is to come to know this 

person by understanding how the text speaks of him.   This fundamental point is made by 

Christ himself, when he says, ‗You search the scriptures, because you think that in them you 

have eternal life, yet it is they that witness to me‘ (Jn 5:39).  To emphasize the point, he says a 

few verses later, ‗If you believed Moses, you would believe me, for he wrote of me‘ (Jn 5:46).  

Moses certainly wrote in the past, but the ‗meaning‘ of his words is neither as a 

straightforward description of historical events in the past nor as having ‗meant‘ something 

that we can now retrieve by reconstructing the past. Rather the ‗meaning‘ of his words, once 

again, lies in how he speaks of the Lord Jesus Christ.  Given this locus of the ‗meaning‘ of 

scripture, we can now understand why for the authors of the writings of the New Testament, 

and those whose work resulted in these writings being collected together, the expression ‗the 

Word of God‘ did not refer to scripture, as it is often assumed today, but to Jesus Christ himself 

and the gospel proclaiming him, the crucified and exalted one, as Lord.‖  (John Behr, THE 

MYSTERY OF CHRIST, pp 49-50) 

And so we return again to John 5:39-40 and the original theme of this series that the Scriptures 

are a (hidden) treasure. 

 ―‘Search the Scriptures, because in them you think that you have life everlasting.  And it is they 

that bear witness to me, yet you are not willing to come to me that you may have life 

everlasting‘ …   That is why Christ, in sending the Jews to the Scriptures, sent them, not merely 

to read them, but carefully search and ponder them.  And so He did not say, ‗Read the 

Scriptures,‘ but ‗Search the Scriptures.‘  Indeed, it was because the texts concerning Him 

require much careful study (since he was foreshadowed in earlier times according to the needs 

of the people of that period) that He now bade them to dig out the meaning of the Scriptures 

with precision so as to be able to discover what lies hidden in their depths.  Their meaning is 

not expressed superficially or set forth in their literal sense, but, like a treasure, lies buried at a 



great depth.  And he who seeks for hidden things will not be able to find the object of his search 

if he does not seek carefully and painstakingly. ―   (DAILY READINGS FORM THE WRITINGS 

OF ST. JOHN CHRYSOSTOM, p 91) 

Preparing Oneself to Hear God’s Word in Scriptures 

In this blog we consider the reading of Scriptures, not as an evangelical tool to convert others to 

the faith, but how a believer prepares to receive God‟s revelation through His Word. 

 ―The primary organ for receiving God‘s revelation is not the eye that sees but the ear that 

hears—which means that ll of our reading of Scripture must develop into a hearing of the word 

of God.‖ (Eugene Peterson, EAT THIS BOOK, p 92) 

We who live in literary cultures tend to ignore the close connection those in biblical times (and 

the ancient world as a whole) made between listening/hearing and the Word of God.   The Word 

of God was something proclaimed in the communal assemblies.  In the ancient world when one 

read a text, one recited the words aloud.  We read reports from the ancients of those who are 

very disquieted when they first see someone reading silently to themselves.  The Word was 

meant to be read aloud and that is how it was to be apprehended by hearing it.  We continue in 

Orthodoxy to say in the liturgy, “Let us listen to the Holy Gospel” not “Let each reach the bible to 

and for himself or herself.” 

Keep in mind the image of the Virgin Mary who became pregnant with the Word by listening to 

the voice of the Archangel.  

To hear, she first had to be humble enough to listen to God‟s Word. 

―When reading the Holy Scriptures, he who is humble and engaged in spiritual work will 

apply everything to himself and not to someone else.‖ ( St. Mark the Ascetic, THE 

PHILOKALIA  Vol 1, p 110) 

The humble believer is ever looking to understand what God wants of them.  The believer is not 

listening to the Word of God in order to attack the beliefs of others or to accuse others of sin, but 

to first allow his or her own life to be shaped by God‟s teachings.  Again, think of Mary‟s 

response to the Good News; it was to agree to be God‟s instrument of salvation, not His voice of 

condemnation. 
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―What are the requirements for the searching of the Scriptures, and for true knowledge of 

them?  An honorable life is needed, and a pure soul, and that virtue which is of Christ.  For the 

intellect must apply this to guide its path and then it shall be able to attain to what it desires, 

and to comprehend it, insofar as it is possible for a human nature to learn of things concerning 

the Word of God.  But, without a pure mind and the modeling of one‘s life after the saints, a 

person could not possibly comprehend the words of the saints. ―  (St. Athanasius in SACRED 

TEXT AND INTERPRETATION, pp 309-310) 

The reading of Scripture is closely aligned with the seeing of those who are good examples of 

believers: the Saints.  The saint is an icon of one who allows God‟s Word to dwell in his/her 

heart and who bears the fruit of this indwelling of God within oneself.   We hear the Word in 

order to obey, to bear fruit, to be an example to others who can then themselves listen to God 

and know how to obey by observing the behavior of the saints who model holiness to the world. 

―Reading the Scriptures is not an activity discrete from living the gospel but one integral to it.  

It means letting Another have a say in everything we are saying and doing.  It is as easy as 

that.  And as hard.‖ (Eugene Peterson, EAT THIS BOOK, p XII) 

Hearing God‟s Word in Scriptures is accomplished when we allow the One Who Speaks (God!) 

to work in our hearts, minds and lives.  We begin to enact what the God of love is attempting to 

do for the salvation of the world.  We become agents of God‟s love, and work for the salvation of 

the world, not just for the destruction of sinners. 

 ―The Orthodox ascetic brings to light the relativity of our thinking in another way… He does 

not put his trust in his own feeble judgment but in Almighty God.  He believes that Christ‘s 

commandments are the infallible touchstone, a canon of truth … This belief stands him on 

perpetual trial before the Judgment Seat of God, the only true bar of justice.  Every deed, every 

word, every thought or feeling, though given no outward expression, is submitted to the 

crucible of Christ‘s word.‖  (SILOUAN THE ANTHONITE, pp 164-165) 

Rather than God‟s work making us judgmental of others, we come to realize that it is exactly 

when we hear God‟s Word that we ourselves are put on trial by God.  Being a Christian in this 

life consists not in judging unbelievers and sinners but in allowing Christ who is crucified to rule 

in our hearts.  It means we are to let Christ live in us: and in this union we join Christ on the 

cross for the salvation of the world. 



Reading the Scriptures: Practical Ideas 

In this blog we will consider some practical thoughts about the quantity of Scripture that one 

might read at any one time or on any given day.  That we read the Holy Scriptures on a frequent 

and regular basis in a disciplined way is assumed by the spiritual teachers of the Church.  But 

reading Scriptures is not mostly about  the quantity which we read at a given time, but more 

how we allow them to affect our daily lives. 

 ―When we read the Holy Scriptures, the proper method is not to have it in our minds to read, 

page after page, but rather to reflect over each word.  When some words make us go deeply 

into ourselves or stir us to repentance, or fill our heart with spiritual joy and love, let us pause 

with them.  The stirring they give us means that God draws near us, so that we may receive 

Him humbly with an open heart—for He Himself wishes us to partake of Him.  … One of the 

great obstacles to preserving inner peace is binding ourselves by some unchangeable law – a 

set and undeviating rule—to read, say, so many psalms, so many chapters from the Gospels, 

and so many chapters from the Epistles.  After we have set such rules for ourselves, we 

sometimes get in a hurry to complete the readings, forgetting to concern ourselves with 

whether our heart is touched by them or not—or whether spiritual thoughts and 

contemplations arise in our mind.  Then, if we fail to finish the reading, we become agitated 

and worried – not because we were deprived of the spiritual fruit of reading… but simply 

because we didn‘t get everything read.  On this subject, Saint Isaac the Syrian writes:  ‗If you 

wish to obtain joy from reading texts and understand the words of the Spirit, brush aside the 

quantity and number of verses, so that your mind can be absorbed in studying the words of the 

Spirit, until, filled with wonder at the divine dispensation, your soul is aroused to a lofty 

understanding of them and is thus moved to praise of God to or to sorrow that benefits the 

soul.  Slavish work brings no peace of mind.‖   (Jack Sparks, VICTORY IN THE UNSEEN 

WARFARE, pp 106-107) 

 ―St. Isaac the Syrian advises us not burden ourselves with a great number of psalms to be 

read and thus to be slaves to the rule.  For there is no peace in slavish reading. … Every day 

you should read a chapter of the Gospel and a chapter of the Epistles.‖      ―The Holy Fathers 

advise us to read the Holy Gospel every day.  If you have very little leisure, read one lesson 

anyway.  Read not just for the sake of getting it read, but pray inwardly to the Lord to open 

the eyes of your heart to understand the power of Christ‘s good news; read attentively, as if 

you were spelling it out.  Your will learn from experience the spiritual power  that comes from 

such reading…‖   (Father John, CHRIST IS IN OUR MIDST, p 106, 118) 
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There is a famous story in the desert fathers of the man who wanted to become a monk, and the 

elder tells him that first he must memorize the Psalms.  So the elder teaches the man Psalm 1 

and instructs him, “When you can live according to this Psalm, come back and I will teach you 

the next Psalm.”   Years go by, the man never returns and the elder assumes he lost interest in 

being a monk.  Then one day the elder sees the man and asks him why he abandoned his goal of 

becoming a monk.  The man replies, “I never gave up that goal.  But you told me that when I can 

live by the Psalm to come back to learn the next Psalm.  Psalm 1 begins, “Blessed is the man who 

walks not in the counsel of the wicked, nor stands in the way of sinners, nor sits in the seat of 

scoffers…”   I am still trying to learn how to live by this verse so that I can live by the Psalm and 

come back to learn the next Psalm.   The elder marvels at the man‟s dedication to God. 

We can read the Bible personally, following our own discipline.  We also are taught to read 

Scripture from the Sunday lectionary during the week so that when we show up for the Sunday 

Liturgy we have throughout the week already made ourselves familiar with the Gospel to be 

proclaimed.   This helps us to hear the Gospel with and in God‟s community. 

  ―Let each one of you, on some day of the week, even on the Sabbath itself, take in  his hands 

the selection of the Gospels that is going to be read to you  [at our next meeting].  Read it 

frequently as you sit at home in the time intervening, and often ponder with care the thoughts 

stored up in it and examine them well.  Note what is clear and what obscure, and which 

thoughts seem to be contradictory, though they really are not.  And when you have finally 

sampled all of it, thus prepared come to the sermon. … And because of this preparation you 

will become keener and more discerning, not only in hearing and learning yourselves, but also 

in teaching others.‖  (DAILING READINGS FORM THE WRITINGS OF ST. JOHN 

CHRYSOSTOM, p 64) 

 Further Reflections on Reading Scripture 

―….Soren Kierkegaard suggested that the Bible be read like love letters.  People read 

them over and over  and read between the lines.  Love letters, he said, are really 

understood only by the recipient of the letters, who stands in a loving relationship with 

the writer.‖   (David Ewert, HOW TO UNDERSTAND THE BIBLE, p 30) 

The Scriptures bear witness to Jesus Christ, the incarnate God who also reveals the God 

who is love as Trinity.    As St. Paul writes, ―God‘s mystery, that is, Christ himself, in 

whom are hidden all the treasures of wisdom and knowledge‖ (Colossians 2:2-3).     



Thus the Bible is indeed a treasury, containing the written record of God‟s revelation to 

the world and pointing to Jesus Christ.  Because of the depth of the riches of the 

Scripture, it is necessary for us develop a broad approach to them in order to allow them 

to speak to us in all their depth and diversity.  We are encountering the living God 

through them, and so should not limit our approach to them to our preferred method for 

reading them.  God choose diverse people to record the Scriptures, and inspired a 

multitude of literary styles to convey His revelation to the world.  The Scriptures are 

meant to instruct us, inspire us, challenge us, comfort us, correct us, train us in 

righteousness, and equip us for every good work (1 Timothy 3:16-17).  They are meant to 

reveal “the fullness of God” (Colossians 1:19), not the limits of human reason and logic. 

―There is tremendous interpretive pressure to raise the valleys and lower the hills, to 

make the way straight and level before the reader.  But a reading faithful to this book, 

at least, should try to describe the territory with all its bumps and clefts, for they are 

not merely flaws, but the essence of the landscape.‖ (Charles Melchert, WISE 

TEACHING, p 15) 

If we always endeavor to make the Scriptures an easy read by constantly endeavoring to 

smooth over difficult passages or contradictions found in the Bible, we risk changing 

God‟s Word to conform to our ideas of logic rather than wrestling with the text to 

discover the messages that God has placed there, sometimes hidden for us to seek and 

discover.   ―For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, 

says the LORD. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher 

than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts‖ (Isaiah 55:8-9).  To eliminate the 

inner conflicts and contradictions of Scriptures is to try to force them to conform to 

human logic, rather than allowing God‟s wisdom which surpasses all understanding to 

speak to us.    

If we find that God always agrees with the way we think, we may in fact be worshipping 

a false god who we have created to agree with us!   God‟s Word challenges human logic 

and wisdom, and judges us when we fail to submit to God‟s ideas, especially when they 

challenge or confront our own. 

―There is a certain inevitable inconstancy and lack of precision inherent in human 

language, which persists even in Holy Scripture, so that the expression of Divine truth 

in words is only possible within set limits.  The Staretz believed that the way to 



apprehend the Word of God lay in the fulfillment of Christ‘s commandments.  This was 

the Lord‘s own teaching (John 7:15-17).‖  (ST. SILOUAN THE ATHONITE, p 92) 

 If we read only those passages of Scripture with which we agree or like, then we end up 

listening not to God but to ourselves.   Scriptures, if they are truly God‟s Word, should 

not only comfort us, but at times surprise us, startle us, confront us, challenge us, 

fashion us, and form us by the power of God. 

―How then shall we know if Christ is in us, and how should we examine ourselves?  By 

recounting the oracles of the divine Scriptures and placing them before our souls like 

mirrors, by these we shall judge our whole selves.‖  (St. Symeon the New Theologian, 

ON THE MYSTICAL LIFE  Vol 1, p 153-154) 

We are to measure ourselves against the teachings of the Scriptures, not judge the 

Scriptures by how well they conform to or confirm our own ideas! 

―…just as those under the impulse of hunger hurry to food with unheard of enthusiasm, 

and those burning with great thirst come to drink with alacrity, in just the same way 

ought we, like people starving and thirsting, come to spiritual instruction.‖  (St. John 

Chrysostom, HOMILIES ON GENESIS 18-45, p 105) 

We are to thirst for truth, and hunger for righteousness, as the very cause and basis for 

our reading the Bible in the first place. 

―…if we turn to the constant meditation on Scripture, if we lift up our memory to the 

things of the spirit, to the longing for perfection and to the hope of future blessedness, 

then the thoughts deriving from all this will of necessity be spiritual and they will hold 

the mind where the thoughts have been.‖ (St. John Cassian, CONFERENCES, p 52) 

 ―‘The sacred writers of the Old and New Testaments, with the inspiration of the Holy 

Spirit, authored books,‗ said a certain elder.  ―The Fathers took care to apply the 

writings in their lives.  The next generation knew them by heart.  But those of modern 

times have copied them and shut them away in libraries.‘‖   (THE ANCIENT FATHERS 

OF THE DESERT, p 33) 



We are to let the Scriptures be written on our hearts, to be formed by them, rather than 

to treat them as a book which must never be opened because it is too sacred and we are 

too unworthy. 

 


