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THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN THE BIBLE AND THE CHURCH
There are many, many strange and even crazy things being said about the Bible these days in
movies, novels and the media. Tonight, we're going to look at how we as Orthodox Christians
understand the Bible and I'd like to begin by offering you two quotes from two well-known
Orthodox preachers and teachers about the relationship between the Bible and the Church:
"ln the great Tradition of the orthodox Church, the Bible is the central source of truth and the
most creative facior behind the worship, doctrine and practice of the Church. The great Fathers
and saints of the Church viewed the Bible as an ocean of divine mysteries, having inexhaustible
breadth and astonishing depths." - Father Theodore Stylianopoulos
'The Bible is fhe book of the Church. lt is the main written authority within the Church - not
over or apart from it. Everything in the Church musf be biblical: for the Church, in order to be the
Church, must be wholly expressive of the Bible. The Bible /tues in the Church! Without the
Church, there would be no Bible. The Church gives the Bible its life as a book. lt makes the
book come alive!" - Father Thomas Hopko
So, Orthodox Christians understand the Bible as central to the life, teaching and worship of the
Churctr and the Church's life teaching and worship as wholly expressive of the Bible.
WHAT IS THE BIBLE?
The Bible is not merely a single book, but a whole library of books containing many different
kinds of writings: poetry, prayers, hymns, historical narratives, biographies, prophecies, letters,
proverbs, love songs and much, much more. So the Bible contains a rich variety of books,
authors and contents. Some of the sacred authors remain anonymous. Others, like Moses,
David, Matthew, Mark, Luke and John are household names. In certain instances, books were
produced by a process of compilation, revision and the merging of several oral and written
traditions.
But what constitutes the unifying theme of all these different kinds of writings? The Bible literally, fhe Book - is first and foremost the story of God's love for His creation, His love for the
human race, His love for you and me, beginning with the creation of the universe in Genesis,
continuing through the fonnation of the peopfe of lsrael and the sending of His prophets in the
Old Testament; and,'in these last days'(Hebrews 1:1), the sending of His Son,'the Word
made flesh" (John 1:14) in Jesus Christ, to redeem us; and ultimately, on the Day of Judgment,
the re-creation of the univerce as described in the Book of Revelation.
The Bible tells us
1) Who God is and what He has done for us;
2) \ /hat it means to truly be a human being and what the purpose of our life is; and
3) How each of us should respond - with our whole life - to what God has done for us in His
love.

The Bible contains the answers to the most fundamental questions that we as human beings
can ask.
THE CANON OF THE BIBLE

Many people, including even many Orthodox Christians, do not know that the Orthodox
Church has a larger Bible than Protestants and Roman Catholics. In our Bibles, like the recently
published Orthodox Studv BiFle. the Old Testament has more books in it than will be found, for

example, in Protestant Bibles like the Kino James Version or the much more recent and very
popular New International Version. The books missing from Protestant Bibles are: 1" Esdras,
Tobit, the Wisdom of Solomon, Judith, Baruch, the Wisdom of Sirach, the Letter of Jeremiah,
and 1tt, 2nd, and 3'd Maccabees. Other books of our Bible are also longer. For example, our Old
Testament, Book of Daniel includes the Song of the Three Young Men in the Furnace, a
beautiful hymn sung by Orthdox Christians at the Liturgy on Holy Saturday moming, but not
found in Protestant versions of the Book of Daniel. So, there are 39 books in the Protestant Old
Testament; 46 books in the Roman Catholic Old Testament; and 49 books in the Orthodox Old
Testament.
Why is this so? Did you know that all of the books of the New Testament were originally
written in Greek? When St. Paul wrote his letters to the Galatiars, the Thessalonians and the
Romans, he wrote them in Greek. When Sts. Matthew, Mark, Luke and John wrote their
Gospels, they wrote them in Greek.
Whenever the authorc of the books of the New Testament, writing in Greek, cite passages
from the Old Testament, they almost always do so from a Greek translation of the Hebrew
Scriptures made more than 300 years before Christ in the ancient city of Alexandria in Egypt
caffed the Sepfuagint or The Translation of the Seventy. This translation, which was widely used
by the Jewish people at the tirne of Christ, was the version of the Old Testament prefened by
the apostolic writers of the l,lew Testament and has therefore remained the preferred text of the
Ofd Testament in the Orthodox Church to this day. The Septuagint contains the books of the
Old Testament found in our Bibles that, without going into great detail, were ultimately rejected
by the Protestant Reformers in their debates with the Roman Catholic Church in the 16th
century.
All Christians, however, agree on the 27 books contained in the New Testament that were first
listed by St. Athanasios, the bishop of Alexandria, in an encyclical (or circular letter) written in
367 AD to the churches under his pastoral supervision, in Egypt. St. Athanasios is a pivotal
figure in the development of what we today call the canon of the New Testament and we
celebrate his feast day in our Church each year on January 18th!
THE DA VINCI CODE AND THE BIBLE
But what about all those criazy theories about the Bible propounded in Dan Brown's The
DaMnci Code? First, it's important to remember that The DaMnci Code is a novel, a work of
fiction, a murder mystery, and not a book about actual history. The definition of fiction according
to the American Heritaqe Digtionarv: 1. an imaginative pretense. 2. alie.3. a literary work, sucfr
as a novel, wfiose content is produced by the imagination and is not neessarily based on fact.
Let's look at some of the assertions made by one of the main characters in the The DaVinci
Coc|g, Leigh Teabing, who is acdually the novel's bad guy.
"The Bible did not anive by fax from heaven" declares Teabing. 'The Bible is a product of
man, my dear. l,lot of God. The Bible dkl not magically fall from the clouds. The Bible, as we
know it today, was collated by the pagan Roman emperor Constantine the Great. In 325 AD,
he decided to unify Rome under a single religion: Ghristianity. Constantine needed to
strengthen the new Christian tradition and held a famous gathering known as th€ Council of
Nicea. Until that moment in history, Jesus was vieued by his followers as a mortal
prophet...a great and powerful man, but a man nonetheless. A mortal, Jesus'establishment
as the Son of God was officially proposed and voted on by the Council of Nicea. A relatively
close vote at that. Nonetheless, establishing Christ's divinity was critical to the further
unification of the Roman Empiie and to the new Vatican pou/er base. Constantine
commissioned and financed anew Bible, which omitted those gospels that spoke of Christ's
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human traits and embellished those gospels that made him godlike. The earlier gospels were
outlawed, gathered up and burned.'
Let's look at several of these assertions.

First: 'The Bible as we know it today was collated by...Constantine the Great [who]
commissioned and financed a new Bible."
This leaves the impression that it was the emperor, Constantine the Great, who determined
which books would constitute the l,lew Testament. This is totally and completely false. As a
matter of historical fact, although there was a great deal of consensus among the Churches as
to what constituted the New Testament well before the Council of Nicea, as I mentioned earlbr,
the first person to list tle 27 books that all Christians today accept as the New Testament was
not Constantine the Great but Athanasius the Great, the bishop and patriarch of Alexandria in
Egypt, in a circular letter to all the Churches in Egypt written in 367AD, 42 years after the 1't
Ecumenical Council, lt was not Constantine who determined the canon of the New Testament
as part of a political power play but the Church, in the persons of its bishops and teachers.
Second: We would agree that the New Testament 'did not anive by fax from heaven."
The books of the New Testament were written by the apostles in order to get the story about
Jesus straight. This is made dear, for example, in the opening verses of the Gospel of Luke 1:
1-4, where Luke, a friend and disciple of the apostle Paul, states that he wrote his gospel as nan
orderly account" of the life, ministry, death and resunection of the Lord Jesus after having
'carefully studied'and consulting "eye-witnesses." Virtually allscholars agree that Luke's gospel
was written sometime between 8O and 90 AD at the latest. Some scholars theorize that his
gospelwas written even earlier. Mark's gospelwas certainly written earlier, no later than 65 AD,
probably in Rome, within only a few years of the execution of Sts Peter and Paul during the
persecution of Christians under Nero.
All of the Gospels proclaim that Jesus was not "a mortal prophet" and the disciples clearly
understood that Jesus was far more than just a man. When the disciples are asked by Jesus,
'Who do you say that I am?' the apostle Peter responds: 'You are the Christ, the Son of the
living God!' (Matthew 16:16). Nathaniel, another of the twelve apostles, declares to Jesus,
"Rabbi, You are the Son of God! You are the King of lsrael." (John 1:49) After Jesus calms a
storm and walks on water, the Gospel of Matthew records that the disciples exclaimed: 'Truly
you are the Son of God!' (Matthewl4:33). In fact, Jesus is elled "the Son of God' more than
fifty times in the books of the l,lew Testament! lt rvould certainly be a surprise to the apostles
(including St Paul) to leam that they did not proclaim Jesus to be the Son of God and that this
had to wait untilthe 1$ Ecumenical Councit.

It is therefore utterly false to assert that 'Jesus was viewed by his followers as a mortal
prophet...a great and powerful man, but a man nonethekgss' prior to the Council of Nicea. Just
the opposite is true: the 1st Ecumenical Councilwas held in Nicea to uphold the New Testament
teaching that Jesus is the Word and Son of God against .the false teaching of an Egyptian man
named Arius, a priest who taught that Jesus rvas more than a man but less than God - a kind of
super angel.Athanasius, the future patriarch of Alexandria, attended the 1't EcumenicalCouncil
as a young deacon.
And, by the way, the vote was not "relatively close' at all. Of the 318 bishops who attended, all
but two sided with the New Tetament and the apostles and nof Arius.
Third and finally: In the 4th century, during the reign of Constantine, there was no such thing
as "the new Vatican power base.'
This is little more than an anti-Roman Catholic slur, one of many contained throughout the
book. In fact, there was no such thing as the Vatican as we understand it today.

For Mr. Brown, the author of The DaVinci Code, the only Church is the Roman Catholic
Church and he reads back into the 4th century the medieval rise and development of the
papacy in the West. This is anachronistic. The Vatican, as we understand it today, is the result
of the fallof the Roman Empire in Westem Europe in the fifth and sixth centuries, the increasing
civil responsibrilities of the papacy during the early Middle Ages, the emergence of the Papal
States and a number of other historical processes stretching over many @nturies, long afier
Constantine's death. And ultimately, the modern Vatican state is a creation of the 19m century
and the rise of ltalian nationalism.
THE NEW TESTATENT AND THE SO4ALLED GOSPEL OF JUDAS
But what about The National Geographic Society's recent tebvision program and their
publication of "The Gospel of Judas?" lt was ertrainly no accident that the National Geographic
Society chose to air their television program on Palm Sunday for Roman Catholic and
Protestant Christians a couple of years ago, one of the most important of all Christian holidays,
and leads up to the events of Good Friday and Easter. Let's face it: religion sells. . .
What is "The Gospel of Judas?" "The Gospel of Judas' is part of a poorly presented papyrus
codex that was discovered in the 1970's in a cave near El Minya, Egypt. Also found in this
codex are several other Gnostic documents such as 'The Apocalypse of James," "The Letter of
Peter to Philip' and what scholars are, for now, calling "The Book of Alfogenee," all written in
Coptic, an ancient Egyptian language based on Greek that is still used among the Christians of
the Coptic Orthodox Church, a persecuted minority in today's overwhelmingly Muslirn Egypt.
On the basis of careful examination of the codex; scholars are in general agreement that the
text of 'The Gospel of Judas" released by the National Geographic Society may be dated to
somewhere around the beginning of the fourth century, between 300 and 340 AD, roughly the
same time as the Roman emperor Constantine legalized Christianity, called the Firct
Ecumenical Council and established the city of Constantinople and therefore some 300 years
after the encounter of Jesus with Judas in Jerusalem during the third decade of the first entury
and more than 250 years after Mark's Gospel the eadiest of the canonical Gospels found in the
New Testament. Basically, 'The Gospel of Judas' is just another notoriously unhistorical
Gnostic gospel like some of the terds that were found at Nag Hammadi in Egypt some sixty
years ago.
Therefore, if must be clearly stated that "The Gospel of Judas' is not a gospel written by Judas
himself. In an Associated Press interview, one of the world's foremost experts on Coptic
manuscripts and Gnosticism, Professor James M. Robinson, an emeritus professor at
Claremont Graduate University was asked whether or not this text goes'back to Jt^das" and his
unequivocal answer was simply 'No.'
But there is no clearer way to understand that 'The Gospel of Judas' is not a Christian text
and in some ways not even a Gospel at all than to simply read it and not merely all the media
hype surrounding its release. One of the good things about the National Geographic Society
website promoting the sale of DVD's of their television, special as well as the two books on the
subject that National Geographic published is that you can download the entire 'Gospel of
Judas" in both its orQinalCoptic torm and a seven page English translation. Yes, that's conect:
the entire 'Gospel of Judas' in English translation is only seven type-written pages long, a far
cry from the length of even the Gospel of Mark, the shortest of the four canonical Gospels found
in the New Testament.
Unlike Matthew, Mark, Luke and John, there is little actual history in "The Gospel of Judas," no
real telling of the story of the Lord Jesus from birth to death and resurection. Instead, "The
Gospel of Judas' begins just before. Jesus' last Passover in Jerusalem as the disciples are
offering a prayer to God over the dinner table. Watching ttrem do this, Jesus laughs at them.

Interestingly enough, in none of the canonical Gospels does Jesus ever laugh. But in 'The
Gospel of Judas' he laughs often, usually a sardonic how{ittle-you-know kind of laugh.
The disciples become furious with Jesus for laughing at them all except Judas, who says to
Jesus, 'l know who you are and where you have come from. You are from the immortal realm of
Barbelo.'Who is Barbelo, you may ask? In ancient Gnostic texts, Barbelo is the Divine Mother
of all and the Forethought of the Infinite One. Confused? lf you are at all familiar with the story
of Jesus, you should be. But things only get more obscure and confusing as you continue
reading the text. Because of Judas' 'knowkedge' that Jesus comes from "the immortal realm of
Barbelo," he is promised a revelation "about secrets no person has ever seen.' Cutting to the
chase, here is the last part of the 'revelation' that the Gnostic "Jesus" gives to Judas. Brackets
indicate gaps in the text. Notice just where "Christ' appears and wtro he is in this text.
"The multitude of those immortals is called the cosmos - that is, perdition - by the Father and
the seventy-two luminaries who are with the Self-Generated and his seventy-two Aeons. In
him the first human appeared with his Inconuptible powers. AM the Aeon then appeared
with his generation, in whom the cloud of knowledge and the angel is called El. [...] aeon [...1
after that [...] said, let twelve angels come into being to rule oyer chaos and the undenrorld.
And look, from the cloud there appeared an angel whose face flashed with fire and whose
appearance was defiled with blood. His name was Nebro, which means rebel; others call him
Yaldabaoth. Another argel, Saklas, also came from the clotd. So Nebro created six angels as well as Saklas - to be his assistants and these produced twelve angels in the heavens,
with each one receiving a portion in the heavens. The twelve rulers spoke to the twelve
angels [....] the first is Seth, who is called Christ. The second is Harmathoth. The third ls
Galila. The fourth is Yobel. The fifth is Adonaios. These are the /?Ve who ruled over the
undenrorld, and first overall chaos."

This is the 'truth' of 'The Gospel of Judas.' LitUe wonder that no Christian would consider
"The Gospel of Judas" to be a Christian text. As Metropolitan Bishoy, a bishop and spokesman
for the Coptic Orthodox Church has said: "'The Gospel of Judas' is non-Christian babbling
resulting from a group of people trying to create a false amalgam between Greek mythology and
far Eastem religions with Christianity.' lt was 'written by a group of people who were afien to the
mainstream of early Christianity. Such texts are neither reliable nor accurate.'
So, afl of the strange and crazy things being said about the Bible in the media these days are
exactly that strange and csazyl They are all too often little more than sensationalist attempts to
make money. But they are simply not true. And we as Orthodox Christians need to know
enough about the Bible to recognize this!
TO KNOW THE BIBLE AND THE GOD OF THE BIBLE, WE HAVE TO READ IT!
It is an unfortunate fact that we Orthodox Christians often do not read the Bible as we should.
We reverc the Bible, but we don't actually rcad it. This is a tenible weakness in our spiritual
lives at a personal level and is one of the reasons why our Churches, as communities, are often
so spiritually weak. Several generations ago many people, like my grandparents, could neither
read nor write. The Bible had to be read to them.
It was not something they could pick up and read for themselves. But this is no longer true of
most Orthodox Christians living in the U.S. today. An Orthodox Christian who can read but
doesn't read the Bible on a daily basis is a contradiction in terms. Writing more than 1600 years
ago, a great saint like John Chrysostom (3il407AD) could say: "lgnorance of the Scriptures is
a great cliff and a deep abyss. Not knowing the Scriptures is the cause of all evils. Reading the
Scriptures is like possessing a great treasure, A Christian cannot help but read the Scriptures.
To be a Christian is to rejoice in the power of the Holy Spirit and the Spirit speaks to us through

the Scriptures." Or, as St. Jerome (3y'-7420AD) said even more bluntly: "lgnorance of the
Scriptures is ignorance of Christ.'
Someone once said: "Most books infotm, a few reform, but only the Bible transforms." ln fac't,
the Bible does all three! The Bible informs us about the history of God's dealings with the
human race and most specifically about His love for us as expressed in the incarnation;
crucifixion and resunection of His Son, our Lord Jesus Christ. The Bible provides the basis for
reforming us, for in its pagps we find the ideals and standards by which we are to live. And the
Bible transforms us because in it we come face to face with the grace and power of Jesus Christ
in the Hofy Spirit. In this sense, the Bible is sacramental because it conveys the presence of
Christ in the Holy Spirit. "Whenever you read the Gospel" writes St. Tikhon of Zadonsk (172+
1783), "Christ Himself is speaking to you. And while you read, you are praying and talking with
Him."
For us, therefore, it is not Word and Sacrament, as some Protestant folks say; rather, the
Word is itself a Sacrament! St. Augustine (354-430AD), the bishop of Hippo Regius in North
Africa, writing in Latin in the late 4h century, speaks of the sacrarnentum Scripturae, the
"sacrament of the Scriptures." To pick up the Bible and read it can never be a neutral act: we
must say either Yes or No to the God whose message is contained within its pages.
One of the clearest examples of the Biblical text fully conveying the presence of Christ in the
Hofy Spirit is the story told by the late Metropolitan Anthony Bloom (191+2003), one of the
great Russian Orthodox spiritual writers of the 20h century, of the first time he ever picked up a
Bible as a teenager and the impact it had on him:
I met Christ as a Person at a moment when I needed him in order to live, and at a moment
when I was not in search of him. I was found; I did not find him. I was a teenager then. Life
had been difficult in the early years and now it had of a sudden become easier. All the years
when life had been hard I had found it natural, if not easy, to fight; but when life became easy
and happy I was faed quite unexpectedly with a problem: I could not accept aimless
happiness. Hardships and suffering had to be overcome, there was something beyond them.
Happiness seemed to be stale if it had no further meaning. As it often happens when you are
young and when you act with passion, bent to possess either everything or nothirq, I decided
that I would give myself a year to see whether life had a meaning, and if I discovered it had
none lwould not live beyond the year.

I was then a member of one of the Russian youth
organizations in Paris, one of our leaders came up to me and said, !1/e have invited a priest
to talk to you, come." I answered with violent indignation that I would not. I had no use for
Church. I did not believe in God. I did not want to waste any of my time. Then my leader
explained to me that everyone who belonged to my group had reacted in exactly the same
way, and if no one came we would all be put to shame because the priest had come and we
would be disgraced if no one attended his talk. My leader was a wise man. "Don't listen," he
said. "l don't care, but sit and be a physical presence.' That much loyalty I was prepared to
give to my youth organization and that much indifference I was prepared to offer to God and
his minister. So I sat through the lec{ure, but it was with increasing indignation and distaste.
When the lecture was over I hurried home in order to check the truth of what he had been
saying. I asked my mother whether she had a book of the Gospels. I expected nothing good
from my reading, so I counted the chapters of the four Gospels to be sure that I read the
shortest, not to waste time unnecessadly. And thus it rvas the Gospel according to St Mark
which I began to read.
I do not know how to tell you of what happened. I will put if quite simply and those of you who
have gone through a similar experience will knour what came to pass. \A/hile I was reading
the beginning of St Mark's Gospel, before I reached the third chapter, I became aware of a
One day, it was during Lent, and

Presence. I saw nothing. I heard nothing. lt was no hallucination. lt was a simple certainty
that the Lord was standing there and that I was in the Presence of Him whose life I had
begun to read with such revulsion and such ill-will. And the certainty was so strong that it was
Christ standing there that it has never bft me. This was my basic ard essential meeting with
the Lord. From then I knew that Christ did exist. I knew that he was thou, in other words that
he was the Risen Christ. I met with the core of the Christian message! This was the real
tuming point in my life.
Metropolitan Anthony, who was later to study at the Sorbonne, become a medical doctor, work
with the French Resistance during \M/V ll, become a monk, pnest and ultimately a bishop in the
Russian Orthodox Church in England, was brought to Christ by the sacramental power of the
Biblicaltext!
HOW TO READ THE BIBLE
But one of the things people often say to me is that they don't know how to go about beginning
to read the Bible. And when they try to read it, they often don't understand what they're reading!
It is a simple fact that people who are picking up the Bible and reading it for the first time will
often ftnd it difficult to understand - especially at first. But when you are reading the Bible,
emphasize what you do understand, not what you donT understand, and put what you do
understand into practice in your life. For example, much of St. Paul's Letter to the Romans
discusses the sorry state of the human race, the nature of sin, the relationship between Jews
and Gentiles, the Law of the Old Testament, Abraham and faith, redemption and the coming of
Christ. The first 11 chapters of Romans, the longest and in some ways most theological of St.
Paul's letters, are a compendium of what Christians believe about all these topics and more,
and parts of it may be dfficult for us to compnehend.
But at the beginning of chapter 12, St- Paul switches gears and in essence says, if this is what
we believe we must therefore live in this way: "Love others without hypocrisy. Be eager to show
respect for one another. Work hard and do not be lazy. Do not be anogant. Do not think of
yourselves as wise. lf someone has done you wrong, do not repay him with evil. Never take
revenge. Try to do what everyone considers to be good. Do everything possible on your part to
live at peace with everyone. Conquer evil by doing good." These admonitions are simple, clear
and straightforward - easy to understand, but much more difficult to put into practice. What we
will discover is that as we begin to live what the Scriptures teach by putting into practice what
we do understand, the rest of the Bible will often slowly begin to open up to us.
But you might ask: what concrete, practical steps can we take to begin reading the Bible as a
spiritual discipline, always seeking Christ with an open mind and heart? Here are seven
suggestions on how to begin reading the Bible:

1) We uusr

READ THE BIBLE PRAYERFULLY. Ahrays pray before you read the Bible that
God will help you understand what you are reading in order to put His Word into practice
in your daily life. One possible prayer to use is from the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom:

Tne PmyER BEFoRE THE READII{G oF THE GoSPEL
Loving Master, shine the pure light of Your divine knowledge in our hearts. Open the
eyes of our minds that we may understand the message of Your Gospel. Instill in us
reveren@ for Your blessed commandments, that having conquered our sinful desires,
we may pursue a spiritual life, thinking and doing all those things that are pleasing to
You. For You, O Christ our God, are the light of our souls and bodies and to You do we
offer glory, together with Your Father who is without beginning and Your all-holy, good
and lifegiving Spirit now and forever and to the ages of ages. Amen.

2) Ser nstoe A FEW MINUTES

in the morning,
EVERv DAy JUST ron BreLe READTNG
aftemoon, or before you go to bed - whenever is best for you. Don't say you don't have
the time. You can make the time. No excuses! Everybody, no matter how busy, can set
aside 5 or 10 minutes each day in orderto read the Scriptures.
3) Bectru READTNG THE BreLe By READTNG THosE BooKs rHAT ARE EASTEST To
UNDERSTAND. This means: in the New Testament, begin with the Gospel of Matthew
and Luke, focusing on Christ, and then perhaps the First Letter of John. In the Old
Testament, begin with the Book of Proverbs and then the Psalms. For first time readers,
it is generally not advisable to attempt to read the Bible straight through, starting at
Genesis and ending with Revelation. Very few people who begin this way get much past
the first half of Genesis.
4) DON'T READ Too MUcH AT oNE TIME. Concentrating on a few verses and what they
mean is far better than skimming through a whole chapter superficially. But if the Bible is
totally new to you, you might want to read through a whole book quickly, just to get a
sense of the ufiole and then go back and focus on smaller passages.
5) As you read the Bible, TRy ro Focus oN WHAT THrs pAssAGE MEANS FoR us roDAy
and how lve can actively apply the Bible's teachings to our lives today. The Bible is not
just a history book - it is the record of God's Word addressed to each of us and our guide
for Christian living! As St. Hesychios of Jerusalem wrote in the 4h century, "The words of
the Scriptures are written for us not simply to understand them but also to do them.'
6) DoN'T woRRY ABoUT PASSAGES THAT SEEM STRANGE To you or that you don't
understand. Ask God to help you to understand them in time. Every Scripture verse has
to be understood in terms of its immediate context and in context of the entire Bible and
the life of the Church as a whole. Always beware of people who quote a Bible verse in
isolation ard draw strange conclusions from it.
7) THe BlaLe rs THE Boor oF THE CHuRcn. lt is the church guided by the Holy spirit that
provides the proper context for interpreting the Scriptures not anyone individual
(including ourselves). Therefore, in any question of Biblical interpretation, we must seek
to learn what the Church teaches about it by consulting the lives and writings of the
saints/ the texts of our liturgical services, the icons, etc. You may also ask your priest for
guidance. 'First of all, you must understand this: no prophecy of Scripture is a matter
of one's wn interpretation." (2 Peter 1:20\
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INTERPRETING THE BIBLE
These last two points are particularly important. We must not only read the Scriptures, but also
interpret them corectly. For this we need guidance. Metropolitan Kallistos Ware writes:
"Coming upon the Ethiopian as he read the Book of lsaiah in the Old Testament in his
chariot, Philip the Apostle asked him, Do you understand what you arc reading?'And the
Ethiopian answered, 'How can l, unless someone guides me?' (Acts 8:30-31), We are all in
the position of the Ethiopian. The words of Scripture are not always self-explanatory. God
speaks directly to the heart of each one of us as we read our Bible. Scripture reading is a
personal dialogue bekeen each one of us and Christ - but nle also need guidance. We read
the Bible personally, but not as isolated individuals. We read as the members of a family, the
family of the Orthodox Catholic Church. When reading Scripture, we say not 'l' but 'We.'We
read in communion with all the other members of the Body of Christ, in all parts of the world
and in all generations of time. The decisive test and criterion for our understanding of what
the Scripture means is the mind of the Church for the Bible is the book of the Church."
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And here it is important to remember that not all Christians interpret the Bible in the same way.
There can be, for example, a Protestant interpretation of a passqe from the Bible that is
completely at odds with how we, as Orthodox Christians, would understand the same passage.
To give a concrete example: I was once discussing, with a parishioner, the unondenominational" Bible study she was attending at a neighbo/s home. She explained to me that
when the group met they were not allowed to discuss the church they attended but were to
focus instead solely on reading the Bible. When I expressed my concern that there is no such
thing as a "non-denominational" approach to the Bible and that the phrase "non-denominational'
- for an Orthodox Christian - simply means that you are evangelical Protestant but don't want to
admit it.
She informed me that they were studying the Gospel of John and that she had, so far, no
difficulty with what had been taught. I asked her, "Have you studied John 6 yet?" When she
informed me that they hadn't gotten that far into the Gospel, I asked her to look in the workbook
she had been given in class and see how the following verses that the Lord Jesus had taught in
the synagogue at Capemaum were interpreted:
"l am the Bread of Life. Amen, Amen, l say to you: if you do not eat the flesh of the Son of
Man and drink His blood you have no life in you. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood
has eternal life and I will raise him up on the last day. For my flesh is truly food and my blood
is truly drink. Whoever eats my flesh and drinks my blood lives in me and I live in him" (John
6:53-56).
She opened up the notebook and, somewhat surprised, said to rne, "ln here, those passages
are interpreted to mean that we should read our Bibles more often." I asked her: "As an
Orthodox Christian, is that what you think those passages refer to?" "No,n she replied. uDon't
they refer to receiving comrnunion?"
And, of course, that is precisely what they refer to! But most churches claiming to be "nondenominational" do not have the same understanding of these verses because they no longer
emphasize the importance of the Eucharist in their worship. Not celebrating the Liturgy, they no
longer have the proper context within their faith communities to understand these verses. They
no longer stand within the 2,000 year old Tradition of the Church in the same way that we do.

THE BIBLE AND TRAT}ITION
Orthodox Christians always interpret the Bible in the context of the Church and the Tradition of
the Church. Not that the Bible and the Tradition of the Church are to be juxtaposed to one
another: Scripture vs. Tradition, as in the evangelical Protestant scheme of things; or even
Scripture and Tradition, as in Roman Catholicism. For us, Scripture and Tradition are nof two
different things. Rather, the Bible exists within the Tradition of the Church and is the heart and
core of the Church's written Tradition.
Orthodox Christians are always speaking, about Tradition - more so than do other Christians.
What do we mean by that?
FrsL when we speak of the Tradition of the Church, we are nof talking about "the traditions of
men' (Colossians 2:8) ondemned by the Apostle Paul. Rather, we are tralking about, apostolic
tradition, the kind of tradition that SL Paul speaks of when he writes to the Thessalonians,
'Stand firm and hold fast to the traditions which you were taught, whether by our preaching or
by fetter frorn us' (2 Thessalonians 2:151- We need to draw a clear distinction between the
tradition of men and the Tradition of the Apostles, between Tradition with a capital uT," and
traditions with a small " between the Tradition of the Church and the many pious customs that
emerge over time in the many cuftures which the Good News of Christ has helped to shape.
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Second, the Tradition of the Church is not merely an historical or archaeological exercise, a
compilation of dusty religious artifacts from antiquity, and it is never merely an attempt to restore
the past forthe sake of it being the past. As Metropolitan Kallistos Ware writes:
"Tradition is not only kept in the Church...it lives in the Church, it is the life of the Holy Spirit
within the Church. The Orthodox conception of Tradition is not static but dynamic, not merely
a dead acceptance of the past but a living experience of the Holy Spirit in the present.
Loyalty to Tradition means not primarily the acceptance of formulae or customs from past
generations but rather the ever new, personal and direct experience of the Holy Spirit in the
present, here and now!"
The life of the Holy Spirit in the Church - this is the Orthodox understanding of Tradition! And
the Holy Spirit has, orer the centuries, given the Church the Scriptures, the dogmatic &crees of
the Ecumenical Councils, the liturgical and sacramental Life, the threefold pattern of ministry,
canon law, iconography and the lives and witness of the saints beginning with the Apostles
themselves and continuing through the centuries to the present day.
But not all of these aspects of the Tradition are of equal importance: a unigue pre-eminence
belongs to the Bible, the Creed and the dogmatic decrees of the Seven Ecumenical Councils,
confirming the New Testament teaching about Christ and outlining Christian belief in the one
God as Trinity - these things Orthodox Christians acept as absolute and unchanging.
CIher aspects of the Tradition do not bear the same weight. For example, the writings of a St.
Symeon the New Theologian writing in 11th century Constantinople do not carry the same
importane as the Gospel of John. Indeed, the saints are unanimous in considering the
Scriptures foundational to the life of the Church and the heart and core of her Tradition.

THE BIBLE IN ORTHODOX WORSHIP
Orthodox Christians are not merely to read the Bible; we are also to praythe Bible. This takes
place most clearly and completely in the Liturgy of St. John Chrysostom on a Sunday to Sunday
basis. Yes, there are two readings from the New Testament during the Liturgy - an Epistle
reading from one of the Letters of the apostles Paul, Peter, James and John or other apostolic
writings; and a Gospel reading from one of the four evangelists - but we pray the Lord's Prayer
and also sing verses from the Book of Psalms. In the priest's blessing, "The grace of our Lord
Jesus Christ and the love of God the Father and the communion of the Hofy Spirit be with you
all," we hear St. Paul's final farewell to the Church in Corinth (2 Corinthians 13:13); and in the
choir's singing of "Holy, Holy, Holy Lord God of Sabbaoth, Heaven and Earth are full of Your
glory," we hear the song of the angelic cherubim first heard by the Old Testament prophet lsaiah
in the Temple in Jerusalem (lsaiah 6:1-5).
The prayers of the Liturgy are shot through with hundreds of Biblical quotes. In fact, the late
French Orthodox theologian, Paul Evdokimov (1902-1970), once calculated that there are 98
quotations from the Old Testament and 114 quotations from the New Testament woven into the
prayers of the Liturgy. To come to Liturgy attentively is to learn to pray the Bible!
In closing, let me remind you of what St. Paul says about the Scriptures:
Everything written in the Scriptures was written to teach us in order that we might have hope
through the patience and encouragement that the Scriptures give us. (Romans 15:4)
The Holy Scriptures are able to give you the wisdom that leads to salvation. All Scripture is
inspired by God and is useful for teaching the truth, rebuking eror, correcting faults and giving
instruction for living nghtly. (2 Timothy 3:1516)
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