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For my friend, drinking buddy, personal analyst and fellow book-club member, Steve. In a way, this is all your fault.


Both read the Bible day and night,

But thou read’st black, where I read white.

– William Blake
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Introduction: Holy ground

I meet them when I give talks or lead retreats. Some are cheerful, but confused; some are subdued and quietly thoughtful; some wear the pained expression of people who have suddenly realised that the underwear they have on has shrunk two sizes in the wash. Others look genuinely shocked and distressed, as if they have discovered that their sweet, little, eighty-year-old grandmother has secretly been selling crystal meth down at the day centre. 

All of them say the same thing to me: ‘I have this question about the Bible …’

It might be to do with the brutality and the bloodshed, the difference between the God of the Old Testament and the God of the New. Or a ridiculously obscure passage that they simply can’t understand. Maybe it’s a law or command which seems unfair, discriminatory, misogynistic or otherwise at odds with just, you know, ordinary decent behaviour. Quite often they simply can’t believe a word of what they are reading – that a fish can swallow a man, that a boat can contain all known species, that God placed responsibility for the entire fate of humankind on two people and their behaviour around a fruit tree.

For many – too many – the anxiety and doubt has become so chronic that they are on the verge of chucking it all out and walking away. But more often it’s just a nagging pain, a kind of spiritual ulcer. They’ve tried all the treatments. They’ve read the commentaries, talked to their leaders, looked it up on Google, but their questions are not getting answered. In fact, their questions are being dismissed: people just tell them to have more faith, or to pray about it. Or, having summoned up the courage to talk to a fellow believer, they are met with a pained look and an urgent, whispered enquiry: ‘You’re not backsliding are you?’ 

Yes, I meet a lot of these people. One of them I see in the mirror every day. 

‘I have this problem with the Bible …’

You and me both, pal.

The cognitive dissonance of Scripture 

The Church is full of people who know what they should think about the Bible, but who actually think something quite different. 

We’re told that the Bible is the inspired Word of God; then we read bits that are violent, disgusting or utterly baffling. Or all three at once. 

We’re told that reading the Bible is a Life-giving and Good Thing which Every Proper Christian Should Do with Joy in Our Hearts. And yet, instead, significant chunks of it are overwhelmingly verbose, completely irrelevant, incomprehensible or so mind-numbingly dull that we begin to lose the will to live. 

We are told that the Bible is inerrant, infallible and without contradiction, and then discover that there are two different creation stories and two versions of the Ten Commandments and the Lord’s Prayer, and that the New Testament writers misquote the Old Testament. Not only that, the Bible thinks the world is flat, with a big domed canopy above it to hold the water out. 

We are told that the Bible gives ‘rules for life’ and that we just have to do what it says. Then we find that some of the rules involve not wearing mixed fibres and stoning anyone who works on the sabbath. Or we open it to Song of Songs to read, ‘Your two breasts are like two fawns, twins of a gazelle, that feed among the lilies’ (S. of S. 4:5). Even if I could work out how to ‘do’ that, I’d probably get arrested.

We are told that the Bible is a gift to us from a loving God, and then read bits that make God sound like a grumpy old man having a hissy fit sometime in the Bronze Age. Or, worse, where this loving God apparently instructs his people to lovingly massacre men, women and children. 

The result of all these mixed messages is a kind of cognitive dissonance.fn1 We are caught between two conflicting sets of beliefs: what we have been told to believe about the Bible and what we actually read for ourselves. 

This kind of thing is hard to deal with. When caught in this trap, the first thing we think is that the problem is with us. It’s our fault for being stupid. Or for doubting. Or there is something obvious that we haven’t spotted. So we feel guilty. And the second mistake we often make is to believe that we are the only ones who feel this way. So the questions and the doubts leave us isolated. But the fact is that we all have questions about the Bible. And if you don’t have questions, then, frankly, you haven’t read it properly. 

If we think it’s just us, then the temptation is towards denial. So we repress the doubts and questions. We grit our teeth, stiffen our upper lip, clench our buttocks and remind ourselves that ‘You’ve got to have faith’ (to quote St George Michael) and that it is sinful to question God. Or as individuals and as churches we don’t so much deny the questions as avoid thinking about them completely. Cordon off the doubts. Create a quarantine zone. If there’s anything troubling or bizarre in the sermon, well, just move on quickly and we’ll all agree never to speak of this thing again. Or file the anxiety away in the ‘Things Too Mysterious For Human Beings To Contemplate’ folder. The problem here is that the questions don’t go away. Worse still, every time we open the Bible more questions arise (and sometimes it’s the people in the Bible itself who are raising the questions). A thing not looked at is still there. Like those Gothic novels with the mad relative locked up in the attic, we can hear them howling at night. And anyway, some of these problems are too big to avoid: how do you hide away Noah’s Ark?

Another response is to redouble our efforts. Go all out to find the solutions. Buy one of those books called Bible Difficulties Explained or The Bible: Your Suspiciously Heretical Questions Answered or Bible Contradictions Magicked Away With Long Words (Subtitle: ‘Don’t Panic, It Will All Be All Right’). There must be a cure for this, right? A way to massage away the difficulties, leaving only a flawless text, free from contradiction or difficulty. The problem here is that these solutions have a strange way of not actually solving anything. Either they end up forcing us to believe in six impossible things before church, or they simply create more problems.

The thing is, we shouldn’t need any of these strategies. 

Because the problem is not with you. And the problem is not with the Bible. 

The real problem is that we’ve been misinformed. 

Welcome to Casablanca

In the film Casablanca, Humphrey Bogart is asked why he came to Casablanca. 

‘My health,’ he replies. ‘I came to Casablanca for the waters.’ 

‘What waters?’ asks his interrogator. ‘We’re in the desert.’ 

Humphrey thinks for a moment. ‘I was misinformed,’ he says.

Apart from the fact that it’s always a good thing to put a quote from Casablanca in a book, this exemplifies the problems so many of us have with the Bible. We are simply told the wrong things about it. 

We have been told, or encouraged to believe, things about the Bible that the Bible never claims for itself. The idea that it is without error or contradiction, the impression we’re given that God wrote it all and that humans were barely involved, the idea that there’s a correct way to read it, or that it’s wrong to question what the Bible says – these are all things that humans say about the Bible. The Bible never says that kind of stuff about itself. Like Humphrey, we have been misinformed. 

And exactly the same thing happens to those who would criticise the Bible from the other direction. Critics of the Bible complain that it is not scientifically accurate, or a properly sourced historical document, but these draw on categories that are alien to the Bible itself. 

Both sides end up complaining because the Bible is failing at something that it never actually tries to be.

It’s not the Bible’s fault if people keep saying the wrong things about it.

I once took my wife out on a nice, romantic ‘date night’. We hired a babysitter and took off to a local independent cinema to see a film. It sounded perfect: Pan’s Labyrinth – a foreign-language fantasy drama about a bookish young girl who escapes into a mythical fantasy world. I think it was about ten minutes in, when a man was stabbed in the head with broken bottle, that I began to feel I might have chosen the wrong film. Turns out that Pan’s Labyrinth, though undoubtedly brilliant, was a lot darker and more violent than I was expecting. My wife spent much of the film with her eyes closed. 

But that’s not the fault of Pan’s Labyrinth, nor Guillermo del Toro, its visionary director (although maybe a less whimsical title might have helped). The point is simply that I’d been told – or had assumed – the wrong things about the film. I turned up expecting ‘light and charming’ and instead got ‘dark, eerie, and with disturbingly graphic scenes’.fn2

Which pretty much sums up a lot of our experience with the Bible. We are told that it’s Bambi, but when the lights go down we discover it’s Pan’s Labyrinth. 

It’s like I said: the fault is not with us, and the fault is not with the Bible. The problem is that we’ve been misinformed. 

And here’s the thing: all those efforts to explain the problems away, to pretend that the difficulties aren’t there, or to demand that readers should not question the Scriptures? Well, they are really just attempts to get the Bible to behave in the way that we want it to. But the Bible is not a well-behaved book. It refuses to be controlled by our expectations, to fit into our categories or to conform to our rules. We expect the Bible to fit into our mould – but the Bible wants to break this mould, to shape us to be more like Christ. 

The Bible exists to invite us into life, life in all its fullness. I happen to believe that reading the Bible is one of the most important, rewarding, transformational experiences that any human can do. If I didn’t believe that I wouldn’t have bothered writing this book, or all the other books I’ve written on the Bible. I’d go away and do something more profitable with my time. 

In this book I am going to explore some of the myths we have about the Bible and the ways in which it has been wrongly described. But I’m not doing this because I want to undermine the Bible, or to diminish its importance. I’m doing it because I want everyone to read the Bible, to engage with it in whatever way they can.

I believe we have to think again about the Bible. We have to rethink our beliefs about this ancient, powerful text and the language we use to describe it.

And the first thing we can do is stop studying it. 

How to give up Bible study

Here’s a fact: most people in history never read the Bible. 

I just mention this, because to hear some people talk you’d think that the common practice of all Christians throughout history was to start every day having a ‘quiet time’ with the Bible open, a mug of filter coffee, a set of daily Bible notes and a journal with a fish on the cover. But this concept is very recent. For most of history, most Christians didn’t read the Bible at all on the grounds that (a) hardly anyone could read and (b) even those who could read were unlikely to own a Bible. It was only after the Reformation that Bible study became something that Christians were allowed, let alone expected, to do. And even then, Bible ownership only really started to rise in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries with the rise of literacy and the spread of modern, cheaper books.

The Bible has been listened to much more often than it has been read. For the early church fathers, reading the Bible did not mean mutely scanning the pages and musing in silent contemplation; it meant speaking out the Scriptures in a way that would allow their power to break in upon people’s lives. They believed that hearing the Word of God changed people. 

Sometimes the life-changing words just sprung out at the reader. Anthony the Great, the founder of monasticism, went into a church one day and heard the line, ‘If you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; then come, follow me’ (Matt. 19:21). So he did. 

Many of the saints whose Christlike lives changed their world were illiterate. For them, the right way to read the Bible was simply to listen to the stories, to learn the texts and to live it out.

I’m not sure when it happened, but increasingly we have turned reading the Bible into a much more academic activity. If you go to Bible college or seminary or university to study theology, you will soon hear the word exegesis. It’s a Greek word which means ‘to lead out of’. Biblical exegesis has been defined as ‘the careful, systematic study of Scripture to discover the original, intended meaning’.1 The task involves trying as far as possible to find out what the passage meant and how the original audience would have understood it. Only then can we correctly interpret the passage for today. Often this approach majors heavily on thorough analyses of the grammar and the meaning of words, trying to get back to the heart of what the writer was actually saying. 

This is a good and responsible approach: it stops us from misrepresenting the writer, from finding things in the text that aren’t there. It helps us to identify what kind of text we are dealing with, and whether, for example, a writer is speaking literally or using a metaphor. It often identifies crucial cultural or historical readings which really open up the text in a new way. I have spent a lot of time in my life engaged in this sort of work, or attempting to teach the principles to others. But after many years I’ve come to recognise that there are a few significant problems with majoring so much on this way of studying the Bible. 

The first is that it’s a very professional approach. The tools we use for exegesis are typically academic: commentaries and lexicons, dictionaries and large, learned tomes. It’s a tool for pastors and preachers, certainly. But how much can we expect ordinary people to have the time, the resources, the expertise and the desire to do this? Even the name – exegesis – is off-putting. It’s fundamentally an elitist pursuit. 

The second big problem is that, frankly, it tends to suck the life out of the text. I believe it was the writer E.B. White who said, ‘Analysing humour is like dissecting a frog. You can do it, but along the way the frog dies.’2 I have read a lot of books, listened to a lot of sermons and attended a lot of Bible studies where we started out reading a Bible passage and ended up staring at a dead frog. It is death by exegesis. We dissect the text, slice into the grammar and the etymology, peel back the layers of history and theology, and we end up discovering everything about the text except how it is actually going to change us here and now. Rebecca Solnit wrote that ‘museums love artists the way that taxidermists love deer’.3 I think a lot of Bible teachers operate in the same way. They embalm the Bible, stuff it and mount it, and then we all stand back, gazing at the once live animal as it stares down from the wall with cold, lifeless, glassy eyes. 

I’ve come to this conclusion: I hate the phrase ‘Bible study’. And I want to ban it. 

I’m not engaged in a study, as if the Bible was some kind of specimen laid out on the table. Heaven knows I have spent enough time in my life poring through commentaries and books of history and even wrestling with all those foreign words. I have spent significant chunks of what I laughingly call my ‘career’ using these tools to learn and teach stuff. And that’s not a bad thing. As a Christian I am called to be a disciple – an apprentice – of Jesus. I am called, in fact, to become more Christlike. And it’s difficult to be Christlike if we don’t know what Christ was like. So reading about him – in the Gospels and in the writings of his first followers – is pretty important.

But reading the Bible is – or should be – about more than accumulating knowledge or understanding doctrine, or any of the other operations that are implied by that deadening phrase ‘Bible study’. Reading the Bible is also about questioning the text, exploring both what it says and what it doesn’t say. It’s about using our imagination and our creativity. It’s not just about reading the text; it’s about listening to it as well.

One of my favourite stories about the Bible tells of a woman in an African village who was always carrying her Bible. Everywhere she went she took it. And the other women in the village said to her, ‘You are always reading that book. Why don’t you read other books?’

‘Yes,’ she replied, ‘I could read other books. But this is the book that reads me.’

This, I believe, is at the heart of why the Bible is unique. The Bible is a place of encounter. 

It is, in fact, a place where we can meet with God. 

Holy ground

In the desert we see a man leading his sheep. 

He is a man who has lost everything. He killed a slave-driver in a fit of rage and had to flee his privileged life in Egypt. Now he’s wandering in the wilderness. 

And then he sees something. A tree. No, a bush. No, a fire. 


Read it yourself: Exodus 3–4 tells the story of Moses encountering the burning bush, finding out God’s name and trying to get out of the task of leading the Israelites out of slavery.



In the biblical account Moses does what, on the face of it, appears to be a really stupid thing. He goes towards the flames. Generally, if you have a lot of sheep in the desert and you see a fire, you head very fast in the opposite direction. Otherwise, instant kebab. Instead, Moses goes towards the sight and he finds something bizarre, unreal, extraordinary: a bush that crackles with flame but is not consumed. A talking bush, at that. 

God called to him out of the bush, ‘Moses, Moses!’ And he said, ‘Here I am.’ Then he said, ‘Come no closer! Remove the sandals from your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy ground.’ He said further, ‘I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.’ And Moses hid his face, for he was afraid to look at God.

(Exodus 3:4–6)

It’s a key moment in the story: the moment when Yahweh reveals his name to Moses, when he commissions Moses to go and rescue his people. Moses thinks he is going to see a natural wonder, and he meets a supernatural power. He finds that he is part of a bigger story, that this story involves a deep, personal, life-changing relationship with a God who simply is. Whose name is I AM.

This, I believe, is what happens – or what can happen – when we come to the Scriptures. If we are prepared to come humbly, to take off our shoes and to listen to the voice among the flames, we will find things that surprise us, that change us, that offer us a new relationship and a place in a big, big story. 

Too often we come to the Bible as a text to be dissected or mastered or interpreted correctly. The Bible is a book that burns with the presence of God and is not consumed. What the Bible really is, is Holy Ground.4 

Thinking again about the Bible 

In 1916 the German theologian Karl Barth cleared his throat, adjusted his lederhosen and gave what was to become a hugely influential talk. It began like this:

We are to attempt to find an answer to the question, What is there within the Bible? What sort of house is it to which the Bible is the door? What sort of country is spread before our eyes when we throw the Bible open?

Good question, Karl. The talk was later reprinted as The Strange New World Within the Bible, and it’s worth reading, even though Barth is one of those theologians who has managed to achieve influence without ever attempting comprehensibility.5 But what I like about the image is that it takes us away from the idea of study and catapults us into the language of exploration and encounter. We start to see the Bible not as a book, but as a land, a location. 

As we travel into this land together we will have to put aside some of the familiar ideas that we have about the Bible, and that can be difficult. I want to say a few things about this as we start. 

First, I don’t think there is a lot in this book that would come as a surprise to your Vicar/Minister/Chiefly Anointed Leader – or, indeed, anyone who has attended theological college. We’re going to look at the textual history of the Bible, at some of the contradictions and difficulties within the text and at things like whether some of the events actually happened. All of this is the kind of stuff you find in the average biblical studies course at college. (Or, indeed, in the footnotes of many study Bibles.)

Second – and more importantly – I want to say that we’re not engaged in an act of destruction but an act of rediscovery. The reason I’m interested in exploring these fissures is that they might lead somewhere interesting. I hope that it will lead you to read the Bible with fresh eyes and with an increased expectation of encountering God.

Third, I really think Bible reading should actually be enjoyable. I’ve already talked about the deadening effect of the phrase ‘Bible study’. And many of you will, no doubt, have painful memories of getting bogged down in some obscure part of the Bible. Not long ago my wife decided to read through the Bible in a year. About mid-February I asked her how she was doing. ‘I’ve got Levitical exhaustion,’ she said. I don’t think she made it much beyond March. I’m not a massive fan of those ‘through the Bible in one year’ programmes. It’s not a bad thing to read it all, and it’s certainly good to go off-piste and visit some of the less-visited parts of this land, but these kind of programmes tend to turn Bible reading into a kind of endurance sport. Reading the Bible should not be like eating our organic greens.fn3 So try to go in with the idea that actually this might be enjoyable. Something might happen. I might, actually, get to experience something new. To help you in this, I’ve included a few ‘Read it yourself’ boxes as we go through so that you can read the Bible passage I’m talking about. You’re welcome. 

The final thing to say is that, for all that I’ve just said – all that stuff about enjoying yourself – reading the Bible is not without risk. 

The Bible is not safe. The Bible is a book which transforms us, empowers us, liberates us. But in order for it to do that we have to stop trying to control it, to tame it, domesticate it, make it support what we want it to say. That might shock us, or challenge us. It might transform our lives. We might go to the Bible expecting a hug and receive a slap in the face. (Or the other way round.) To open the Bible is to risk our theology, our presuppositions, our deepest-held beliefs. 

The fact is, you see, the Bible is a very badly behaved book. 
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