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They’re the salt of the earth. He’s a real Good Samaritan. She’s the apple of his eye. These are a few examples of expressions from the Bible that have become well established in the English language. We use such phrases in everyday speech, often without realising that they come from the Bible. We also allude to biblical stories when we say that the writing is on the wall when there are ominous signs of an impending disaster, or when we refer to someone returning like the prodigal son. At times we even misquote the Bible when we say that money is the root of all evil.

Such phrases all have their roots in the King James (Authorised) Version of the Bible, published in 1611. Since then, the English language has changed significantly and so this volume also includes a selection of words that have their origin in older versions of the Bible (e.g. scapegoat), or whose meanings have changed significantly since the seventeenth century (for example, gin, peculiar, shambles).

An appendix lists some familiar phrases from the Book of Common Prayer that have become part of the English language.

We have written this book to sketch the origin and development of a selection of biblical words and phrases in a way that we hope you will find not only entertaining but also informative.

Martin H. Manser
Andrew Bianchi
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Abraham’s bosom

And it came to pass, that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels into Abraham’s bosom: the rich man also died, and was buried.

Luke 16:22

In this parable comparing the apathy of a rich man to the plight of an impoverished beggar called Lazarus in Luke 16, Jesus explained what became of the two of them after they died. (Incidentally, Lazarus is the only character given a name in any of Jesus’ parables.) After a lifetime of indifference, the wealthy man was transported to hell. Here he at last became alive to the fate of the other man, who had been carried to Abraham’s bosom by angels. Jews used this phrase to indicate the resting place of dead people favoured by God. It was a paradise of bliss and security. The expression carries with it a sense of privilege and honour – mirroring the way in which a father or master would allow a favoured servant or child to lean upon and gain security from his chest. Peter has become recognised as the guardian of heaven for Christians, as the keeper of its keys and hence the lead character in many ‘Pearly Gates’ jokes, but the role of welcoming people to eternal glory for the Jews of Jesus’ time belonged to the great father of faith, Abraham.



Addicted

I beseech you, brethren, (ye know the house of Stephanas, that it is the firstfruits of Achaia, and that they have addicted themselves to the ministry of the saints)

1 Corinthians 16:15

If our children were to tell us that they were addicted we would be very worried, doubtless berating ourselves for having failed them in some way. In today’s climate, any sort of addiction is considered a bad thing, as the object of the addiction is expected to be something harmful, like drugs. In the sixteenth century, though, the word addicted was invariably used to allude to positive qualities or values. So in 1 Corinthians 16:15 the apostle Paul writes of the addiction of certain Christians to ministering to others of the faith. Some translations express the phrase in terms of devotion, and state that they have devoted themselves to Christian service.



Advertise

And now, behold, I go unto my people: come therefore, and I will advertise thee what this people shall do to thy people in the latter days.

Numbers 24:14

We live in a world that is saturated by advertising. Whether waiting at a bus stop, watching a programme on the television, listening to the radio or browsing through a magazine, we are continually bombarded with images and ideas that encourage us to buy a particular product or service. Our understanding of the word advertise is very different from its use in the Bible. There were none of our current commercial connotations then. The word meant to ‘advise’, ‘warn’ or even simply to ‘tell’ or ‘let know’. In the verse quoted from Numbers the meaning is ‘I will make clear to you what this people shall do to your people in the last days.’



Affinity

And Solomon made affinity with Pharaoh king of Egypt, and took Pharaoh’s daughter, and brought her into the city of David, until he had made an end of building his own house, and the house of the Lord, and the wall of Jerusalem round about.

1 Kings 3:1

From the passage quoted, it is clear that the word affinity carries the sense of making a treaty, pact or alliance. In times past, kingdoms have often sought to ease relations between themselves through marriage, and the rulers of biblical times were no exception to this custom. The strict use of the word referred to a relationship established through marriage. This differs from its use today, when affinity is used to describe a situation where a resemblance or special bond exists, and would be less likely to be used in a formal context.



Alarm

Numbers 10:1–10

In modern experience an alarm is a disturbing device that destroys peaceful slumber and reminds us of the tyranny of work. Or when we get to work it is the device that is tested every Tuesday between 2 p.m. and 3 p.m. to keep Health and Safety happy. No wonder the word is also used to describe a sense of foreboding. The word actually comes from the Italian all’ arme, ‘to arms’, and it is in this sense that it is used in Numbers 10:1–10, where it was used as a call to prepare for battle.



All the days of my life

Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.

Psalm 23:6

This expression breathes out the warmth and very essence of the much-loved Psalm 23 from which the expression derives. This timeless poem is treasured for its portrayal of the intimate friendship between the shepherd-king David and his God: a relationship of love, care and, above all, security and trust. The great king of Israel understood that his Shepherd provided help and support, not in a vague way across his life as a whole but in the specifics of each and every day: all the days of his life.



All things to all men

To the weak became I as weak, that I might gain the weak: I am made all things to all men, that I might by all means save some.

1 Corinthians 9:22

The apostle Paul wasn’t being sexist here – the original literally meant ‘all things to all’. He was simply explaining his adaptable approach to the work of passing on his message. If someone expected him to be weak, he could adapt his approach to seem as feeble as the next person. If they wanted an eighteen-stone body-builder he could do that too. Not literally, of course – rugged though he must have needed to be, it’s unlikely that he would have pumped too much iron in the gym. He just wanted as many people as possible to think as he did, and if there was anything in his approach or manner that could present the slightest risk of putting up a barrier then he would change to make those around him feel more at home.



The alpha and the omega

I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending, saith the Lord, which is, and which was, and which is to come, the Almighty.

Revelation 1:8

The alpha male in a pack of wolves may be quite literally the top dog and omega 3 oil may be the latest route to a healthy heart, but students of Greek know these two words respectively as the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, so it’s a bit like describing something as ‘the A to Z of...’ – in this case, of almighty God-ness. In Revelation 1:8 the expression comes from the lips of the Lord himself who describes himself as the One who is the present, the past and the future. He is not merely spread out at the bookends of history. Of course he was there at the beginning and he’ll still be around at the end, but, equally importantly, he is the eternal present: the constant I AM, revealed first in his meeting with Moses and later through his incarnation in Jesus Christ.



The apple of your eye

He found him in a desert land, and in the waste howling wilderness; he led him about, he instructed him, he kept him as the apple of his eye.

Deuteronomy 32:10

No modern physiology book would put it like this, but in the past the pupil of the eye was referred to as ‘the apple’. After all, it is shaped roughly like one. In addition, because it is the most important part of the eye, the apple of your eye became a symbol of all things that were precious: the most valuable part of a highly valued part of the body. Dotted around the Bible the phrase therefore represents anything that is of great worth – whether it is the law of God in Proverbs 7:2, the people of Israel found and nurtured in the desert (Deuteronomy 32:10), or any individual on the receiving end of divine care.



Armageddon

And he gathered them together into a place called in the Hebrew tongue Armageddon.

Revelation 16:16

The politics of the Cold War and the potential unleashing of catastrophic weapons upon the world led many doommongers to envisage that the earth was on the verge of Armageddon. This spine-chilling word is found in Revelation 16:16 and is the site, possibly originally meant for the mountain of Megiddo, where the last great battle between good and evil is to be fought. This awful day, the climax of God’s intervention in history, is an occasion of unparalleled destruction, which explains why the phrase has come to be used as the archetypal expression of all that is dreadful for the human race. Hence the corny joke – ‘I don’t know what “Armageddon” means.’ Response: ‘Don’t worry, it’s not the end of the world.’



Armhole

And Ebed-melech the Ethiopian said unto Jeremiah, Put now these old cast clouts and rotten rags under thine armholes under the cords. And Jeremiah did so.

Jeremiah 38:12

The poor prophet Jeremiah had been thrown into an unpleasant dungeon and left to rot. Fortunately for him, Ebed-melech knew of his whereabouts and went with some men to rescue him. In order to pull him out of the ground, they threw down a rope. His rescuer then threw down some rags so that Jeremiah could place the ropes under his arms using the rags for padding. He was then hauled to safety. It is clear from this episode that armholes are not the openings in an item of clothing which we might put our hands through. Instead, the word meant what we would refer to today as our armpits.
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