THE HOLY BIBLE
Reflection questions:

· Who wrote the Bible?

· Which “Scripture” was used by Jesus and the Apostles? (1 Timothy 4:6, 13, 16)?

What is the Bible, and who wrote it?

Orthodox Christians believe that the Holy Bible is the written record of the revelation of Divine Truth to man.  The Scriptures constitute a coherent whole, the message of God … One Word.  They are divinely inspired, and bear authoritative witness to God’s revelation of Him­self in creation, in the Incarnation of the Word, and the whole history of salvation.  

The Bible is the main written source of divine doctrine since God Himself inspired its writing by His Holy Spirit (see 2 Timothy 3:16 and 2 Peter 1:20). Holy men inspired by God wrote the words in their own language, mannerism and perspective, but which nevertheless is called in its entirety as the Word of God.  

The center of the Bible as the written Word of God in human form is the person of the Living Word of God in human form, Jesus Christ. All parts of the Bible are interpreted in the Orthodox Church in the light of Christ since everything in the Bible leads up to Christ and speaks about Him (Luke 24: 44). The fullness of Christ’s revelation lives in the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church, and it is through the Church that we know, understand and learn from the Holy Scripture.

Books of the Holy Bible

Very often in today’s modern world, we read stories or hear television specials about the “lost books” of Christianity (e.g., with the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls), and with new movies such as the Da Vinci Code there is a renewed interest in old, ancient writings that create new speculation, interpretation and teachings.  


But as Orthodox Christians, we must confidently and with love explain that for the pre-denominational Christian Church, there are no such things as “lost books” as all the writings that are being discovered or re-interpreted were in fact available and known to the Church.  Rather, the Church determined that these writings did not uphold the full revelation of Christ, and were rejected (not “lost”). 

The Holy Bible has two parts – Old and New, but entire book is one message, one Word i.e., Jesus Christ.  

Old Testament

We must remember that the term “Old Testament” is coined by Christians.  What we reference as the Old Testament is the same “Word” and underlying message for both Jewish and Christians followers.  There is a dispute in the number of Books between the different Christian denominations, and this can be traced to the misunderstanding of the importance of the Septuagint in early Church understanding.

During the time of Jesus, a great number of Jews lived in different parts of the Roman Empire outside of Palestine.  Alexandria was their cultural center and they used Greek as their language of communication.  This is just like what we see today in our Malankara Orthodox Church, where a number of members live outside of Kerala and English is used instead of Malayalam as the primary language when communication is needed for all members of the Church.

The Holy Book used at this time was therefore prepared in the Greek language during the reign of King Ptolemy II (285 - 247 B.C.), and this was known as the Septuagint which means seventy in Greek because of the number of people involved in the formation.  There were about 46 to 50 books in the Septuagint, depending on the source.

A Council of Jewish Rabbis held in a place called Jamnia closed the Jewish canon of their Bible in A.D. 90, and this only had 39 books.  One factor for the elimination of certain books that existed in the Septuagint for this new “official” Jewish canon was that if it was written in Greek, it was believed to be a writing “perverted” by Christians.  Some of the books not admitted into the Hebrew canon, such as the Wisdom of Solomon and 2 Maccabees, gave support for the beliefs such as praying and offering sacrifices for the dead and therefore motivated those involved in the Reformation movement in Europe during the Middle ages to adopt this new Hebrew Canon as they felt the Septuagint supported Catholic doctrine and practice.  This is why most versions of the Holy Bible found in the Western world have only 39 books.


The Orthodox Church of India also considers the Syriac Peshitta version as its Bible.  This was originated in the Aramaic-speaking world of the Jewish nation in the dawn of the modern age.  The word Peshitta means “simple” and the version was more or less the same as the Septuagint in context.  This is why often we teach that there are 46 Old Testament books, and these additional seven books not found in the Protestant Bible are also incorporated into our liturgical cycle of prayers.

The Old Testament books can be divided into four sections:
1) The 5 books of the Law (Pentateuch) comprising of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy.

2) The 16 books of History encompassing the books of Joshua, Judges, Ruth, First and Second Kingdoms (1 & 2 Samuel), Third and Fourth Kingdoms (1 and 2 Kings), First and Second Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Tobit, Judith, Esther, and 1, and 2 Maccabees

3) The 7 books of wisdom comprising the books of Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, the Song of Songs, the Wisdom of Solomon, and the Wisdom of Sirach.

4) The 18 books of Prophecy encompassing Hosea, Amos, Micah, Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah, Malachi, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Baruch, Lamentations of Jeremiah, Epistle of Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Daniel. 
NEW TESTAMENT


Unlike the Old Testament, most Christian denominations (including Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox) affirm that there are 27 books in the New Testament, beginning with the Gospel of St. Matthew and ending with Revelations.  How were these books selected? By the Church!  

In 367 A.D., St. Athanasius wrote a Paschal Letter where the books of the NT were listed in the same order it is seen in today’s Holy Bible.  It’s important to understand  that St. Athanasius did not choose or dictate that these books be used in this order, but rather he confirmed in his Paschal letter those books used by the Church at that time that upheld and maintained the teachings of Christ.  We also see writings from a local council held earlier at Carthage in 318AD that made note of these books.  This reflects the authority and sacredness of oral teachings, and the importance given by the pre-denominational Church to uphold the teachings of Christ to His Apostles. It is interesting to note that until the 10th century, there was opposition to including the Revelation of St. John, and this is why today in the Lectionary of the Eastern Orthodox Churches there are no Scripture readings selected from Revelations.

Malayalam Bible

The Malayalam Bible that is often used in our Churches is published by the Bible Society and that translation is based on King James Version, which was made in 1611 A.D. under the leadership of King James1 of England.  A portion of the Bible was translated into Malayalam under the leadership of Valia Mar Dionysius Metropolitan (Mar Thoma V1) and got printed by a man named Thimna Pillai at Bombay in 1811 A.D. but covered only 4 Gospels. The Malayalam Bible was printed later on under the leadership of a C.M.S missionary Rev. Benjamin Baily, in a wooden press at Kottayam. 

Regarding authorship of the various texts of the Bible, there is no doubt that the Holy Spirit inspired the holy people to write the Books.  However, this does not necessarily mean that person wrote it themselves e.g., Moses wrote the first 5 Books of OT (Pentateuch), but who then wrote about Moses death? St. Paul’s authorship of Hebrews is questioned, but we are comforted by the wisdom of the early Church that even if St Paul himself did not write, it was his teachings (i.e., different understanding of authorship in ancient days).

Books that are recognized by the Church are called Canonical books.  “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 Tim3:16-17).  Although St. Paul was speaking this in reference to the Septuagint, we can apply that to the entire Holy Bible as we know it is One Word.

Importance of the Holy Bible in our Life

The early Church never subscribed to the Protestant teaching of ‘Sola Scriptura’, or the doctrine that the Holy Bible contains all knowledge necessary for salvation and holiness.  Ironically, Sola Scriptura is a human teaching not found in the Holy Bible!

The purpose of Scripture is found in John 20:30-31 i.e., “And truly Jesus did many other signs in the presence of His disciples, which are not written in this book; but these are written that you may believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that believing you may have life in His name”. Every written word in the Holy Bible presupposes faith in God.  The Holy Bible was never intended to be an isolated manuscript, nor the fruit of scientific or historical research.  Rather, the Holy Bible is a faith document for the children of God and was intended to be read and interpreted within the “Canon of Truth” i.e., the One, Holy, Catholic and Apostolic Church.  This is why for many hundreds of years, there was no written Holy Bible that followers of Jesus Christ could point to and use, but the Church still survived and grew with the prayers of the Faithful and the blood of the martyrs.  

Christians must always remember that the Word (the second person of the Holy Trinity) is eternal (John 21:25) and can never be “contained” within the written language of men.  In fact, we know that Jesus only wrote once i.e., John 8:6 – “But Jesus stooped down and wrote on the ground with His finger, as though He did not hear”.  Although He did not write the Bible, He did establish the Church (the Body of Christ) and it is through the Church that the fullness of the Holy Bible is taught and understood.  It is the Church alone that correctly interprets the Scripture because she alone upheld the fullness of Christ’s teachings.  The Canon of the Bible is closed, and no books or new teachings are removed or added (Revelation 22:18).  This is different in other Christian denominations, such as the Roman Catholic where teachings are added (e.g., the Immaculate Conception or papal infallibility) or the Protestant were teachings and beliefs have been taken away (e.g., understanding of Sacraments including Holy Qurbana, Baptism, priesthood and Confession).     

For the Orthodox Church, the Holy Scripture is our Tradition.  It was the Church that wrote down the words of Scripture (from Moses, to the Apostles and St. Paul).  It was the Church that preserved the words of Scripture (1 Corinthians 15:1-8).  It was the Church that told us what Scripture is – she chose from among several texts (Luke 1:1-4) and selected those that upheld the Canon of Truth.  It was the Church that maintained the fullness of Christ’s revelation (Acts 20:35).

Interpretation of Scripture is typological – we look at the words and seek understanding of what it means with respect to the entire Holy Bible.  Individual verses or text are not taken out and interpreted literally or individualistically.

Remember John 20:30-31 - The Holy Bible is a Faith document, and every word in Scripture is put in context and understanding of one who believes in Christ.  The Holy Bible is not Self interpreting (2 Peter 1:20-21; Acts 8:30-31), and there is no verse in the Bible that says Scripture alone is to be used to understand God.  There is no doubt that Holy Scripture is the Divine inspiration and Word of God (2 Timothy 3:16), and we look to the guidance of our ancestors (i.e., Patristic Teaching or writings of the Church fathers) to better understand and apply the lessons of the Holy Bible.  Bible is interpreted and understood through the Church and within the Church!
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