
I titled this instalment, “Making Sense of the Bible” That title presumes that – to some 

extent, and for at least some people – the bible does NOT make sense. So let’s briefly 

review some of the various ways in which people have claimed the Bible does NOT 

make sense.

1. Does not make “historical” sense  - isn’t true record of what really happened?

2. The bible does not make moral sense – it doesn’t condemn many things we would.

Note on science

For many people, the bible also does not make sense because of what they see as its 

direct contradiction in many areas by modern science. Here we find such questions as 

creation vs evolution, miracles, the resurrection and so on.  I will address these questions

in the next talk, so will not directly speak to them today.

I will respond to these two important ways the bible does NOT make sense to people,  

but first I will consider the question of what the bible is and how Christians believe it 

should be read. In other words how the bible DOES - or for some of you CAN - make 

sense, perhaps this may help people who have a problem making sense of the bible.

What is the bible?

What is the bible? The bible has often been referred to as “the good book”, but in truth it

is not so much a book as a library of books. The Catholic bible contains 73 books: 46 in 

the old testament or Hebrew Scriptures, and 27 in the new testament or Christian 

Scriptures.  

Catholics believe both Testaments of the Bible were written, edited, and collected under 

the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. So God tis he Bible’s “author” but in a broader, more 

inclusive sense than we would generally use the term today.



That said, since we believe the books of the bible are inspired by God, Christians regard 

them as authoritative sources for understanding both God, and our human relationship 

with God and with one another. " The catechism of the Catholic Church puts it like this: 

“Since therefore all that the inspired authors or sacred writers affirm should be regarded 

as affirmed by the Holy Spirit, we must acknowledge that the books of Scripture firmly, 

faithfully, and without error teach that truth which God, for the sake of our salvation, 

wished to see confided to the Sacred Scriptures..”

Inspired and authoritative are important words. Because just what it means to say the 

bible is inspired, and authoritative is the subject of much controversy, both within 

Christianity and outside it.

Inspiration and Authority of the Bible

One common misunderstanding is that Christians believe the words of the bible were 

dictated by God to the human authors. 

Rather, Christians believe God worked in and through the human authors of the bible in 

their particular historical situations. The word we use to describe the fruit of this process

is REVELATION – in other words as revelation, scripture is the record of God’s 

revealing himself to us. And thus in a real sense revealing us to ourselves.

Because we believe God worked in and through human authors who lived in a particular

time and place, a one key to understanding the bible is how the historical situation in 

which a particular book was written, and the intention of its human author,  relate to 

God’s divine purpose – our salvation -- which is relevant for all people and all time. 

One extreme answer to this question is to deny the existence of God and possibility of 

divine inspiration and to assume that the bible’s only source is the mind and imagination

of the human authors.  



The other extreme moves closer to a literal reading, finding everything in the bible to be 

equally authoritative, because equally inspired by God, this extreme interpretation is 

quite limited within the history of Christianity, where it is often referred to as 

fundamentalism.

Sadly, a great many people have come to believe this is the ONLY way Christians 

believe the bible can be understood. (GG Payette example – astrology) Indeed many 

criticisms of Christianity find their source in the assumption that all Christians hold a 

literal fundamentalist understanding of the meaning and authority of the bible.

Considering, and judging the texts of the bible exclusively from the point of view of 

modern history (which they are not)  or with the understanding that Christians must 

believe every word of the bible literally true (which we do not) just distracts us from the 

good news the bible is intended to share – God’s choosing of a people as his own, his 

calling all humanity to membership in that people, his desire to lead us out of sin and 

sadness into freedom, and the final victory over sin and death that won for us by Jesus 

Christ. Anything that allows us to focus on that is a victory for us all.

Having concluded the positive discussion of what the bible is and how it does make 

sense for Christians. I will move to the two major ways the bible does NOT make sense 

for many others.

1. The bible does not make HISTORICAL sense. (three sub heads)

A) Many of the books of the bible contain material the purports to be historical. Many of

the books of the bible were written many years after the events they purport to describe, 

how can they claim to be historically accurate? 

B) The Bible systematically excludes opposing points of view (e.g. N.T. alternative 

Gospels) and so cannot be trusted.



C)  Self-Contradictory – the bible contains contradictory descriptions and explanations 

of the same event or phenomenon.

Response: It seems as if large parts of the Old Testament ARE intended as histories. 

They include largely chronological accounts of major events in Israel’s history. 

In the new testament, the Gospels present to us the story of Jesus, his public ministry, 

and death and resurrection in a form that reminds us of biography, or even a history.

That said, the old testament historical books were not intended to be histories in the way 

we understand it today – even though they contain significant amounts of historical 

material.  The human authors of these books first interest was chronicling the ups and 

downs of Israel’s relationship with her God  -- and the political and historical events that

WE might see as the main point of their books, are always viewed by them in light of 

that purpose. In a certain sense they are of secondary importance.

Another claim is that many events and their settings described in the old and new 

testaments are now known to be false. This is understood as proof that the bible cannot 

be trusted as history. As archaeology has advanced, however the biblical accounts have 

consistently been confirmed.  For example the “pool of Bethesda” in Jerusalem 

mentioned as the site of one of Jesus’ healings in John’s gospel was long thought not to 

exist, until archaeologists uncovered it, precisely where John had said it was. 

In questioning the historicity of the bible, some have even questioned the existence of 

Jesus himself but this is no longer a scholarly respectable position. i There are practically

contemporary references to Jesus in the writings of the Roman historian Tacitus and the 

Jewish historian Josephus.

B) 2nd Historical problem - The bible systematically excludes opposing points of 

view. (Trusting the bible like trusting Kim Jong-Un to write a history of North Korea)



I like to call this the Da Vinci Code theory. Some of you are familiar with the claim that 

Jesus was actually married to Mary Magdelene, and that this is “proven” by various 

“alternative gospels”. The historical truth is that these “gnostic” gospels were written 

several hundred years after the new testament gospels.

Historically speaking, the books of the new testament are the best attested of any ancient

writings.  That means that a much greater number and more ancient copies of the texts 

have come down to us. More copies means we are better able to cross-reference for any 

editorial or textual changes injected into the original. Earlier copies means we are closer 

to the original text, and so there was chance that errors find their way into the texts we 

have.

Thucydides and Herodotus are ancient Greek historians, well-known and much studied 

by scholars. There is a distance of approximately over 1,000 years between their writing 

and the earliest copies we have. And we have only 8 of these early copies. Yet trusted. 

For the new testament books  there is only about 30 – 150 years between their writing 

and the earliest copies with 5,000 greek manuscripts, 10,000 latin manuscripts, and just 

over 9,000 manuscripts from other languages having come down to us.  

C) The bible is contradictory

Many people point to contradictions  between biblical texts or within biblical texts and 

suggest that this means that the bible shouldn’t be trusted.  Two consider a couple of 

examples. In Exodus we hear two different accounts of the parting of the Red Sea as 

Israel tries to escape the Egyptian army. One says God  parted the waters. Another 

passage says a strong east wind did it by blowing all night. One account of the 

resurrection says the women who came to the tomb saw two angels while another says 

they saw one. First, we need a sense of perspective. The bible could well be infallible in 

all its teachings, its message, even wile being fallible in incidental details like these. 



(Remember divine and human authors). With regard to our two examples, couldn’t God 

have caused the East wind to blow? And perhaps one of the women saw two angels 

while another saw only one. 

Finally, some people find a contradiction in the way that Jesus tells a parable one way in 

one gospel and then tells it a slightly different way or in a different situation in another. 

First, Jesus’ public ministry lasted about 3 years. Isn’t it possible he might have told the 

same basic story slightly differently at two different times?   Also,  the gospels include 

pre-existing material – mostly oral traditions from Jesus’ disciples. Is it surprising that 

they might include these materials at slightly different moments or with slightly different

emphasis?  So much for the Bible not making sense because it is not historical.

2. The bible does not make sense because it does not make “moral” sense 

The bible particularly the Old Testament describes without negative comment many 

things which we clearly understand to be immoral, for example slavery and genocide.

RESPONSE: God's Plan Unfolds in Stages

In referring to the "dark passages" of Scripture, Pope Benedict XVI said this: In 

discussing the relationship between the Old and the New Testaments, the Synod also 

considered those passages in the Bible which, due to the violence and immorality they 

occasionally contain, prove obscure and difficult.

Here it must be remembered first and foremost that biblical revelation is deeply rooted 

in history. God’s plan is manifested progressively and it is accomplished slowly, in 

successive stages and despite human resistance.

In other words, when reading the Bible we must bear in mind the particular stage of 

God's plan that a passage deals with. We cannot simply take a passage at random and 

claim that it is a direct expression of God's will for all ages or for our own.



This is what Pope Benedict means when he stresses that biblical revelation "is deeply 

rooted in history" and that God's plan "is manifested progressively . . . in successive 

stages."

 Man Resists God's Plan

Pope Benedict also notes that God's plan is accomplished "despite human resistance."

In other words, we resist God's plan, and this has left traces in Scripture as well. 

Therefore, if we read a passage in the Bible that is disturbing, it may be a result of man's

resistance to God, not an expression of God's ultimate will.

God's Plan in Outline

The reason concerns the basic outline of God's plan. Pope Benedict explains: “God 

chose a people and patiently worked to guide and educate them.”

Regarding slavery, as Verbum Domini puts it, “The bible is the word of God in the 

words of men.” 

The institution of slavery was taken for granted in most ancient cultures”, “and is 

therefore it is not surprising that Biblical authors would refer to it even without 

criticism, but attention to the trajectory of the Bible as a whole reveals that the 

justification of slavery is not something that we can say: “the Bible teaches,” which is 

precisely why the fight against slavery in our western culture was led by people deeply 

shaped by the Scriptures.” 

There is much MUCH more that can be said about these two umbrellas these two way’s 

the bible doesn’t make sense – and as I mentioned, I’m going to talk about another of 

them next week. But for now we will turn away from these questionsn, and turn back to 

our life together as a Christian community. And so continue together today in prayer in 

faith, and in thanksgiving



ihttps://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/people-cultures-in-the-bible/jesus-historical-jesus/did-jesus-exist/
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