Briefing Sheet Session 1: Reading Genesis
What does it mean to say that the Bible is inspired? And how should we read it? Most Christians would say that the Bible is the
written word of God, and that when we read it God speaks to us. When we read the Bible, though, we need to keep in mind that
it is a library of different books written in different genres from different historical periods collected together in one volume. For
Christians, the life of Jesus as described in the New Testament marks the fulfillment of the Old Testament, and the Old and New
Testaments taken together reveal who God is, what his purposes for us are, and what he has accomplished for us in Christ.
When we read the Bible, and especially passages like Genesis 1–3, we need to make sure that we are asking appropriate
questions. There is no simple test for working out which questions to ask, but with familiarity and practice in interpreting the
Bible, openness to the interpretations of others, and humility, we can learn how to read it effectively.
The questions to ask could include:

What are the social and historical backgrounds of the texts?
This can involve looking at information both inside and outside the Bible. Outside the text we can look at things like
archaeology, history, and other ancient texts. Information inside the text includes the historical framework in which events are
taking place, such as dates in the books of prophecy. When we read Genesis, knowing something about the rival creation
stories that were well known at the time Genesis was written helps us to better understand its message.

What type of literature is it?
Just as when we read any other kind of book, we need to think carefully about what sort of literature we are looking at, and its
historical context, before we can understand it.
These are a few of the common types of literature in the Bible:
• Apocalypse (e.g., Revelation and part of Daniel)
• Wisdom (e.g., Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes)
• Prophecy (e.g., Samuel, Isaiah, Hosea)
• Law (part of Genesis to Deuteronomy)
• Poetry (e.g., Psalms, Lamentations)
• Letters (e.g., Hebrews, Romans)
• Gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John)
• Parables (scattered through different books, e.g., Jesus’ parables in the Gospels)

How does a text work in the context of the whole Bible?
Where does a book or passage fit in the context of the whole Bible? Where would you place it in the wider framework of
God’s unfolding plans for his people and his creation? How does our understanding of one book affect our understanding
of another?
Often the easiest way to find this sort of information is by consulting commentaries.

Of course, there are still more questions that we need to ask when we read the Bible. If we truly believe that the Bible is God’s
revelation, it’s important to ask questions such as ‘What does this tell me about God?’ and ‘What does this tell me about the
world, and my place in it?’ But answering these questions involves using methods like those outlined above. Finally, while we
need to make sure that we do not try to make the Bible fit our modern culture, we do need to ask what the Bible’s message
means for our lives today.
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