
"I would have you know the magnitude of the struggle in which I am engaged... that they 

may be led to a complete comprehension of God's secret which is nothing less than 

Christ."   (St. Paul) 

 

THE CHRISTIAN LEARNS HIS FAITH 

 

 A Series of Studies on the Christian Faith and Life set out in the framework of the 

Emmaus Road, as described in St Luke's Gospel, Chapter 24, vv. 13 to 35- 

 

(11) THE RESURRECTION. 

(12) "ACCORDING TO THE SCRIPTURES".  

(13) MAN IN THE GOSPEL.  

(14) JUSTIEICATTON. 

(15) THE BELOVED COMMUNITY.  

(16) THE HOLY SPIRIT. 

(17) "THE BREAKING OE THE BREAD".  

(18) THE LORD OE TIME.  

(19) THE DYING DAY: "ABIDE WITH US". 

(20) "I BELIEVE". THE NATURE OF FAITH. 

 

  These are the themes it is hoped to treat during the year 1964, at bi-monthly intervals. 

They continue the earlier studies, 1 to 10, issued between September, 1962 and 

December, 1963. 

 

  The immediate connection of a title with the Emmaus Story may not always be 

apparent, or, indeed, present. But each belongs squarely with the heritage of Christian 

conviction and commitment towards which that journey moved. These are some of the 

milestones of its perpetual renewal in our hearts and times. 
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"ACCORDING TO THE SCRIPTURES" 

 

 "I am appealing to you on behalf of Onesimus, the son of my imprisonment. He did you 

an ill service once, but now both to you and me he can be serviceable. I am sending him 

back to you: make him welcome for my heart goes out to him."     How private it all 

seems. Why should we be reading it? Why should it be 'Scripture'? It even goes on: "And 

also get a lodging ready for  me."  Is it not all very much an intimate and inconsequential 

document, a relic rather than a Scripture, an interesting bit of 1st century Roman 

correspondence not a guide-print for all time? 

 

 And is there not so much more elsewhere in Holy Writ that looks remoter still from us 

and our concerns? "After him arose Jair, a Gileadite, and judged Israel twenty and two 



years and he had thirty sons who rode on thirty ass colts and they had thirty cities... and 

Jair died."  Has this detail any power to guide us now? Or "Asa slept with his fathers... 

and they buried him in his own sepulchres... and laid him in a bed filled with sweet 

odours and divers kinds of spices prepared by the apothecaries' art."  Embalmers may 

find some intriguing surmise to explore in this narrative. But is the chronicler doing more 

than occupy a professional historian?          

 What, too, of the old fashioned language, the distant idiom? "Asa slept with his 

fathers..."  Modern man does not write of death in these terms.  We know what the story 

intends, but only when we take care to put ourselves back into an  archaic world, in a way 

that most contemporaries will not trouble to do, or maybe should not be required to 

attempt.  In other places the metaphor and meaning are stranger still. "Many oxen are 

come about me, fat bulls of Bashan close me in on every side."  It is clear the poet is in 

deep waters we should like to share.  But his language shrouds them in the mist of time 

and puzzlement 

 "The word of the Lord came unto Jeremiah, saying: What do you see?  And I said: I 

see a rod of an almond tree.  And He said: You have seen well, I will hasten my word to 

perform it."  There is surely something here, but it is opaque to our intelligence unless we 

can light upon some elusive clue.  As it reads, there is no obvious connection or sequence 

in the exchange.  Or again: "This Agar is Mount Sinai in Arabia and answers to 

Jerusalem which now is and is in bondage."  Plainly this is more than geography: but how 

is the reader to reach its intent? 

 If it is not the idiom and metaphor which elude and confuse us, or some undetected 

play on words, there are passages we have to contend with where the original text would 

seem to be problematic. "Rebuke the company of the spearmen, the multitudes of the 

bulls with the calves of the people, till every one submits himself with pieces of silver."  

Here the sense is as taxing as the nails of Ecclesiastes, "fastened by the masters of the 

assemblies which are given from one shepherd." 

 Yet more searching is the sense the discerning reader has of 'tensions' between the 

core of the Old Testament and that of the New.  Examples are several and weighty.  One 

here must suffice.  In the Psalms, all too often, the impression left with the student is that 

evil consists in enmity to the psalmist, who seems to see the world in sharp black and 

white with the onus almost always on the outsider, the other party, the wicked doer.  

"Thou hast also given me the necks of mine enemies, that I might destroy them that hate 

me." The singer seems in danger of identifying God's enemies with his own, and his 

prosperity with the triumph of the good.  In the New Testament, the diagnosis of evil is 

always inward.  Self-righteousness is chastened with the sharpest reproach, rather than 

allowed as a clue to God's approval. 

 All these, perhaps in too crudely stated disproportion, are the hurdles we must take in 

studying the rich and strenuous meaning of the great Biblical and credal phrase 

"according to the Scriptures." There is yet another issue also.  The Christian community 

takes and acknowledges these Scriptures, in the terms we must examine. We read, mark, 

learn and digest, for example, these 'private' epistles. We take Philemon as if it were 

meant for our perusal: we assume it is right to join ourselves to Romans or Colossians of 

those many centuries gone, and share their correspondence. 

  But why these particular documents? Is not the collection itself, what it contains and 

what it excludes, a question ? Why these letters, and not others? Others there evidently 



were: the epistles that find place drop hints to that effect. "Read the epistle sent to 

Laodicea." (Col. 4.16) We should wish to: but where is it?  The opening of St. Luke tells 

of many writers setting down 'gospels.'  But in the New Testament are only four.  What 

happened to the rest? 

 Coming into the matter this hard, and honest way, we are confronted with five areas of 

duty in trying to set down the shape of our task in believing and receiving our faith 

"according to the Scriptures."  When we have faced and wrestled with these we shall be 

ready to set out the Bible's relation to our minds and wills under three metaphors.  There 

are few more urgent or rewarding tasks in a right and patient learning of our faith. 

 In so doing we are certainly in line with one of the main features of the Emmaus 

conversation.  We shall be taking its theme of "the things concerning Jesus in all the 

Scriptures" in order to see there both our duties and our dependence. 

 

(a) "ACCORDING TO THE SCRIPTURES:" OUR DUTIES 

 

(I) TEXT AND READING.  The simplest point comes first.  Our earlier quotations from 

Ecclesiastes and Psalm 68 have to do with it.  There are those passages where the 

Hebrew, and more seldom the Greek, of the original seem to preclude any ready exegesis.  

The Book of Job, for example, and, occasionally, Proverbs, involve the Hebraist in 

serious difficulty over the text.  In the New Testament there are occasions from time to 

time where we cannot be quite sure, textually, what St. Paul or St. John intend us to read. 

 An immediate consideration, however, is the relative rariety and unimportance of 

these passages.  They do not affect the main sense or the general intention of the writings 

where they occur.  There is in fact no book in the Bible and no relevant theme or issue 

radically impeded by textual questions.  One has to go into the by-ways and backwaters 

of the deep stream of Biblical significance to find examples at all.  When we meet them, 

they may perplex or even tantalise our desire for clarity: but they do not deprive us of 

wisdom unto salvation or deny us the mind of the Scriptures. 

 Moreover, their existence serves to keep us aware of the documentary character of our 

sources, which have come mediated to us by the patience, the honesty, even the tedium,  

of  scribes, copyists, and memorisers.  This, of course, is implicit in the very word 

'scripture.'  A vast scholarship has been expended on the Biblical text.  For the New 

Testament, there are about 4,700 manuscripts and at least one hundred thousand patristic 

quotations or allusions.  The manuscripts go back to the Chester Beatty papyrii and the 

Bodmer papyri, both of the 3rd century A.D., the former containing most of the New 

Testament and the latter two Gospels and three Epistles.  There are, too, the Codex 

Sinaiticus and the Codex Vaticanus of the 4th century, and the Codex Ephraemi 

Rescriptus of the 5th century. 

 All these Greek texts, of course, far antedate the possibility of any corruption or 

alteration arising from factors having to do with Christian reactions to Islam.  Besides the 

Greek sources, there are early versions in Armenian, Latin, Coptic and Syriac, as well as 

the patristic citations and lectionaries of various churches.  Scholars have to beware of 

necessarily assuming that an earlier source is, for that reason alone, the more reliable.  

The first concern of all such scholarship is the arrival at what the New Testament writers 

actually wrote. 



 Just as the Church had to make decisions (see below) about the Canon, so we still have 

to use our minds in decisions about the text.  We, or textual scholarship on our behalf, 

must watch, by inter-text comparison, for places where a scribe has omitted a word or 

clause in copying, or duplicated a phrase in error, or been confused by lack of 

punctuation, or mistaken the point of a citation.  By study of variant readings, it is also 

necessary to be alert for theological influences which operate through 'improvements' of 

grammar, interpolation or changes of emphasis and terminology. 

 These issues have great fascination both for their content and for their spiritual 

'fittingness.'  Vigilance of mind. and honesty of soul are Surely proper accompaniments 

to the acknowledgement of revelation.  The only possible escape from such necessity 

would be the impossible assumption that Divine action had somehow immunised 

successive documents from the ordinary fallibilities of penmanship.  Should the Divine 

principle of creative trust and co-operative enablement, so evidently at work with the 

prophet or the apostle in the gist of the Scriptures, be abandoned in the lesser role of the 

scribe?  Can we suppose the Biblical copyist infallibilised in his task where the 

inspiration itself came not to automata but to men in the Spirit? 

 Our need for textual comparison and vigilance is, then, as it should be and takes its 

part in a true reception of the Scriptures.  But what of its achievements ?  How confident 

can we be in our present Biblical texts, belonging as they do to the 3rd century, with 

fragments, and ample quotations, from still earlier times, but with no definitive version of 

the New Testament extant from the Ist century?  If One should come to light would it 

seriously revise our oldest texts? 

 The answer to that question cannot be categorical. But there is ground for reasonable 

confidence. The question merges into the larger issue of history and theology, in their 

mutual relation, from the genesis of the Church. What we can at least say negatively is 

that there are in fact only a very few important passages in the New Testament where 

conclusive proof exists of textual emendation after the 3rd century. The chief examples 

are the ending of St. Mark (16.9-20); the story of the woman taken in adultery (St. John 

8.2-11); the precise position of the doxology in Romans 16.25-27 and what should, or 

should not, precede it after 14-23; the phrase "in Ephesus" in Eph. I.I; and the two verses 

in I John 5-7-8. 

 These are noteworthy but in no sense vital. It seems fair, from numerous 

considerations, to have a sober confidence that the degree of fidelity obtaining between 

the 3rd and the 10th centuries obtained no less certainly between the 1st and the 3rd. 

Such a reasonable expectation would give us sufficient, if still undemonstrable, ground 

for the belief that the New Testament Scriptures are 'sufficient' as sources of the 

definitive words and deeds of Jesus. There is no space here to examine the Old Testament 

situation textually. We may content ourselves with the conviction that we share with the 

two disciples on the road to Emmaus the accessibility of "Christ in all the Scriptures" and 

that we have in dependable possession the documentation of the history which, in their 

setting, still awaited the long and patient processes of its distillation into writing, into 

scripture, into manuscript, where our contemporary textual scholarship meets and sifts it. 

 That activity is still proceeding. There is, therefore, nothing improper, nothing 

dissuasive, for the Christian mind in the fact that he can only possess and trust his 

Scriptures, with an open intelligence and the reverent scrutiny of an unceasing erudition. 

No one who has understood the meaning of the Incarnation would want it otherwise. 



 

(2) CONTEXT AND POINT.  But given the text of the Bible as purely and surely as 

active textual study can present it through all the technicalities of comparison, what of the 

exegesis when the text is reached? The two tasks merge together no doubt but must be 

differentiated here, as they often are in fact. What are we to say of that long, varied, 

crowded panorama of Biblical history, of event and story, song and prophecy? Here we 

come back to Jair with his thirty sons and cities, and to Asa sleeping with his fathers amid 

the arts of the apothecary. 

 We come, of course, to much more than that. But we must learn to take all together in 

the vast perspective of the Bible, from Eden to Patmos, from the man in the land of Uz to 

the prisoner of Rome. Our earlier Studies of "All the Prophets" and "God in History" 

(Nos. 5 and 6), have provided us with the clue and the thread. Jair and Asa, and the long 

procession of other figures, take their place in an interpretation of history which sees God 

at work, chastening, providing, revealing, convicting, saving. We need not be impatient, 

as for example was H. G. Wells, with what he regarded as the tedious insignificance of an 

obscure succession of kings. There is a tremendous chorus of meaning which carries 

forward all inconsequential eddies on its broad bosom. 

 The Bible, it must be understood, sees the macrocosm in the microcosm, sets the 

universal in the particular, educates by concentration and illustrates the ultimate in the 

ephemeral.  Through one nation all mankind may discover their destiny: through human 

waywardness distilled into one drama all men may read their nature and God's ways.  

There is a cumulative and a climactic quality about the whole with plenty of love for the 

minor characters, who in life as well as the Bible are so many. 

 It was just this central 'thematic' concern of the Scriptures which Jesus took for His 

text on the Emmaus road. The purpose of God, to, in, through, and with, the Christ, is 

great and sure enough to carry with it, as raw material and evidence, as preparation and 

background, the Jairs and Asas of the whole. They are parties in a whole much bigger 

than themselves and have their place, with larger figures, in the Old Testament's 

experience of human waywardness and Divine compassion. These two, in their inter-

action, move towards the culmination of each in the drama of the rejection of God and 

the redemption of men which centre in the Cross of Jesus. 

 

    "Not Chaos, not  

The darkest pit of lower Erebus,  

Nor aught of blinder vavancy, scooped out  

By help of dreams, can breed such fear and awe  

As fall upon us when we look  

Into our minds, into the mind of man." 

 

 This is the Biblical depth, searched and laid bare in the token history of flood and 

family, famine and provision, oppression and exodus, territory and exile, kings and 

people, temple and profanation, law and love, which compose the canvas of Old 

Testament life. Through all runs the calling of God to man for the co-operation in love of 

which the law was the core, the temple the sign, and the land the pledge given by God 

and taken by man. 



 It follows that exegesis must always come back to this total end and sum of the whole, 

rather than search for proof texts and artificial fulfilments. Each particular context is to be 

interpreted as within the over-all economy of the Divine redemptive purpose. This 

provides the clue whereby to understand the oft repeated New Testament refrain: "That it 

might be fulfilled which was spoken by the prophet..."  As we saw in our earlier study of 

the prophets, the important thing is not some circumstantial recurrence of detail but the 

inner logic of the same kind of moral and spiritual truth. 

 "According to the Scriptures" has to do with a living principle of integrity. Truly, the 

evangelist is sometimes attracted by the recognition of an incidental parallel. The infant 

Jesus, sheltered in Egypt from Herod, reminds him at the return to Nazareth that "out of 

Egypt" God "called His Son" Israel. The massacre of the Innocents recapitulates the 

sorrows of Rachel in the miseries and upheavals of Jeremiah's generation. But usually, 

within the incidental circumstance lies the deeper spiritual affinity and it is this which 

serves to bind the one event which anticipates with the other that 'fulfills.'  Thus the 

Scriptures comprise an index of moral and theological precedent and realisation. 

 We must always remember, however, that the fulness has to control and discipline the 

shadow, the climax dominate and the early foreshowings serve. Much exegesis has gone 

awry for failing to keep this in view or by inverting the relationship and subjecting the 

New to the partial or imperfect prelude of the Old. 

 Take the famous passage in Isaiah 7·10-17 about the child Immanuel and the sign to 

Ahaz, King of Judah - a monarch caught in an alarming foreign conspiracy against his 

kingdom. He was assured by the 'sign' of the child that in the brief space it takes to pass 

through infancy the threatening coalition would have disintegrated. A birth, in that sense, 

will mark the beginning of the end of the evil which confronts him and he is to abide in 

confidence and peace of heart. 

 Clearly on every count a much deeper, larger, greater wonder lies in the 'fulfilment' in 

the birth of the prince and saviour, whose coming in weakness not merely registers a 

phase in the collapse of danger but itself inaugurates a Divine redemption of the human 

scene. Yet the timeliness, the simplicity, the unwonted form, of the occasion in Isaiah 

leave an echo in history where the mightier wonder can be set. This is the nature of 

Biblical fulfilment and we must always be careful to see the waymark under the authority 

of the destination and to look, not for crude proof-texts but for vital and inward clues. 

 Such was always the concern of our Lord Himself. When, for example, He asked the 

urgent question: "How then shall the Scriptures be fulfilled that thus it must be?" (St. 

Matt. 26.1-4), the necessity of the travail of the Son of Man was not a verbal one, arising 

from the fact that earlier prophets had so written. For this would leave the crucial 

question of how they came by the authority to prescibe it so. Their insight came from the 

same truth operative in the Messiah, namely that love and loyalty in the evil situation find 

the dimension of suffering inescapable. The prophets knew this inwardly. It was within 

their own obedience that they anticipated the Christ. 

 All this we have seen in the earlier Study on "All the Prophets" and in the outline on 

"God in History." The Bible is to be Seen and taken as a gathered whole, where God's 

ways with men and men's salvation in God move to their climax while disclosing their 

mysteries, their costliness, their power and glory. Each episode must be taken within the 

authority of the whole and of the end, and in patient reckoning with its setting and its 

time. 



 

 (3) IMAGE AND IDIOM. But when we are ready for the context and the point, the 

particular in the whole, there are still those "oxen... of Bashan," the puzzling almond tree 

and the virgins with their oil.  What is our duty with the images and the idiom that may 

be far from our usage or opaque to our minds? 

 We need first the proportions of humility. It would be idle to suppose our own 

familiars universal or to take what is congenial as if it were total. All times and cultures 

think and speak in images and figures, in story and metaphor. The unity of times and 

places in a common humanity makes translation always possible. Idiom does not 

imprison meaning: rather it holds it in trust. To say "an enemy came and sowed tares 

among the wheat" may have little savour for a garage mechanic in Cairo. But he will 

know that malice can throw a spanner into the works and that there are defects which 

cannot be corrected without risking total loss. 

 The Bible, like all other literature and faith in this respect, relies on the particular. This 

is clearly the principle of the Incarnation itself.  Truth cannot be 'in history' without 

clothing in some piece of it: the abiding weds with the passing, the essential with the 

circumstantial. The woman at Sychar's well departs and with her that method of drawing 

water. But the thirsty soul persists through all the developments of plumbing and the 

invitation of the Christ holds good whether men turn a tap (or a faucet) or women bear a 

pitcher. The Palestinian, the 1st century, the Graeco-Roman, the agrarian, belong with the 

setting of the New Testament: but they bear and embody the eternal in the flux and 

transience of time. 

 It is well to remember that the mentality and idioms of a time that draws its metaphors 

from engines, laboratories, techniques and sciences are no more 'right' than those which 

live with yokes and winnowing and weather. Men in the west may have distanced 

themselves from the Scriptural idiom and be total strangers to shepherds. But multitudes 

of humanity are still close to the images of the Bible. There are whole areas where an 

African exegesis, for example, in its sense of human solidarity, of the dead and of the 

family, brings whole stretches of both Testaments into vivid colour which western 

neglect finds pale and dim. 

 But this is not to say that only the antiquarian or the primal can 'possess' the living 

Scriptures. Whatever the characteristic idiom of our speech and thoughts, the meaning 

will employ and infuse it, given humility and sincerity. In this posture as readers and 

learners, we must of course be on the look out for the deliberate Greek or Hebrew sense 

of words, the subtle ambiguities, the eloquent affinities of usage, the untranslateable but 

not inaccessible turns of phrase, with which all great literature abounds. 

 Take Jeremiah and the almond tree in his first Chapter. The almond is the first of the 

blossoming trees in the spring. Eager and early, it seems a symbol of the alert and 

expectant Lord, Who tirelessly watches over the world of history. This poetic truth is 

housed in a single play on words about the almond-watcher impossible to render in 

English, but forceful in its own place. 

 Or there are the nuances of meaning which illuminate the sense of things. Take the 

'liberty' so frequent in St Paul's terminology, and sometimes translated in English as 

boldness, frankness, plainness of speech, and the like. This parrhesia  was the freedom of 

the Athenian citizen who could speak his mind without intimidation from his hearers or 

evasiveness in his theme. The Christian has a like liberty in the relationships of the 



Church and in the trust of the faith. Or take the intriguing phrase about the law being our 

"schoolmaster to bring us unto Christ," (Gal. 3-24) where the Greek metaphor has to do 

with the slave who made sure the schoolboy got to school. So the law, in its claims and 

reproaches, kept men from playing truant from reality on the way to Christ in Whom its 

righteousness truly lay. 

 "Turn our captivity, 0 Lord, as the rivers in the south," sang the psalmist. A simple 

image, and at first a puzzling one, until one remembers the Negev, the barren territory 

beyond Beersheba, where the winter rains create sudden streams in the midst of 

barrenness and bear witness to an eruptive and creative power such as alone could turn 

the hopelessness of exile. The metaphor lives in the soul and in the soil: its translation is a 

summons to our alertness. Like New Testament 'mystery' itself (to use one of its most 

inclusive words) Bible language offers its fulness only to the wistful and the urgent. 

 "For the kingdom of Heaven" in another striking metaphor "suffereth violence and the 

violent take it by force." (St. Matt. 11.12) Here our Lord seems to be deliberately making 

a risky paradox. In that turbulent day there were numerous angry and militant efforts after 

Jewish liberation and God's reign, which His whole policy strenuously rejected. Yet the 

urgency of that 'violence' intending God's kingdom, the quality of a determination which 

would allow no obstacle to deter or dissuade it - these must characterise in the Spirit all 

who would find Christ. The kingdom of Heaven, we may say, is not for the well-disposed 

but for the desperate. It invites not men's patronage, but their passionate yearning and 

devotion. Thus our Lord strikes parables even from situations He transforms. 

 Or take the lucid metaphor in the same chapter about the robust fidelity of John the 

Baptist. "Did you go out to see a reed bowed in the wind?" (v. 7). Were the edges of 

Jordan lined with those tall rushes that bent their whole length at the bluster of the breeze, 

close to the place of baptism? Or is it the reed which quivers in the pipe at music time? 

For of John we could say: 

 

"Blest are those 

Whose blood and judgement are so well commingled 

That they are not a pipe for fortune's finger 

To sound what stop she pleases." 

 

 And, still in the compass of the same chapter, that telling picture of the disgruntled 

hearers and the children in the marketplace, liking neither the merry tunes that call to the 

dance, not yet the sombre apearing of the mourners. Our Lord's hearers knew these 

games around the village pump and every listener took the point against the people who 

quarrelled with both John and Jesus and cancelled out their case. There was humour, 

happy and incisive, in the figure; and laughter echoing round the fringes of the crowd. 

 Our task of study and of imagination is to capture and release the vigour of the 

Scriptural idiom. "According to the Scriptures" is not wholly, even mostly, heavy dogma 

and ponderous treatise: it is not punditry and tedium. For those with eyes and ears it is a 

lively and a living world, where an endless wealth of imagery and a fertile range of idiom 

await our active recognition. If we will tune our thought to their texture and our wills to 

their intention we shall find both wisdom and delight. And, for the most part, if obscurity 

remains we must trace it to ourselves, our dullness or our sloth. 

 



 (4) CONTENT AND CONSENSUS. Our fourth duty belongs to what is called the 

Canon. Those 'scriptures' outside our New Testament - what of them? Are there not 

Gospels of Nicodemus and Thomas, of Peter and Barnabas?  And do we not read of 

epistles extra to those we call canonical?  What should we say of the silences and the 

selections within the Canon?  Does it not imply that the Church has some kind of veto or 

authority over the contents of the volume?  And there is the related question, so frequent 

in our situation in the Middle East, about the plurality of the Gospels. Why four now if 

there were several once? Should there not be only one by an extension of the principle 

that reduces them to four? 

 First the issue of authority within the Canon. The 'choice' lay of course with the 

Church and was not entirely final until the early 4th century (though substantially by the 

second.) There is a considerable history of hesitation in respect of certain letters, like 2 

Peter and Jude, as to whether they were 'in' or 'out'.  And Philemon, with which this 

outline began, likewise, and for the reason there raised. But this 'judgement' of the mind 

of the Church as to the contents of the Canon must be rightly seen and stated. It does not 

argue any power to endow the writings with revelatory status, or to make them, in the 

essential sense, Scriptures.  It is, on the  contrary, an authority only of recognition. 

 The Canon is determined over a prolonged period and with full and meticulous care, 

on the basis of what writings commended themselves as apostolic and authentic. The 

decision was a verdict about their inherent quality and power. It did not bestow these, but 

sensed them and took pains to ensure their continuity, in the form of the Canon, for all 

time. 

 Conversely, with the rejected claimants or pretender documents. Even a cursory study 

of these in the Apocryphal New Testament (edited by M. R. James) will reveal how 

inferior they are in their general discipline, concern and approach. The 'miracles' they 

record are sometimes extraneous and have no bearing on the essential Gospel. Their 

character serves by contrast to emphasise the different quality of the Scriptures of the 

New Testament and to illustrate what it was to which the mind of the Church brought the 

tribute of recognition.  Canonisation, then, does not invest the Scriptures with their 

worth, but attests it as having convinced and won the acceptance which in turn 

commends and perpetuates it. This is the inter-relation of Church and Scriptures, both of 

which derive from the antecedent fact of Christ Himself. The one is the institutional, the 

other the documentary, consequence of the Incarnate Lord. It is natural and fitting they 

should inter-depend in this way. The community was the matrix of the Scriptures (see the 

final section of Study No. 10 on the Disciples): the Scriptures are the authentic index to 

the truth by which the Church lives. 

 What, in this setting, should be said of the fourfold Gospels? Our being accustomed to 

possessing just that number should not obscure the problem. That several Ventures in 

gospel writing should occur is evident from many factors - geographical dispersion, the 

currency of verbal traditions, local and even personal initiative and also the. desire to get 

away from plurality itself. Men ventured into writing (cf. St. Luke 1.1-4) because they 

wanted to deal with the fact that there were many! In the end, it was the factors leading to 

the increase of gospels which required their reduction to the canonical number. 

 We may set aside, as no more than picturesque, the patristic arguments from other 

fourfold things  e.g. the square, or the points of the compass. The real reason was the very 



desire from which Gospels themselves sprang, namely to do the greatest possible justice 

to the understanding of Jesus. 

 Why, then, it may be asked, did this desire not operate to reduce the gospels to one 

alone?  Does not the idea of a canon at all admit of the logical extension that would 

demand a single account?  Yet this did not happen. The apocryphal were excluded: but all 

instincts to admit only one Gospel were in the end abandoned. Why?  Because, it would 

seem, the Four had established themselves  beyond retreat (The great 'Harmony' of 

Tatian, the Diatessaron, bears witness to their authority.)  These four had spiritual 

affinities with each other that they had with none of the rest. And apostolic authority 

directly behind them deterred their would-be conflators. 

 But the final reason why reduction of the plurality of gospels should stop at these four 

and not go on, by a sort of logical completeness to one, lies in the nature of the faith 

itself. Within limits the Scriptural witness to Christ is rightly complementary and 

'multiple.'  For revelation, as we have often seen, is not dictation.  It leaves room at every 

point for the receptive, co-operating action of the mind and spirit of men. Revelation is in 

fact the correlation between God's giving and our receiving and pre-supposes both. We 

have noted, all through, this pattern of event and apprehension, of history and 

interpretation. It is this principle which allows, indeed requires, us to see in the fourfold 

Gospels a right sort of documentary witness to the fact of Christ.  For apprehension 

receiving truth, history expressing event, can properly be a symphony or harmony of 

several minds, themselves reflecting a still wider field of experience and belief. It takes, 

we may say, a communal 'mind' to enter into Christ and to distil that experience into 

description and scripture. Variety within unity, diversity within consensus, are both what 

we expect and what we find. 

 The plurality of the New Testament letters is much more readily explained. Here the 

factor at work is the physical expansion of the faith. The letters are not in fact grouped in 

any symbolic number, like those in Revelation 1 to 3.  They are diverse and multiple. But 

they do reflect and treat a representative range of Christian issues, moral, cultural and 

personal. In them we may learn how the Church is the Church and share its inward self-

awareness. The range is sufficient but the task is perpetual. So the New Testament letters 

are both regulative and selective, complete as spiritual directive yet only part of an 

ongoing story. We read Romans and Ephesians, and all the rest, as what is there and then 

definitive, while here and now renewed. 

 These matters of the Canon merge into other points arising in the concluding pages. 

Meanwhile that final duty of Biblical integrity. 

 

 (5) Focus And Meaning. We have, in part, anticipated these in section 2.  Is the Bible 

always in agreement with itself in the great truths or its picture of the Divine economy?  

Are the testaments a Unity?  If we proceed "according to the Scriptures" shall we know a 

uniform guidance? 

 The answer must be Yes! if we are ready to see the history of the guidance within the 

guidance itself. There is and must be progression. This is implicit, to look no further, in 

the lex talionis, the law of retaliation: "You have heard that it hath been said... but I say 

unto you." (St. Matt. 5.38 etc). The Bible incorporates the narrative, the vicissitudes, of 

its own culmination within its own story, so that we may learn not only the final and the 



ultimate in Christ, but the partial and the imperfect through which the climax moved to its 

crown. 

 There is a sharp issue here in what relates to liturgical use and public reading of the 

Scriptures, namely how far in Christian worship use should be made of what has been 

transcended or superseded in the movement of Scripture to its goal in Christ. Clearly not 

all the Bible is uniformly akin to the mind of Christ. Yet the presence within the whole of 

these stages of the fulness is, historically, entirely right. For the final only comes in the 

sequel. What it means, where it culminates, and how it completes or corrects, are only 

clear when the whole is known and shown. The revelation belongs in history and the 

history belongs with the revelation. Antecedents are involved in fulfilments and parts in 

the whole. We learn to identify the ever present evils and errors of men by the history 

through which the grace of God wrestled, and when they recur in our midst we can read 

them in the mirror of our salvation. 

 To this metaphor of the mirror we now turn. It is a fitting parable for all the Bible 

means and does for us, both in its Christward progress and its Christly consummation. 

 

(b) "ACCORDING TO THE SCRIPTURES:" OUR DEPENDENCE 

 

 (I) MIRROR AND MAP. Gathering together the results of our careful discussion of 

the main questions belonging to our receiving of the Scriptures, three pairs of metaphors 

enable best a brief conclusion.  It follows from all that has been said about the nature of 

the Bible, the Canon, the particular settings, the texts and versions, that we are 

comparable, as readers and believers, to the users of a mirror and the students of a map. 

 Here we find the epitome of the ways of God with men and of the ways of men 

towards God. Here is "the mirror held up to nature," to human nature, in which we read 

our predicament and our life. Here is the picture of ourselves, here the portrait of our 

Lord. 

 Here is the map which surveys the territory of the soul in the dimensions both of space 

and history, an invitation to explore and dwell in the lands of experience it traces and 

unfolds. There is the same relation between the Bible and the soul and between the map 

and the pilgrimage. "God of Abraham, God of the prophets, God of the psalmists..." as 

Pascal exclaimed:  He is our life and our goal. But we shall find Him as we seek Him in 

the tracing of His pilgrim seekers and finders in the chosen history, the map of our 

common homeland where, in Christ, we are all freemen of the soil by faith and love. 

 

 (2) MINE AND MINT. Gold in currency and currency of gold - this is the double 

nature of study, preaching, interpreting and obeying the Scriptures. Like a mine they 

yield their rich and unique treasure. But like the precious metals of the mine it must come 

through the crucible of care and labour to be minted into the currency of our experience.  

As readers, students and custodians, we must live within the same principles of 

responsible co-operation with the Spirit of God whereby the authorship itself proceeded. 

To take the Bible in any other way would be disloyal to its own genesis. 

 Amos did not have his prophecy except by the fullest alertness, every power at the 

stretch: we shall not have his prophecy in any other way. The seer John, in his Patmos, is 

commanded to write and to seal. He seals because his meaning waits for the reader who 

can come where he was. His message is not some general 'information' taken in at 



random and without conditions. It is a truth reserved for the likeminded, who will 

penetrate in love and learn in 'sympathy.' So, in their own way, all the books of Holy 

Writ.  It is not by vain repetition, either in prayer or study, that we yield ourselves to the 

Holy Spirit. It is in that same giving of all our powers to learn, to perceive, to understand, 

by which the Scriptures came to be written at the first. Our loyalty to them is in the 

fellowship of their own authors. Theirs the treasures which we must "bring forth, new 

and old" in the currency of our day and generation. 

 

 (3) COURT AND APPEAL. So we come to the final sense of the phrase: "according 

to the Scriptures." Here, in the familiar term, is our court of appeal. The Scriptures are 

our frame of reference for faith. Nothing is to be taught or received as of necessity in 

salvation which may not be found in and proved by them. 

 This fact does not preclude, but controls, the sense of our other metaphors of mirror 

and map, mine and mint. By these we do not mean that our responsible relation to the 

Scriptures makes us other than subject to them. All that has been rightly said about our 

active duty with idiom, image, story, development and. consensus, in the Bible, depends 

upon the conviction that the Scripture-making activity of the Spirit, in co-operation with 

the men of the Bible, was definitive and final. 

 It is ours to stand under, and live by, that documentary attestation and description of 

the Christ we love. The event and the history, the law and the love, have received, as we 

believe, not only their entire enactment in what happened, but also their sufficient 

expression in what was written. We do not add, or subtract. Taken as we have outlined, 

the Bible is our criterion. But we must "rightly divide" and wisely multiply that word of 

truth in the patience, the humility, the vigour of our trust of it. For, like the living Christ 

of Whom it tells and the Holy Spirit through Whom it came, it will have no sleeping 

partners. 

 

QUESTIONS FOR STUDY AND DISCUSSION 

 

1. What do you understand by the 'Canon of Holy Scripture’?  What view does it involve 

of the relation of the Church to the Scriptures? 

2. Why were there other writings called gospels and epistles outside the New Testament 

and why did they come to be excluded? 

3. Have you met people for whom the fact of four Gospels was a problem? If so, what 

have you said? 

4. Some of the Fathers found the Epistle to Philemon too 'private' and insignificant for 

Scriptural status. How would you deal with this question, both in that case and in the 

wider field of Biblical contents and particulars? 

5. How would you explain to an interested outsider the subject of textual 'criticism' and 

variant readings in the New Testament ? 

6. Is the fact that our earliest manuscript of the New Testament belongs to the 3rd century 

(apart from fragments and quotations much earlier) a matter of serious disquiet? 

7. Take any suitable chapter (like St Matthew 11 used in the outline) which is rich and 

varied in images and idiom. Practice with yourself and your friends the art of putting 

these, without loss or compromise, into a different currency of speech or culture. 



8. From your ventures under (6) how would you understand the claim of the foregoing 

outline that the Bible calls for active, not passive, responsible, not wooden, attitudes 

on the part of the reader? 

9. Is there a unity in the Bible? In what does it consist? How are the parts related to the 

whole and how is the New seen with the Old? What implications would your answer 

have for the use of the Bible in worship, or in theology? 

10. "The Bible must be read and used as it was written - in living co-operation with the 

Holy Spirit." Explain and discuss. 

11. "Search the Scriptures , . , come unto Me . . ."  (St. John 5.39-40)  Consider this 

passage as both a warning and an exhortation. 


