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55  MMiissccoonncceeppttiioonnss  aabboouutt  tthhee  BBiibbllee

SSeeaannMMccDDoowweellll..oorrgg

The Bible is the most influential book of all time. Given its impact over literature,

history, governments, philosophy and more, it should come as no surprise that there

are many misconceptions about its nature. Christians need to avoid these

misconceptions because Paul said, “Do your best to present yourself to God as one

approved, a worker who has no need to be ashamed, rightly handling the word of

truth” (2 Tim. 2:15).

It is also critical for non-Christians to avoid these misconceptions. After all, in my

experience and research, many non-believers reject the Christian faith as a result of

one of these misconceptions. If non-believers are going to reject Christianity, they at

least need to know what it really teaches rather than rejecting a straw man.

Here are my top five misconceptions of the Bible:

MMYYTTHH  ##11::  TThhee  BBiibbllee  iiss  aa  mmaaggiiccaall  bbooookk. People often use the Bible to find God’s will

for their lives by randomly opening the pages and drawing conclusions from the first

passage they read. I have seen people blindly open the Bible, point their finger at a

random passage, and then finding meaning for their present predicament from the

particular passage. Such an approach is more like magic than good exegesis. Since

the Bible condemns the use of magic (Mal. 3:5; Rev 22:15), but encourages careful

study (Titus 1:9), we should avoid using it in such a mystical fashion.

MMYYTTHH  ##22::  TThhee  BBiibbllee  iiss  aa  lliitteerraall  bbooookk..  The Bible undoubtedly includes factual

material, which is meant to be taken literally, such as the claim that John preached a

baptism of repentance during the reign of Tiberius Caesar (Luke 3:1-3), or that Jesus

experienced crucifixion (Mark 15). But the Bible also has poetic and metaphorical

language not meant to be taken literally. For instance, Isaiah 52:10 says: “The Lord has

bared his holy arm before the eyes of all the nations, and all the ends of the earth shall

see the salvation of our God.” The “arm” of the Lord does not refer to God’s physical

arm and is not meant to be taken literally. Rather, it refers to His power against his

enemies.
[1]

 The Bible frequently uses a variety of literary means to express important

truths.

MMYYTTHH  ##33::  TThhee  BBiibbllee  iiss  aa  ttiimmeelleessss  bbooookk. The Bible undoubtedly has timeless



principles and application, but it is a mistake to conclude that each passage in the

Bible is written in a timeless manner for all people, in all places, and for all times. In

his teaching on The Sermon on the Mount, for instance, Jesus made use of particular

cultural and religious ideas to communicate a broader message. According to R.T.

France, “The beatitudes thus call on those who would be God’s people to stand out as

different from those around them, and promise them that those who do so will not

ultimately be the losers.”
[2]

 While this truth is transcendent, it does rely upon certain

cultural understandings. The Bible has timeless application, but it was written in a

way to be intelligible to its contemporaries.

Paul Woolley has said it well: “All Scriptural statements must be understood and

applied in the light of the conditions and circumstances which they were intended to

describe or under which they were originally written. The truth of these statements,

in the strict sense, is not dependent upon those circumstances but the meaning

frequently is, and the truth can only be understood if the meaning is understood.”[3]

MMYYTTHH  ##44::  TThhee  BBiibbllee  iiss  aa  sscciieennccee  bbooookk. The Bible was written (roughly) between

3,000-1,600 years before the Scientific Revolution. While there were precursors to

modern science in cultures such as ancient Greece, the modern scientific enterprise

did not emerge until at least a millennia and a half after the close of the biblical

canon. This doesn’t mean that there may not be some intersection between the Bible

and modern science—such as the claim that the universe had a beginning (Gen 1:1)

or that animals were made according to their kinds (Gen 1:25)—but it should caution

us from too eagerly finding scientific confirmation from a book written in a very

different age.

MMYYTTHH  ##55::  TThhee  BBiibbllee  iiss  aa  rruulleebbooookk. The Bible certainly has rules to direct people

how they ought to live. Both the Israelites in the Old Testament and the modern

church have received commandments to rule their behavior (e.g. Exodus 19;

Ephesians 5:1-21). But the Bible is not primary a rulebook, such as the Chess Rules &

Basics (https://www.chess.com/article/view/chess-rules--basics). Rather, the Bible is

about God entering into relationship with His people. Sure, there are commandments

we need to follow to relate to a holy God, but the rules exist as an extension of God’s

character so we can be in loving relationship with Him and other people (Matthew

22:34-40).

SSeeaann  MMccDDoowweellll,,  PPhh..DD.. is a professor of Christian Apologetics at Biola University, a



best-selling author of over 15 books, an internationally recognized speaker, and a

part-time high school teacher. Follow him on Twitter: @sean_mcdowell and his blog:

seanmcdowell.org.
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