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Lesson 1: Student Resource Sheet 1

How do Christians understand the Bible?

1. Reading the Bible as if it were ‘literally’ describing the world 

Some Christians believe the Bible is the exact word of God and is literally true. That means, if the Bible says God created the world in six days then it was six days and not seven. When it says that the snake spoke to Eve and questioned her about the fruit in the tree, then it did. 

A fundamentalist has no trouble with this way of reading the text. Many Christians however feel that to make real sense of the story you must look for a deeper meaning. For example, when the writer of Genesis says creation took place in six days, they would say that the key point being made is that God was the power behind creation, however long it took. What about the snake? Many Christians would see this element of the story as symbolic. The snake, representing evil, succeeds in persuading Eve to disobey God. Most Christians would see this part of the story as an attempt to identify human frailty and understand the way we make mistakes.

The Big Bang Theory: ‘a fundamentalist’s nightmare.’ 

Holding on to a literal interpretation of the Genesis creation narrative is impossible for many Christians because of scientific discoveries and theories such as the ‘Big Bang’. According to this theory the universe started in unimaginable heat between 10 and 20 billion years ago. The current state of the universe is a result of this ‘explosion’ - stars, planets and other forms of matter developed and are still developing from this beginning. There is some important evidence for this theory. The universe is still expanding and this can be measured. The original heat is detectable with scientific instruments.
This clearly is not a theory welcomed by fundamentalists, who take the Biblical creation narrative literally. The Big Bang and a literal reading of the first two chapters of Genesis do not sit very comfortably with each other. So, Christian fundamentalists discard the Big Bang theory.

But is it so easy to discount the scientific evidence? 

How might a Christian live with the scientific account? 

1    Many Christians read the Genesis creation narrative as they would a poem, conscious of language used figuratively.  They would certainly look for meaning within the stories but not a literal meaning. The Genesis creation stories, for instance, tackle huge themes like obedience, humanity’s relationship with God, evil and suffering, knowledge, relationships, right and wrong, as well as why we are here at all. 

2    Augustine, as far back as the early years of the 5th century AD, read the Genesis ‘days’ of creation in a non-literal way. He argues that God’s plan of creation had been conceived all at once, but that the growth and development of the world would have taken longer than six periods of 24 hours.  He also taught that God created time itself. If St. Augustine, one of the great Fathers of the Church, thought in this way all those centuries ago, the fundamentalist approach to the creation narratives is, arguably, an aberrant modern one. 

3    Some Christians see the laws of nature as evidence of an intelligent Creator. To them, the Genesis stories give clues about the nature of this Creator. 

4    For many Christians, religion and science complement each other to give a more complete picture of the world and humanity’s place in it, science dealing with the how questions and religion dealing with the why questions. 
5    For some Christians, the balance of energy and matter in the universe is so delicate that it points to a mastermind behind it all – a Creator. It could not, on this view, have happened by chance - there are just so many things that had to be exactly the way they are on earth for them to be at all, that the ‘God hypothesis’ becomes the only one that fits. 

6    Others say that God works through the laws of nature. These Christians would see evolution, for example, as a mechanism through which God is involved with the world. Many Christians accept the theory of evolution. What’s more there are evolutionary scientists who are also Christians. There are also some scientists who are not so sure that evolutionary theory answers all the questions of how life developed here on earth…..
Something to consider:

From what you have read today how would you respond to this statement?

‘Christians have nothing to fear from science.’ 
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