
What is the Bible all about?

Many Christians come to the Bible unsure where to start or how to go about reading 

it. There are many instances of people tackling the Bible for the first time, who open it 

at  Genesis  and start  reading.  Genesis  is  fine -  there are  some great  stories  there. 

Exodus we know goes almost as well, although about halfway through we tend to get 

bogged down with the laws of sacrifices and the sanctuary. Leviticus is even worse, 

with laws and regulations about issues that have very little connection with the world 

we live in today. And that’s about where many people give up, or at least abandon the 

Old Testament, and switch over to the Gospels and start again there. And many people 

never go back to the Old Testament, except perhaps for some of the Psalms, or the 

Proverbs, or maybe some stories from Judges about Gideon and Samson, stories about 

Ruth and Daniel. But the prophets? No way! Most people give them a wide berth, as 

just too difficult to understand and too obscure to be worth persevering with.

So many Christians end up restricting their Bible reading to a few well known stories 

from the Old Testament, some Psalms (particularly for weddings and funerals), and 

the Gospel stories. What about the rest of the New Testament? Well, Acts is not too 

bad - that’s basically a good story about Paul and the early church. The Letters of Paul 

and the others? Well, some is comprehensible, but way too difficult to follow and not 

that easy to interpret either. Just look at the variety of views which people manage to 

extract from those letters, and even Peter admits in his own letter that a lot of what  

Paul wrote was difficult to understand. And as for Revelation - well if many people 

read the whole thing through once that’s a significant achievement, and usually they 

never go back to read it again! It’s just too weird!! Strange animals, eccentric angels, 

warfare with demons, appalling disasters, death and destruction, and a strange ending 

that doesn’t seem to be at all what we expect for ourselves.

So what is the Bible all about? Is it just a collection of strange and unusual stories 

about some even stranger and more unusual people? Is it full of difficult doctrines that 

nobody can really understand? Does it have any relevance or point of connection with 

our  lives  today? We are  all  aware  that  many people  argue about  the  meaning of 

different  texts,  and  often  the  arguments  seem  unresolvable.  Is  there  any  way  to 

determine what the Bible is really trying to say to us? I believe there is, but not if we 

insist on missing out more than we actually read. And not if we insist on separating it 
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into bits and pieces which we take in isolation. And certainly not if we divorce the 

New Testament from the Old Testament.

So how then should we approach the Bible? What sort of book is it, and what is it  

trying to tell us? I believe that we should come to the Bible first of all as a book which 

is telling us a  story. By story I do not mean something made up, something purely 

imaginary or fictional. By story I simply mean that the overall structure and content of 

the Bible  is  a  narrative.  It  does not  primarily  set  out  to  teach us doctrines,  or to 

provide us with ethical standards, or moral maxims, or inspirational poetry, but to tell 

us a story. 

That story flows right through the Bible from beginning to end, tying it all together, 

progressing  from  the  start  through  various  episodes,  diverting  along  the  way  to 

comments on the story, poetic retellings of those episodes, announcements of events 

still to come in the story, and reviews of the episodes already passed. So then, what is 

the story about? Quite simply, the Bible is the story of what God has set out to do, and 

what has become of his plans. It is the story of our relationship with God, and how we 

have responded to him and what we have done with the tasks he has given us to do.

Let us then do a lightning tour of the Bible, a book review if you like, skimming over 

the surface and touching on the high points,  not to neglect  the importance of the 

details, but because a quick overall survey helps us to see where the details fit in and 

what it is all about.

Creation

The story starts  with God creating all  things.  He brought the universe into being, 

preparing all the many stars, planets, and galaxies, and gave them directions to follow, 

his laws which keep all things in being and make them what God intended them to be. 

He then focused on the earth, and by stages prepared this to be a home for living 

things, and in particular, the human beings which he made to take charge of this world 

as his stewards. The world was filled with an enormous variety of creatures: plants, 

minerals, microbes,  birds, insects, animals and fish. Humans were placed here as the 

servants of God, and given the responsibility of caring for all  the other creatures, 

loving them as  God’s  creatures.  They were  also called  to  manage the  world,  not 
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simply maintaining it the way they found it, but exploring it, discovering what could 

be done with it, and bringing into being all that they could invent so as to enhance and 

enrich  the  world  God made for  us  to  live  in.  Humans  were  given the  skills  and 

abilities to carry out this task, and called by God to do what they could, providing that 

all  our  exploration,  development,  and  reshaping  it  was  in  accordance  with  the 

guidelines that God gave: that it was to be done to enhance his glory and reputation 

through what we make of it, and that it was to be shared with all other creatures, and 

between the people themselves, as something entrusted to all of us. And what we can 

make of this world is not what we decide, but is limited by the possibilities which 

God has provided for, in the materials he made available for us to use, in the skills he 

granted to us, and the restrictions he placed upon us as to what we were to do and 

why.

The Covenant Broken

Sadly, this wonderful opportunity given to human beings, to take full responsibility 

for  this  world  as  the stewards  of  God,  soon went  astray.  Instead  of  remaining in 

obedience to the laws which God provided, the first humans decided that they could 

do  without  God’s  guidance,  and  instead  chose  to  follow  their  own  desires.  The 

stewards, created to care for the world, carried out a coup and dethroned the rightful 

sovereign Lord, putting themselves in his place as the rulers over all they could get 

their hands on. And instead of caring for the earth, sharing it with other humans and 

with all the living things God made, they took what they could get for themselves 

without considering the consequences for others or even for themselves after they had 

ruined what had been entrusted to them.

Redemption Initiated

God did  not,  however,  give  up  on  what  he  had  made.  God  asserted  his  rightful 

ownership right at the start, and showed he had no intention of simply walking away 

from his wonderful world, with all the rich variety and diversity of creatures he made 

to inhabit it. Even though his stewards had declared independence and set themselves 

up as rulers in the place of God, he did not simply let them take over, but set to work 

not  only to  re-assert  his  control  again,  but  also to  regain the loyalty  and the  co-

operation of the stewards as well. God set in place ways for people to cope with the 
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devastating effects of their rebellion. Even though they persisted in their delusion that 

they were the equal of God, able to make their own laws for themselves as they saw 

fit,  they still  could not circumvent  the laws which God had established for them. 

These laws should not be seen simply as moral guidelines,  or legislation for civil 

society, the way we think of laws today. Rather, these laws made it possible for human 

beings to do what they do, by providing the conditions and the means to live in this 

world. If those laws are breached, then the consequences rebound on us. God’s laws 

are never just moral codes, or not even primarily moral codes, but directions for every 

aspect and facet of our lives. By giving us laws by which to live, not only are the 

worst  effects  of  human  rebellion  able  to  be  restrained,  but  they  give  us  positive 

direction  to  follow  when  we  are  disoriented  or  uncertain.  The  laws  of  God  are 

redemptive in focus, not restrictive, and are given for our benefit. It is to our own 

disadvantage to disobey them.

The People of Israel

In order to win the allegiance and affection of his people once again, God called out 

from  the  midst  of  the  mass  of  idol-worshipping,  rebellious  humans  one  man, 

Abraham, who almost alone among all those people, was responsive to God. He was 

not perfect, but he obeyed when God told him to leave his own country and travel off 

into the unknown. From the extraordinary birth of Isaac when all hope of offspring 

had gone, God raised up a nation of people from this one faithful man, a nation of 

people who were to be God’s own. This nation of Israel was chosen by God, not to be 

the only ones who were to be saved, but to be the ones through whom God would 

prepare the way for  everyone to be saved. The descendants of Abraham eventually 

went to live in Egypt,  where they grew into a great number,  so much so that the 

Egyptians were threatened by this and enslaved them. After 400 years it was time for 

them to  find  their  independence  again,  and  through  the  mighty  deeds  performed 

through Moses, God released them from their captivity and took them off into the 

desert on the way to the land of Canaan which he had promised to give them. God 

was  with  them to  enable  them to  defeat  the  Canaanites,  idol-worshipping,  child-

sacrificing inhabitants who had been declared worthy of judgement because of their 

wickedness. 
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Israel  conquered the land,  but not the idolatry of its  former inhabitants,  and even 

though God gave them judges like Samson, Gideon, Barak Deborah and Samuel to 

rule them, protecting them from the enemy nations around, and guiding the people in 

their obedience to God, sometimes even these judges themselves led the people into 

idolatry. Eventually they asked God for a king like the other nations had. God was 

distressed at this, not because it was wrong to ask for a king, but because they wanted 

a king for the wrong reasons, and refused to listen to the warnings as to what would 

happen if they persisted in their stubbornness. God was rejected as the king of Israel, 

and they set in place of one of their own to rule over them. The kings of Israel were a 

mixed bunch, starting with Saul, David and Solomon, each with major character flaws 

which meant that they were unsuccessful as kings. Then in the divided kingdom, the 

kings  of  the  northern  tribes  were  uniformly wicked,  engaging  in  unrelenting  idol 

worship and rebellion against God. The kings of the southern tribes were not much 

better, although there were a few outstanding righteous kings. But even they could not 

stem the rebellion, idolatry and injustice of the people.

Time and time again, the people God chose to be his priests, his messengers to the 

world, and the ones who were supposed to be an example to the nations around them, 

abandoned their calling and followed the ways of the people they were meant to show 

how to live God’s way. But in spite of this, God did not abandon them but sent them 

prophets to call the people back to the paths they were meant to follow. Sometimes 

they  listened  and  obeyed,  and  received  blessings  from  God,  at  other  times  they 

refused to pay heed, and continued in their sin. Eventually the northern tribes who 

were wholly taken up in idolatry were taken off into exile,  and disappeared from 

world  history  never  to  be  heard  from  again.  The  southern  tribes  of  Judah  and 

Benjamin were not much better, and it is not to their credit that God sustained them 

through the long years of exile in Babylon, but because God was determined that 

through  the  descendants  of  Abraham he  would  continue  his  mission  to  bring  all 

people back to a loving and responsive relationship with himself.

After the southern tribes were brought back from Babylon to rebuild Jerusalem and 

establish Israel as a nation once again, there were no more kings until shortly before 

the New Testament times, and equally, there was no more idolatry. They had at last 

learned their lesson. But similarly they had failed to grasp just what it was God had 
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intended for them to do and to be. In spite of giving them the prophets, who spoke of 

the tasks the nation was to perform as God’s model for the nations, the people of 

Israel saw themselves as different from those around them because of who they were: 

the children of Abraham, rather than because of what they were meant to be: God’s 

faithful stewards who would demonstrate to the world how to live in obedience to 

God in carrying out the human task of caring for and developing the earth for his 

glory.

God had also given Israel teachers of wisdom, who had discerned what it meant to be 

faithful to God in the rhythms and flow of daily life, and from them we received the 

books of Proverbs, of Job, many of the Psalms, and other writings which spelled out 

how God’s people should live. We have in these writings the practical application of 

the laws, which dealt with broader aspects of the national life of the people of God. 

The wisdom writers indicated how these should be followed in the home, between 

friends, and in daily interaction with their neighbours. In all these writings we learn 

what  it  means to  be the  faithful  stewards  of  God,  and how to live  so as  to  give 

expression of that in our lives so as to demonstrate to the world what sort of people 

God wants his people to be.

The Coming of the Messiah

The people of Israel were sent one final prophet to prepare the way for God’s chosen 

messiah. John the Baptist called the people once more to repentance, and pointed out 

to them that God’s time had now come. The fulfillment of all that had been promised 

and looked for was imminent, and this fulfillment was found in Jesus. And in Jesus 

we find  what  Israel  was meant  to  be  like:  an  obedient  servant  of  God,  one  who 

understood and obeyed the law which God had given to guide them in their task in the 

world, and one who was prepared to offer himself as a sacrifice to complete the long 

process leading to the redemption of all things. The many animal sacrifices made over 

the centuries could not remove the stain of sin from the people, or bring new life to 

them. Instead, they functioned as an anticipation of the full and complete sacrifice 

which God would accept, and provided the IOU which Jesus paid up in full.

Through his life and death, Jesus accomplished all that Israel had been called to be 

and to do in and for the world, as the servants of God. His faithful life, his wise and 
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just teaching, his obedience to God and his willingness to suffer to save the people 

from having to undergo that suffering themselves, accomplished the full redemption 

for all who have faith in Christ as the one who can save them. Israel was summed up 

in Jesus, the faithful Israelite, and all who are joined to him in faith are now part of 

the true Israel, the Israel of God. In his resurrection he triumphed over death and the 

grave, the powers of darkness and destruction, the devil and all his hosts, and he won 

the  victory  that  only  an  obedient  and  faithful  servant  of  God  could  win.  In  his 

ascension to heaven he was acknowledged as victorious, and having been seated with 

God he gave proof of his authority by pouring out the Holy Spirit on his disciples, to 

enable them to do and to be what God has called all human beings to be and to do: 

faithful and obedient servants of God living as he has called all human beings to live. 

What Christ did was unique, never to be repeated, but how he lived is to be the pattern 

for  us,  as Christ  himself  lives  his  life  in and through us to  bring us to  faith  and 

transform us into what God has intended us to be. 

In his life and ministry Jesus called the people of Israel one last time to their task to be 

the priests of God, the witness to the world, the living proof of the wisdom and love 

of God who made all things, and gave his wise and just laws to guide them in their 

task. And this time Israel heard and obeyed, not all of Israel to be sure, but those who 

recognised that in Jesus God had acted to save all humankind, and was extending his 

love and forgiveness to them through faithful Israel. And faithful Israel was no longer 

restricted  to  the  nation of  Israel,  but  was opened to all  those who would be like 

Abraham and respond to God in faith.

The Church

The redemption won by Christ through his obedient life and sacrificial death made it 

possible  for the people of Israel to  follow at  last  their  true vocation,  to be God’s 

people, a nation of priests and a holy kingdom. They were to serve him in bringing the 

message of redemption to the whole world, and to do this both by demonstration of 

the power of God to renew their lives, and by proclaiming the truth about human life, 

its  purpose and destiny.  They were to teach others about the true character of the 

world  we live  in,  God’s  creation,  which  is  constantly  under  his  wise  and  loving 

government and direction. 

© Chris Gousmett, 2016 7



Not only were the people of Israel called to tell others about the God they worshipped, 

they were also to call the nations to abandon their idols, their pretend gods which are 

no gods at all, and to instead place their faith in the God who had made all things. The 

first disciples of Jesus spread through the known world telling all they met of the love 

and justice of God, calling them to repentance and faith. Through their witness the 

church was established, the new community of God’s people,  true to him in their 

service of love, carrying out the human task of caring for the earth and its creatures as 

God’s stewards,  and encompassing people from every tribe and nation.  No longer 

would the people of God be identified by ethnicity, nationality, language group or any 

other human characteristic. Instead, it is now a community which embraces all those 

who have faith in God, the God who created all things and calls all people to serve 

him. The task now placed in front of the church is to continue this witness, living as a 

redeemed community trusting in God, demonstrating how to care for the earth, the 

creatures which live here, how to care for each other and for themselves, and to teach 

others how to do the same. Thus we continue today, calling everyone to repentance 

and to new life in Christ, in which they are renewed and transformed to be the people 

God meant  us  to  be,  carrying  out  in  faithfulness  the  tasks  he  has  given to  us  to 

perform. Instead of doing these tasks in selfishness and rebellion, using the resources 

of the earth for our own benefit or gratification, we will instead begin to serve God 

and to serve others as he has called us to do. This then is what it  means to be a 

follower of God: the loyal and faithful steward of what he has given to us to care for, 

worshipping him alone and depending on him for all that we need. The people who 

are God’s will gather as a community of the redeemed, to support and encourage one 

another in this task, and to fulfil the task together as only a community can do.

The Consummation

What now for us, who live so many centuries after the events recorded in the Bible? 

Well, simply put, there is a gap in the story. We have the first part, which tells us what 

came before, and we have the conclusion of the story, in the book of Revelation as 

well  as  in  several  other  sections  of  the  Old  and  New Testament  where  this  was 

anticipated and predicted. But the in-between has not been written down,  and this is 

where  we come in.  We are  to  immerse  ourselves  in  the  story,  the  beginning,  the 

pitfalls humankind fell into, the paths we were called to follow in the midst of a world 
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gone astray from its rightful ruler and master, the wisdom it teaches about how to live, 

the way in which God has accomplished redemption through Jesus, and the task now 

given to all who would follow, to teach them all these things and to call them to 

repentance and faith. We are to continue living that story, following the guidelines 

given for us, taking heed of the warnings, holding on to the promises, living out the 

instructions, and looking forward to the time when all things will be consummated in 

the glorious kingdom of God, when what God has been working towards, and what he 

has accomplished in and through us, will finally be revealed for all to see.

We can look forward to the time when the earth will be full of the glory of the Lord, 

that is, when all those who persist in rebellion and wickedness have been defeated and 

destroyed, and only God’s justice, mercy and love will be seen in everyone who is his. 

The earth itself will be made new, the heavens will be cleansed, and God himself will 

come to live with his people in peace forever. All the faithful who have died will be 

raised to life again, resurrected in immortality and glory, along with the living who 

will be similarly transformed, so that all the faithful will then be as Christ is now. We 

will  share  the  renewed  earth  together,  caring  for  it,  exploring  it,  being  faithful 

stewards under the direct leadership of Jesus himself, and we will then be who we are 

meant to be, and we will then do what we are meant to do, in the way that God has 

called us to do it.

This then is the message of the Bible as a whole, and each of its parts contribute to 

that story. It shows the progress of the story, comments on each step of the way, points 

out what went right and what went wrong, and teaches us the wisdom we need to 

make the right choices, so we follow the paths that God intended. If we pay heed to 

that story, and take our part in its continuing progress and development, serving God 

as his faithful stewards caring for what he has made, then we too will hear in the time 

to come those wonderful words, “Well done, my good and faithful servants. Enter into  

the joy of your Lord.”
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