
Real Life Stories, not an Encyclopedia 
God’s word is his greatest gift to us, after the gift 
of the created universe itself.  

People who have never actually read the Bible 
might think of it as an old dusty book of 
superstitions and largely unintelligible 
incantations. Others might imagine it as a long 
unused and irrelevant dictionary of religious 
terms.  

Most would be shocked to discover that the Bible 
consists, instead, of hundreds of real life stories. 
Stories of actual men, women and children living 
in specific times and places, over several 
generations and cultures. There are kings, 
maidens, giants, crocodiles, battles, storms. 
Mostly, they are people trying to live normal lives 
in the midst of vast political, social and economic 
upheaval. 

Universal 
Even though they lived a long time ago, their 
stories have been read with interest by every 
generation down to the present, because they are 
universal. When scholars assert that the Bible is 
universal they mean the following: (1) these 
authentic stories were written over a thousand 
years, in dozens of different places, cultures and 
languages. They cover the spectrum of human 
experiences yet they also bear striking similarities 
throughout. (2) Those who study such things can 
tell by the detailed descriptions, what is said and 
not said, and even anomalies like misspellings 
and the occasional mistake, that biblical stories 
bear the marks of authenticity.  

(3) Moreover, God is the one universal presence 
in every instance, and he demonstrates the same 
character and values, the same love and care, 
consistently over thousands of years. Over and 
over he is described: “merciful and gracious, slow 
to anger and abounding in unwavering, committed 
love to thousands, forgiving error and sin, but by 
no means excusing the guilty” (Moses in Exodus 
34:6-7 and Numbers 14:18; the scribal chronicler 
in 2 Chronicles 30:9; king David in Psalm 86:15, 
103:8 and 145:8; the prophet Joel in 2:13; 
Nehemiah in 9:17; and many others). 

Starting Points 
If the Bible is not a doctrinal statement to which 
we should subscribe, nor a checklist of shoulds 
and ought-nots, what is it? The Bible is primarily 
about starting points. Say what?! Let me explain. 
Instead of providing detailed instructions for 
every situation we might face, God, instead, 
provides sound starting points for our thoughts, 
words, and actions  (for example, David wrote: 
“God’s Word is a light for our path,” not is the 
path Psalm 119:105). 

God made us free creatures, so his thinking seems 
to be that if we begin right, we are free to be his 
children in every situation and whatever we do (2 
Timothy 3:14-16; 2 Peter 1:3-10). That is why the 
title of the very first story of all is Beginnings, or 
Starting Points. 

The Document of God's Covenant 
The very first story tells about God who is distinct 
from (not the same as) everything he created. 
These, then, are the first three starting points: (1) 
God, (2) the universe that is distinct, (3) he 
brought it all into existence by his Word. God is 
distinct and simultaneously very near (Proverbs 
18:24). The word for this is ‘covenant’. (4) His 
Covenant emerges as the fourth starting point in 
stories about Noah, Abraham, Isaac and Joseph. 
Covenant is the primary way he relates to us. At 
first his Covenant took the form of a friendship 
pact (the story of Abraham in Genesis). Much 
later, in what is now called his new Covenant, he 
actually adopts us as his children. 

Historical 
The biblical records we have today are mostly 
accurate accounts about real people in actual 
places. They are faithfully transmitted real life 
stories, first orally and then written. We also 
know, for example, that the Hebrews were not 
inclined to put speeches into the mouths of their 
leaders, as did Herodotus, for example. And, the 
Bible is the first historical writing. That is, its 
authors did not believe human life was cyclical, 
but that it had a beginning and an ending.  
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Oral Story Tradition 
These are stories about those real life events, not  
the actual events. They are told as they are for 
reasons we do not completely understand.  
What we have in the Bible is the written record of 
ancient oral stories of true events, perhaps told 
around campfires, even sung, to be remembered 
and passed on — to their children and to us. 
Experts who study oral tradition tell us that oral 
people in general have remarkable memories, and 
that in general story tellers have exacting 
standards to which they adhere (e.g., Nunn & 
Reid. 2015. Aboriginal Memories). When Moses 
wrote he relied on this oral tradition of his people.  

Inveterate Annalists 
Additionally, the ancient Hebrews were inveterate 
annalists. That is, they noted and kept records of 
practically everything (just read the book of 
Numbers). Their annals form the basis of some 
biblical books (for example Exodus, Numbers, 
and Chronicles). It is on the basis of this mental 
habit that Moses could claim several accurate and 
more ancient literary sources for writing the 
Pentateuch (Numbers 21:14), such as Enoch, The 
Wars of the Lord, and Jasher.  Altogether, the 
Bible mentions more than twenty literary sources 
we cannot find today. Moses’ five books are made 
up of the best ancient accounts Moses could find 
and stamped with Godʼs approval. 

“These annals were continually being updated, 
recomposed for new situations such as state 
inaugurations, funerals, new kingships, etc. The 
‘authorized’ canon we have today is based on the 
latest version.” (Bauman and Klauber 1995, 14).  

Careful Copyists 
We know from Scripture and from several ancient 
sources such as the Masoretic Code that copying 
Scripture was the pinnacle of ancient Hebrew art 
and scholarship. The kings of Israel, before they 
could assume kingship, were supposed to make 
their own personal copy of the whole Torah! 
Copyists had to pass many tests before being 
allowed to copy Scripture. They had to be ritually 
clean to work. Every word was checked and 
rechecked. Even one small error resulted in 
burning the scroll and the passage started over.  

The Book of Isaiah found in the Dead Sea Scrolls 
differs by less than one percent from a copy dated 

almost a thousand years later! Nevertheless, there 
are hundreds of scribal notations in the  
margins, and these account for almost all the 
supposed ‘errors’ in the extant text of the Bible. 

Overseen by God the Spirit 
The first written references to the Bible as 
‘Scripture’ is in the first century A.D. (Luke 1:1-4; 
1 Corinthians 10: 2 Timothy 3:16; 2 Peter 
1:16-21, others). This word was intended to 
signify that all of these stories and teachings had 
God’s approval as ‘canon’, that is official 
revelation from God.  

The whole process was superintended and 
preserved by God’s spirit: originally true stories, 
faithful oral transmission, accurate record 
keeping, careful copying and editing, and passed 
down to us for our benefit. This oversight is the 
final reason why, though written by many 
different human authors over a thousand years, in 
different languages and parts of the Ancient 
Middle East and Europe, it all reads like one 
larger story. 
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