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ScriptureScripture
What is it?

Scripture is the term used to describe written texts associated with 
a religious tradition. Most of the major religious traditions have one 
or more associated scriptures – we explored some of these in the 
last session. 

There are many, differing views on how scripture should be 
interpreted. If we take the Bible as an example, the history of the 

study of the scripture shows how interpretational tendencies 
have changed over time. 

Views on how to interpret it

In the 2nd century, the Bible was often taken to be allegorical 
rather than literal. 

By the time of theologian and philosopher Thomas Aquinas 
(13th c.), scholars took the scripture at face-value, but also saw 
it as symbolic, looking at the layers of the text. 

The Reformation (16th c.) saw a challenge to trends in scriptural 
interpretation – people were warned that they had forgotten 
the writers purpose and lost the power of interpretation. This 
led Martin Luther to assert that the Bible should not be taken 
literally. 

In the 19th century, there began an era of biblical criticism, 
which was followed by fundamentalists claiming that scripture 
was entirely inerrant (completely mistake-free) by the end of the 
1800s.
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Approaches to ScriptureApproaches to Scripture
The way in which believers think that a scripture has been 

composed makes a significant difference to how they may 
approach scripture.

With regard to the Christian scripture, there are four 
main methods for interpretation: 

How scripture may affect belief-formation
A person’s understanding and interpretation of scripture may affect what 
they believe to be true or important. For example, if they take a scriptural 
text to be literal revelation, they might believe that all of the events that are 
documented in that text are factual events that have significance for our 
understanding of the divine. 

On the contrary, if they believe that a scriptural text is a written record 
which humans composed following certain experiences they had, they may 
believe that the text is valuable for teaching us a lot about encounters with 
the spiritual. 

Scriptures also usually lay out a structure for how we should lead our lives. 
For example, Buddhist scripture outlines the wisdom of the Buddha, which 
informs them how to live a life that avoids suffering. These mandates or 
recommendations are likely to influence what religious believers take to be 
acceptable or commendable behaviour

The liberal approach claims that the Bible is an interesting and 
useful read, giving an account of the Jewish and early Christian 
people. 

The conservative view is that revelation requires some 
interpretation, with human authors inspired by God, but not 
dictated to. 

Fundamentalist approaches claim that the Bible has full authority, 
but that is may need to be read in a modern-day context. 

Literalists argue that there is no need to interpret scripture, since 
it is completely literally true and directly revealed by God.


