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​Introduction
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Welcome to my little salvage operation. 

It all began at home during an after-dinner conversation with a friend. A devout atheist friend. Discussion had taken a turn into religious territory (aren’t we warned against talking about religion, sex and politics?). And the subject of the Bible came up.

He happily reeled off several criticisms of the Bible - it is contradictory, archaic, and casts God, the figure it is attempting to revere, as a wrathful, demanding figure.

Just as internet memes mock various Bible verses by highlighting how outdated and incongruous they appear, my friend was able to recount passages that are, in isolation, not particularly flattering.

Although I have a more sympathetic view of the Bible, highlighting these instances did not greatly offend my sensibilities. Debate is good. If something cannot be held up to scrutiny, then you need to question its legitimacy.

But then my friend went too far (in my humble opinion). He declared with a flourish: “The Bible is all bulls...!”. 

That stunned me. It wasn’t the colourful language that offended me. It was the use of the word “all”. I instantly thought that comment was wildly inaccurate and unfair.

Like a good host, I did not respond. 

My friend’s declaration clung to me over the ensuing days like an annoying head cold. Whatever way I replayed it in my head, it still seemed an unduly harsh judgement. 

It is incorrect to say that the Bible is ALL (i.e. 100 per cent) bunkum. I had a strange urge to somehow identify and list the parts of the Bible that were not bulldust. My rudimentary knowledge of the Bible had me strongly suspecting that in fact the good parts outweigh the challenging sections – in both quantity and quality.

I was able to think of parts of the Bible that have powerful messages of inspiration, gentle words of encouragement and admirable and poetic attempts at explaining the God experience (or the desire for it). And all written between 2,000 and 3,000 years ago.

I am still amazed at how well this collection of books stands up two and three millennia later.

I began to think about the good things the Bible offers. But its size, scope and sweep are blessings and curses. It has much to offer, but it is a daunting challenge for most people. Where do you start?

With a bit of digging, perhaps I could find the diamonds within what many would see as the “rough”.  

So, after said digging, I have settled on 16 of those jewels that I believe still shine today. 

They not only stand up well in the 21st century, they can also be appreciated by everyone, whether they adhere to a faith or not. 

I have selected them on the basis of three criteria: 


●  Timelessness: The passage must be relevant and applicable to today’s lives – not only to those living 2-3,000 years ago. 

●  Universality: It must also have potential value to any person, whether they are Christians, Muslims, Buddhists, Hindus, Jews, atheists, or none of the above. 

●  Power: They must have a message that resonates and offers a meaningful pointer, reassurance or lesson for us.


In short, the passage must reach out across space and time and still be relevant.
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​The ‘Good Book’ 
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What is the Bible?

Let’s spend a moment recapping on what the Bible is. The “Good Book” is not in fact a single book. The Protestant Bible is a collection of 66 books, the Catholic Bible has 73 books and Orthodox Christian Bibles have even more (76 or more depending on the version). 

The books of the Bible were written by a range of authors, who describe the reverence for a single creator God by groups of people, in and around what is now the Middle East. 

The books are broken into two sections: the Old Testament and the New Testament. 

Followers of Judaism see the Old Testament (or Hebrew Bible) as sacred and divinely inspired.

While Christians agree the Old Testament is sacred, they see it as something of a precursor, or prequel, to the coming of the Messiah, Jesus Christ - who is the central figure of the New Testament.

Oh, and the Bible is the biggest-selling and probably most influential book of all time! 

As Ron Burgundy, the protagonist in the film Anchorman might say: It’s kind of a big deal. Mind you, it had something of a head-start on other books, as the first book in the Western world to be mass printed, and the first to be printed using movable type, thanks to Johannes Gutenberg in the 1450s. However, it is hard to imagine another book coming along and having as wide and enduring an effect - over centuries.

When was it written?

IT IS ESTIMATED BY some scholars that the earliest books of the Old Testament were written about 1,500 years before Christ. Other experts suggest these earlier books were written between 500 and 1,000 years BC. The latest of the Old Testament books are believed to have been written about 370 BC.

The earliest New Testament books, the Gospels of Mark, Matthew, Luke and John, were written from about 70 AD, so almost 2,000 years ago. 

Where was it written?

THE BOOKS WERE ALMOST all written in and around what we now call the Middle East. Some letters from Paul were written in the areas now known as Greece and Türkiye.



Who wrote the books?

THERE IS CONJECTURE among some biblical scholars over who wrote many of the books.

Some authors are said to have written more than one of the books, such as Moses (traditionally attributed with the first five books of the Bible), Samuel (Judges, Ruth, First and Second Samuel), Solomon (Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Solomon) and Paul and his letters to the Romans, Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, Thessalonians, Timothy, Titus and Philemon.

Other books’ authors have traditionally been said to have been written by the person it has been named for, such as the Gospel writers Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.

Some Biblical scholars have disputed many of these claims, using, in some cases, clues such as the style of language and historical references. 

It would be like being told today that an author of a book lived in the 1920s, but then noticing the author refers to emails. We’d be suspicious of the 1920s claim. Similarly, if someone
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​Top tips for reading the Bible

	Take a moment to clear your head or meditate before reading it. None of the books are written like a modern, pacy page-turner or have the neat pyramid structure of the newspaper articles we’re used to. There are no executive summaries. Taking a few deep breaths before diving in can help you clear your mind, opening it to the rhythm and phrasing that comes from someone writing it 3,000 years ago (albeit with the repeated translations and copying that followed over the next millennia or three). That pause may also help you put some distance between yourself and the modern language we are familiar with, to help you better manage the rhythms in the Bible (depending on the version or translation).

	Don’t skim read. Skim select. You don’t need to read it from cover to cover. It’s not a book. If a book is not engaging you, move onto another one. You’ll soon find something you like. There are stories, poems, accounts, parables and more.

	Find other accompanying resources. Study Bibles, for example, have great notes on the books, chapters and verses you’re reading. These help flesh out who wrote it and in what political and social context. They often also explain what some verses say when alternative translations are used.


What the Bible isn’t


​Not a history book












​Not anti-science





​Not full of hate and judgement



























​Not the clear, unmistakable and inerrant word of God
















​What is the future of the Bible?
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