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A VISUAL THEOLOGY GUIDE TO THE BIBLE8

When it comes to books that stick around, none can match the Bible. Its words 
have been treasured through the ages, committed to memory, printed in scrolls, 

bound in books, narrated on tape, and programmed in apps. When it comes to books 
that sell, the Bible stands apart. Year after year, its sales skyrocket past the hottest 
New York Times bestsellers. When it comes to books with influence, the Bible is equally 
unique, its fingerprints manifest in the laws and constitutions of great nations, in key 
literary works and defining treatises. In endurance, influence, and sales, all other books 
pale in comparison.1
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11INTRODUCTION

The Bible tells us who we are, why we exist, why we are so messy, how we are to relate 
to God, and how everything will someday be made right. It is reliable when it describes 
past events, theological when it describes divine truths, and inspirational when it calls 
for a heartfelt response.

The Bible makes monumental claims about itself. It describes itself as light to guide the 
lost, medicine to revive the sick, wisdom to correct the foolish, inspiration to cheer the 
sorrowful, balm to heal the blind. It insists it is more valuable than gold and sweeter 
than honey. It declares it is able to teach truth and correct error, that it will guide us 
away from unethical behavior and toward behavior that serves and blesses others.
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A VISUAL THEOLOGY GUIDE TO THE BIBLE12

A host of key historical figures attest to 
the Bible’s unique significance. England’s 
Queen Elizabeth  II asked, “To what 
greater inspiration and counsel can we 
turn than to the imperishable truth to be 
found in this treasure house, the Bible?”2 
Abraham Lincoln declared, “[The Bible] is 
the best gift God has given to man. All the 
good the Saviour gave to the world was 
communicated through this book. But for 
it we could not know right from wrong.”3 
Far above the world’s greatest leaders and 
powers and institutions stands the time-
less wisdom of the Bible.

This is a book about the Bible, and espe-
cially what the Bible contains. We have 
prepared it as enthusiasts who love the 
Bible, who attempt to understand it 
rightly and obey it truly. We have pre-
pared it as pastors who love people and 
long to help them discover how the 
Bible answers their toughest questions 
and satisfies their deepest longings. We 
have prepared it as Christians, who have 
banked all we have and all we are on the 
Bible’s great claims. We have prepared it 
as partners— an author and an artist— 
who each bring our individual passion to 
bear, one in the medium of words and the 
other in the medium of art.

If you are new to the Bible, we hope to 
motivate you to explore it for yourself, to 
read some of its key passages, to consider 
its claims, and to understand its most 
important themes. We will guide you from 
the beginning to the end to show how its 
many authors, hundreds of characters, 
and thousands of chapters together nar-
rate one grand story that makes sense of 
this world and establishes your place in it.

If you are experienced with the Bible, we 
hope to motivate you to explore the Bible 
again, to read it with clearer eyes, and to 
come to a deeper appreciation of its cen-
tral themes and supernatural cohesion. 
We know you will enjoy reading about this 
sacred Book and studying the graphics 
that illustrate it.
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Whether you’ve read the Bible through 
a hundred times or have never read a 
single word, we invite you to join us as 
we describe and display the most im-
portant, most influential, most popular, 
and most life- changing book the world 
has ever known. Come and meet the 

Bible— or meet it all over again.

9780310577966_VisualTheologyGTTB_int_SC.indd   13 1/16/19   9:34 AM



CHAPTER ONE

TRUSTING THE BIBLE
PART ONE

9780310577966_VisualTheologyGTTB_int_SC.indd   14 1/16/19   9:34 AM



CHAPTER ONE

TRUSTING THE BIBLE
PART ONE What Christians call “the Bible” or “the Holy Bible” isn’t the only bible in the world, 

is it? Browse your local bookstore and you’ll find all kinds of books with the 
word bible in the title. A quick search turns up The Furniture Bible, a guide to identify-
ing, restoring, and caring for antique furniture; The Metal Detecting Bible, the definitive 
guide for discovering lost valuables; and the Jeep Owner’s Bible, a guide for getting the 
most out of your Jeep. From these examples we see that employing the word bible rep-
resents a claim of authority. A bible is an authoritative source of wisdom or knowledge. 
The implication is that you can’t properly restore furniture without The Furniture Bible, 
and you can’t hope to tap every strength of your Jeep unless you read the Jeep Owner’s 
Bible.

The word bible is derived from the ancient Greek word biblos, which refers not to a parti-
cular book but to the papyrus used to create an early form of paper. Soon the meaning of 
that word had been broadened to describe a book or scroll and then narrowed to refer to 
a sacred book or scroll. The word found its way into Latin and other European languages. 
Eventually, it came to refer to one particular book— the Christian Bible. There may be a 
Jeep Owner’s Bible and a Metal Detecting Bible, but there is only one Bible that needs no 
further explanation or qualification. And when we do wish to qualify it, we add the word 
holy, which means the Bible is set apart, a book unlike any other.

So, what is this Bible? Let’s begin to answer that question by looking at the Bible’s struc-
ture and purpose.
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WHAT IS THE 
STRUCTURE OF 
THE BIBLE?

The Bible is much like any 
other book in that it has 
internal cohesion. From 
beginning to end, it pro-
vides a unified picture of 
who God is, who we are, 
and what we need most. It 
is not merely a collection 
of words, sayings, and sto-
ries tossed together, but 
information that has been 
carefully collected and 
placed within a structure. 
The Bible moves from 
descriptions of the most 
distant past to predictions 
of a coming future. As it 
does that, it tells the story 
of humanity and the God 
who created us.1

TESTAMENTS

Its broadest structure is a 
division into two “Testa-
ments,” the Old Testament 
and the New Testament. 
The word we translate as 
“testament” could more 
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accurately be translated as “covenant,” so 
when we speak of Old Testament and New 
Testament, we are really speaking of Old 
Covenant and New Covenant. A covenant 
is an agreement between two parties that 
governs the terms of their relationship. 
The Old Testament details the estab-
lishment of the Old Covenant and the 
promises of the coming Christ, and the 
New Testament describes the inaugura-
tion of the New Covenant that God had 
planned all along. This shows why the 
Bible is divided in this way. The Old Testa-
ment includes all those parts of the Bible 
that were completed before the birth and 
death of Jesus Christ, and the New Testa-
ment includes all those parts of the Bible 
that were completed after his birth and 
death.

BOOKS

Each of the Testaments is made up of 
what we call “books.” This is perhaps not 
the most helpful term, since some of these 
“books” are actually letters, some are col-
lections of songs and poetry, and some are 
only a few hundred words long. Still, that’s 
the word that has stuck. There are thirty- 
nine books in the Old Testament and 
twenty- seven in the New Testament for a 
total of sixty- six. The Old Testament com-
poses roughly three- quarters of the Bible, 
and the New Testament approximately 
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A VISUAL THEOLOGY GUIDE TO THE BIBLE18

one- quarter. The Old Testament books tell of the creation of the world, the founding 
of the Israelites, the establishment of those people in the promised land, their special 
relationship with God, their disobedience to God, and their resulting captivity by hos-
tile nations. A constant theme is the promise of a Messiah who will fully and finally 
liberate the Israelites from danger and oppression. The New Testament books tell of the 
birth, life, and death of Jesus; they tell of the work of the earliest Christians to spread 
their message; they instruct Christians in how to live and tell how God intends to bring 
history to its close. A recurring theme is that Jesus is the Messiah who was promised in 
the Old Testament.

NAMES

Each of the books in the Bible has a name. The books were not often given names at 
the time they were written, so they took them on over time as people read and studied 
them. They are often named after the author of the book or after one of its key charac-
ters. Thus, Isaiah is both by and about a prophet named Isaiah; Luke is an account of the 
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19CHAPTER ONE • WHAT IS THE BIBLE?

life of Jesus written by an early Christian 
historian named Luke. Sometimes books 
are given a name that summarizes their 
content. Genesis describes the genesis, or 
beginning, of the world and of God’s cho-
sen people, the Israelites; Psalms contains 
a collection of songs of worship known 
as psalms; Acts describes the acts of the 
earliest Christians. The New Testament 
letters are usually titled according to the 
recipient, though sometimes they are 
titled according to the sender. Ephesians 
is Paul’s letter to the church in Ephesus; 
1 Timothy is Paul’s first of two letters to 
his protégé, Timothy; 2  John is John’s 
second of three letters to an unspecified 
church.2

CHAPTERS AND VERSES

Books are divided into chapters, and 
chapters are divided into verses. These 
divisions were not present when the 
books were written but were added much 
later to assist with finding a specific place 
within the Bible. Today you may see a ref-
erence like John 3:16. John is the name 
of the book, 3 is the chapter, and 16 is the 
verse. Thus you could open your Bible to 
the book of John, turn to chapter three 
and verse 16 to find what may be the best- 
loved sentence in the entire Bible.
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GENRES

If you visit a bookstore today and browse around, you’ll find books divided into genres—books of 
different styles or with different purposes: historical novels, home decorating, modern history, and 
so on. Likewise, the biblical books fall into a number of genres. They include:
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21CHAPTER ONE • WHAT IS THE BIBLE?

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE BIBLE?

One of history’s most influential Christian theologians began his magnum opus with 
this sentence: “Nearly all the wisdom we possess, that is to say, true and sound wis-
dom, consists of two parts: the knowledge of God and of ourselves.”3 When he spoke of 
“wisdom,” he was not referring to mere facts and stats, to the kind of trivia that might 
create a Jeopardy winner. He was not referring to only the kind of life lessons that may 
be passed down from a grandfather to a grandson. He was referring to something much 
greater and much more significant. Properly understood, wisdom is knowledge of the 
world as it really is. It is a correct knowledge of who God is and who we are in relation 
to him. And further, it is an understanding of how we are to live accordingly. In that 
way wisdom is not mere knowledge, but knowledge that has been deliberately put into 
action.

The Bible exists to impart true and sound wisdom from God to humanity. It is through 
the Bible that we come to a correct knowledge of God and of ourselves.

If we are to properly understand ourselves, we need knowledge that comes from outside 
ourselves. If we are to properly understand this world, we need knowledge that comes 
from outside this world. The Bible is the source of that knowledge. It is God’s revelation 
of himself.

In chapter 8, we will say much more about the grand story of the Bible. But for now, it’s 
important to know that the purpose of the Bible is to show mankind who God is and his 
plan to save mankind from their sin through his Son, Jesus Christ.
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A VISUAL THEOLOGY GUIDE TO THE BIBLE26

In the dark corners of jail, the apostle 
Paul pens a letter to the church at 

Philippi. Through tears, he commands 
the church to rejoice in suffering and 
live in unity. After writing his final line, 
which would eventually be translated into 
English as “the grace of the Lord Jesus 
Christ be with your spirit,” he drops his 
pen and prays.

Nearly two thousand years later, a teen-
age boy sits down in church, pulls out 
his iPhone, clicks on the “Bible” app, and 
scrolls down to the bottom of Philippians. 
As the preacher reads, he follows along: 
“The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be 
with your spirit.”

How did these words get from Paul’s cal-
loused hands into a twenty- first century 
smartphone? For that matter, how did all 
sixty- six of the ancient letters and books 
within the Bible survive into the pres-
ent day?

The Bible was not delivered to us from 
the sky. It did not come to us fully formed 
from the hands of an angel. The Bible 
came from men who wrote the words of 

God. It was communicated in ancient 
languages, and it was preserved over the 
centuries. And yet, while the Bible is a his-
torical artifact, we can be confident that 
the Bible we have today is far more: it is 
the very words of God.

THE BIBLE WAS GOD- BREATHED

In 2 Timothy 3:16, Paul writes to his pro-
tégé, “All Scripture is God- breathed and 
is useful for teaching, rebuking, correct-
ing and training in righteousness.” This 
beautiful imagery shows that all of the 
holy Scriptures (graphē) are spoken out by 
God, so that every word comes from his 
breath. This is why it’s no stretch to read 
a passage of Scripture with the preface, 
“God says . . .” If it’s in the Bible, then God 
spoke it, and he continues to speak those 
words into the lives of his children today 
(Hebrews 4:12).1
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This characteristic of Scripture is often 
called inspiration, although the term has 
become so muddled in modern usage 
that God- breathed may be a better term. 
The Old Testament prophets and the 
disciples were certainly not “inspired” 
in the same way that a country music 
star is “inspired” to write her hit song. 
The word inspired today has come to 
connote a vague influence, but Scripture 
is not just influenced by God. Scripture is 
spoken by God.
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