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Approaches to the Bible
Different Christians read the Bible in different ways.  
Here are summaries of three widespread approaches.  
What are the strengths and weaknesses of each?

Literal Approach

Literalists regard the Bible as God’s direct word, containing absolutely no errors of any kind, 

whether historical, cultural or theological. Each word of the Bible came directly from God, and 

was dictated to human writers by the Holy Spirit. Literalists will accept that some parts of the 

Bible are not to be read as history but where it is possible to see biblical writing as historical, 

it should be treated as such.

Evangelical Approach

Evangelicals would argue that the Holy Spirit inspired the human writers of the Bible, and also 

inspired the church leaders who discerned which books were intended by God to be included 

in the Bible. The Bible as a whole is regarded as being inspired by God and written by men. 

It is considered to be inerrant theologically and morally, but good Bible reading requires the 

application of reason and study in order to separate unchanging principles from culturally 

relative instruction. Some sections are regarded as historic, while others are regarded as symbolic, allegorical or as 

literary devices. There is an emphasis on exegesis (reading a passage to determine what it was intended to mean to 

its original readers) and application (applying those principles to a different cultural context).

Liberal Approach

Liberals regard the Bible as the work of men more than the work of God. It represents a 

genuine and sincere record of the experiences of those individuals and is valuable, but neither 

inspired nor authoritive. That means liberal theologians feel free to make judgements on and, 

if necessary, reject practices and attitudes found in the Bible. The Bible is a useful tool for 

individual Christians seeking to follow their path to God, but it is there for them to use or reject 

as they see fit, rather than being an authoritive source of guidance and direction. 
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