
cal literacy in terms of what I 
call “Bible trivia”—do you know 
who the left-handed judge was 
in the book of Judges (Ehud!), 
or the names of Noah’s three 
sons?  Knowing “the facts” of 
the Bible is important, but more 
importantly, we need to teach 
people to read the Bible well in 
a way that is life changing.    
  
RW: So how do we do that?  
How do we teach people to read 
the Bible well? 
  
GG: First we have to learn to 
“hear” the Word in line with 
the ways God gave the Word.  
God inspired the writers of the 
Bible to write using various liter-
ary forms—stories, psalms, prov-
erbs, parables, etc.—and we need 
to learn how to “listen” to those 
various parts of Scripture.  How 
do you read a psalm differently 
than an Old Testament story?  
How do you read a parable dif-
ferently than you read Revela-
tion?  Second, people need to 
get the overarching story of 
Scripture—how do all the parts 
fit together to make sense of the 
“Grand Story” God has written 
on the world? If people learn to 
read the parts well and learn 
how meaningfully those parts 
work together to communicate a 
Grand Story, the details, the 
“facts,” will begin to fall into 
place, and we also will begin to 
understand our place in the  
 

     Christians revere the Bible, 
at least in theory.  Not without 
reason are believers, and espe-
cially Baptist believers, called 
“people of the Book.”  Yet 
despite a wealth of modern 
translations and study re-
sources, one of the great crises 
our churches face in the twenty
-first century is the growth of 
biblical illiteracy among our 
people.  As a church leader, 
you see the evidence every day 
and share the concern so many 
feel about this issue. The Con-
nection recently sat down with 
Dr. George Guthrie, Benjamin 
W. Perry Professor of Bible at 
Union, to talk about biblical 
illiteracy and an exciting new 
initiative that seeks to help 
churches in Tennessee and 
across the nation address the 
problem.   
 
Dr. Richard Wells:  First, Dr. 
Guthrie, thank you for taking 
time to talk about “Reading 
the Bible for Life.”  Tell me, 
how did the Initiative get start-
ed? 
  
Dr. George Guthrie:  Initially 
I approached LifeWay/B&H 
because of what I was seeing 
among my students and the 
troubling statistics in the 
American church.  Many of 
our very bright, deeply commit-
ted students coming out of our 
churches, and many of our 
regular church-goers, simply do 

not know even the basics of 
the Bible.  Over the past half-
century the decline in knowing 
and living the Bible on the part 
of people who regularly attend 
church has been consistent 

and seems to be accelerating. 
For instance, only 37% of reg-
ular church-goers say that Bible 
reading and studying have 
made a significant difference 
in the way they live their lives.  
Only 37%. On the flip side of 
that coin, a recent LifeWay 
research survey showed that 
the No.1 predictor of a per-
son’s spiritual maturity was 
whether or not they read the 
Bible daily.  
  
RW:  What exactly will the 
“Read the Bible for Life” Initi-
ative try to accomplish? 
  
GG:  We often think of bibli-
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“I Would Like My Life Back” 

     Pundits looking back on 2010 
had plenty of highlights — from 
the earthquake in Haiti to (who 
can forget?) Lady Gaga’s meat 
dress —but nothing more domi-
nant than the Gulf oil disaster.  
     The April 20th explosion and 
fire on the Deepwater Horizon 
platform killed 11 workers and 
injured 17 more, and a mile be-
low the surface an uncapped well 
gushed millions of gallons of oil 
into the Gulf, creating an ecologi-
cal and economic nightmare. 
     Crises always seem to bring 
out the best and the worst. Louisi-
ana Governor Bobby Jindal, for 
example, won plaudits for his 
sleeves-rolled-up-let’s-get-to-work 
response. But the worst may have 
come from BP Oil itself, the com-
pany responsible for the disaster.  
CEO Tony Hayward, an almost 
thirty-year BP executive, commit-
ted what many regard as the worst 
leadership blunder in living 
memory.  On May 30, forty days 
into the spill, apparently trying to 
apologize, Hayward said, “The 

first thing to say is I'm sorry. We're 
sorry for the massive disruption 
it's caused their lives. There's no 
one who wants this over more 
than I do. I would like my life back.” 
     Perhaps Hayward only meant 
to say that he felt personally affect-
ed by the disaster.  But critics 
point out that a few days earlier he 
had downplayed the crisis saying, 
“The Gulf of Mexico is a very big 
ocean. The amount of volume of 
oil and dispersant we are putting 
into it is tiny in relation to the 
total water volume” (The Guardian, 
May 14).  Then a few days later, he 
took the most publicized day off in 
2010, attending a yacht race off 
England’s Isle of Wight. Unsur-
prisingly, Hayward’s career with 
BP Oil came to an end on July 27. 
     Not to defend the indefensible, 

but most pastors could probably 
identify with Tony Hayward.  
When the demands of ministry 
pile up and the critics multiply, 
what pastor has not wished to 
have “my life back?”   
     But we don’t dare say it.  For 
one thing — and this is where To-
ny Hayward failed — we under-
stand that no matter how challeng-
ing ministry becomes for us per-
sonally, the sheep still need a shep-
herd.  Cold, tired, hungry, threat-

ened, no matter, a good shepherd 
cares first for the sheep.  In the 
midst of the Gulf crisis, nobody 
wanted to hear about Tony Hay-
ward’s inconvenient life, they 
wanted to know that he cared 
about theirs.   
     But pastors also understand 
that they do not bear the burden 
by themselves.  The Psalmist knew 
all too well that “I would like to 
have my life back” feeling—“For 
look,” he declared, “the wicked string 
the bow; they put the arrow on the 
bowstring to shoot from the shadows at 
the upright in heart.”   
     But in the strength of the Lord, 
running away is not an option: “I 
have taken refuge in the LORD.  
How can you say to me, „Escape to the 
mountain like a bird!‟?” (Ps. 11:1-2).  
     Such was the confidence of the 
Apostle Paul, “Therefore, since we 
have this ministry, as we have received 
mercy, we do not give up,” because, 
thanks be to God, “death works in 
us, but life in you” (2 Cor. 4:1, 12). 
     If you are faithful, you will 
have a good many “I-would-like-to-
have-my-life-back” moments in 
2011.  In those moments, God 
grant us all grace to remember 
that the sheep need a shepherd no 
matter what, and that God is our 
refuge and strength.   
 
You are loved and prayed for, 

 
 
 
 

Richard Wells 
Vice President for Church Relations 
 

“We understand that no matter 
how challenging ministry be-
comes for us personally, the 
sheep still need a shepherd.  

Cold, tired, hungry, threatened, 
no matter, a good shepherd 

cares first for the sheep.” 
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The King James Version 
turns 400 this year.    After 
its publication in 1611, the 
KJV became the dominant 
translation in the English 
speaking world.  Modern 
translations have now be-
gun to compete with this 
time-honored classic, but 
the King James Version is 
more than just a popular 
translation.  It has shaped 
the English language, cul-
ture, and politics, and 
helped forge the religious 
life of America.   
     The Protestant Refor-
mation, along with the 
invention of the printing 
press and rising national-
ism, fueled the momentum 
for translations of the Bi-
ble .  Whereas vernacular 
translations flourished in 
city-states throughout con-
tinental Europe, in Eng-
land progress was much 
slower, largely because the 
monarch ruled the 
Church.   
     Throughout the 16th 
and 17th centuries, howev-
er, Puritans and others 
worked to bring reform in 
part by making Scripture 
accessible.  Their efforts in 
exile during Mary Tudor’s 
reign produced the Geneva 
Bible in 1560, the first 
widely available English 
translation.  This became 
extremely popular in Eng-
land not only as a readable 
translation, but also be-
cause of its copious study 
notes and interpretive aids.  

The religious establish-
ment despised this transla-
tion, due to its anti-
Episcopal bent, and sought 
to curb its influence. 
     After James I became 
king of England in 
1603, he ordered work 
on a new translation 
that would bring unity 
to the nation.  The new 
translation began to 
compete for influence 
on English culture and 
politics with the Geneva 
Bible.  During the Eng-
lish Civil War, the KJV 
even distinguished op-
posing armies.  The 
Puritans favored the 
Geneva Bible and the 
Royalists favored the 
King James.  With the 
monarchy restored in 
1660, the KJV became 
the dominant transla-
tion of Scripture and a 
growing influence on the 
language and culture of the 
English speaking world.   
     The KJV was not just a 
translation at the right 
time and place; its elegance 
and readability affected 
language and culture, in-
spiring writers, artists, and 
politicians.  Many families 
could only afford one 
book, and this invariably 
would be the Bible.  Chil-
dren would learn to read 
by reciting the words they 
found in the King James 
Bible.  The KJV appeared 
when modern English be-
gan to develop and biblical 

phrases such as “a drop in 
a bucket,” “sour grapes,” 
and “rise and shine,” 
found their way in the ver-
nacular of the people.  The 
KJV set standards of writ-

ten and spoken English.   
     The KJV also had a 
major impact on the Eng-
lish colonies in America.  
The KJV’s prominent place 
in the public life of the 
prerevolutionary American 
colonies ensured the lan-
guage continued to be writ-
ten in the fashion of Eng-
land.  Separated from their 
homeland, the colonists 
found that the text of the 
Bible was an important 
means of sustaining both 
their religious faith and 
language.  Once the Unit-
ed States became inde-
pendent from England, a 
common thread for Ameri-

The King James Version of the Bible Celebrates 400 Years 

can Protestant Christiani-
ty, despite all the denomi-
national strife, was the 
King James Version of the 
Bible.   
     The influence of the 

KJV is truly incalcula-
ble.  Without it, there 
would have been no 
Paradise Lost, no Pilgrim‟s 
Progress, no Handel’s 
Messiah, no spirituals, 
and no Gettysburg Ad-
dress, because the lan-
guage of the Bible in-
spired these literary and 
cultural masterpieces.  
Without the influence 
of the King James Ver-
sion, the culture of the 
English-speaking world 
would have been de-
monstrably diminished.   
This is why the King 
James Version of the 

Bible, even in light of the 
dozens of modern transla-
tions currently available, 
has remained a classic and 
gives us cause to celebrate 
in this 400th year of its ex-
istence.  
  
 Works consulted: In the Begin-
ning: The Story of the King James 
Bible and How It Changed a 
Nation, a Language, and a Cul-
ture by Alister McGrath 
(Doubleday, 2001) 

  

By Joshua Moore 

Mark your calendar for 
September 15—17, when 

Union University will host 
the KJV 400 Legacy and 
Impact Festival. Look for 

details to come. 
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QUOTABLES 
 

 “The Bible is to me the most precious thing in the world just because it tells me the story 

of Jesus.” — George MacDonald 

 “The Bible is God’s Bible; and when I see it, I seem to hear a voice springing up from it, 

saying, “I am the book of God; man, read me. I am God’s writing; open my leaf, for I was 

penned by God; read it, for he is my author, and you will see him visible and manifest 

everywhere.” — Charles Spurgeon 

 “I believe the Bible is the best gift God has ever given to man. All the good from the   

Savior of the world is communicated to us through this book.” — Abraham Lincoln 

 “I am a creature of a day. I am a spirit come from God, and returning to God. I want to 

know one thing: the way to heaven. God himself has condescended to teach me the way. 

He has written it down in a book. Oh, give me that book! At any price give me the book 

of God. Let me be a man of one book.” — John Wesley 

 “The Word of God well understood and religiously obeyed is the shortest route to spiritu-

al perfection. And we must not select a few favorite passages to the exclusion of others. 

Nothing less than a whole Bible can make a whole Christian.” — A.W. Tozer 

 
 

ongoing Story God is still writ-
ing on the world. 
 

RW:  Tell us a little more 
about the Initiative itself. How 
can it help pastors and local 
churches? 
 

GG: The Initiative is encourag-
ing churches to join with other 
churches across the country in 
training their folks to read and 
live the Bible more effectively.  
It centers on four tools: (1) 
The book Read the Bible for 
Life , published at the end of 
December (B&H); (2) A video 
curriculum (now available), 
also called “Read the Bible for 
Life,” which trains people to 
read the Bible effectively; (3) A 
Chronological One-Year Bible 
called Reading God‟s Story (due 
out Fall 2011); and (4) The 
Read the Bible for Life Reader‟s 
Guide,  a daily reading plan 
that includes “coaching” in 

how to read the portion of 
Scripture for the day (also due 
out Fall 2011). Generally 
speaking, the book and the 
video curriculum help people 
learn how to read the parts of 
the Bible well. The Chronolog-
ical Bible and the Reader’s 
Guide help people get the 
“Grand Story” of Scripture.  
These tools combine to involve 
personal reading, small group 
discussion, and reinforcement 
from the pulpit.  

 

RW: How will churches use 
these tools? 

 

GG: Many churches will have 
the whole church go through 
the video training perhaps on a 
Sunday or Wednesday night 
for nine weeks. Small group 
discussion questions and daily 
exercises will help reinforce 
what is learned each week.  
People can also get the book to 
go deeper into the topics cov-
ered in the video curriculum.  

Then, using the Reader’s 
Guide and/or the Chronolog-
ical Bible, the whole church 
will read through the Bible 
together over the next year, as 
the pastor preaches through 
highlights of the Story.  
 

RW:  How can pastors find 
out more and get involved? 
 

GG:  The best thing to do is 
to go to readthebiblefor-
life.com, and look for the 
“Initiative” links. Lots of ques-
tions are answered, and there 
are other tools to download. 
Eventually, we will also have 
sermon series help for pastors 
and worship service help for 
worship leaders. 
 

RW:  Dr. Guthrie, thank you 
again for taking time to tell us 
about “Reading the Bible for 
Life.”  We pray God will use it 
to transform churches and 
lives.   
 
  

Continued from Page 1 
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