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Scripture is a gift from God for us, the Church. Listening to its words has been compared to 
receiving life-giving medicine, food, water, and directions. Received and interpreted by the 
Church, its words are found everywhere throughout our services, prayers, and doctrine. How 
shall we neglect such a gift? 

Scripture as Gift 

St. Symeon the New Theologian compared Holy Scripture to a treasure chest, which 
contains precious jewels.1 Precious gifts for us are contained within its pages, and in its 
words as we hear them in the services. Yet, as St. Symeon asks, if the gift remains 
unopened—locked in the treasure chest—then what use is it?  
 
Fr. Thomas Hopko reminds us that the Bible was written by the Church, for the Church, 
and is the Word of God, which is taught by Jesus to us in the Church.2 So, therefore, when 
we receive a gem from a passage of Scripture, it is a gift, an act of God’s grace. Like all 
sacraments of the Church, reading Scripture in faith enjoins the participation of the Holy 
Spirit for our sanctification, just as Christ opened the minds of his disciples on the road to 
Emmaus to understand the Scriptures (Luke 24:44-45). 
 
Before the Gospel is read during the Divine Liturgy, a prayer is offered on behalf of all 
present: "Shine within our hearts the pure light of Your divine knowledge and open the eyes 
of our minds for the understanding of your gospel proclamation." This beautiful prayer asks 
the Lord to inspire again His Word in our hearts, giving us understanding of it as a spiritual 
gift. Scripture is called Holy Scripture for exactly this reason; we do not approach it as an 
ordinary text, but as one that reflects the “depth of the riches and wisdom and knowledge of 
God” (Rom 11:33), we draw near with reverence and humility, asking our Loving Master to 
“open the eyes of our minds.”  As St. Paul confirms, "For it is the God who commanded 
light to shine out of darkness (when he created the world) who has shone in our hearts to 
give the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ" (2 
Corinthians 4:6). Holy Scripture, then, is a gift for the holy people of God, which becomes 
today God's inspired words for each of us—divine knowledge.3 
 
Ever since God spoke to Moses, and commanded him to write His laws on tablets, the 
words of Scripture were inscribed for use in every aspect of life: “And these words which I 
command you this day shall be upon your heart; 7 and you shall teach them diligently to your 
children, and shall talk of them when you sit in your house, and when you walk by the way, and 
when you lie down, and when you rise” (Deuteronomy 6:6-7). Reading Holy Scripture, 
therefore, is an act of receiving the truth of God’s word today in our life, being thankful for 
what we received through His grace. 

 
1  The Discourses, 24. 
2 Bible and Church History, Dept. of Religious Education, OCA, New York, 1998. 
3 2 Tim 3:16. 



 

Scripture as Medicine 

Like taking prescribed medicine, we benefit from receiving God’s healing Words by 
meditating on their transforming interaction with our spirit. Reading the Scripture closely, or 
hearing it attentively, is one of the spiritual practices offered by the Lord to the Church, 
which He uses to heal and transform us according to His image and likeness. From the pen 
of St. John Chrysostom, we read the following prescription for our spiritual health: 
 

And there are many things like these which besiege our souls: we need the 
divine medicines to heal the wounds which we have received and to protect 
us from those which we have not yet received but will receive. We must 
thoroughly quench the darts of the devil and beat them off by continual 
reading of the divine scriptures. For it is not possible, not possible for 
anyone, to recover from sickness without continually taking advantage of 
spiritual reading. Actually we must be content, if even with continual use of 
this therapy, we are barely able to be restored to health.4 

 

Scripture as Sustenance   

St. Ephraim the Syrian compares reading Scripture to the food and water that God 
provided Israel in their forty-year journey in the wilderness. He wrote, Scripture “is like 
that rock which burst forth in the desert, becoming spiritual drink to everyone from all 
places. ‘[They ate] spiritual food and drank spiritual drink’” (I Corinthians 10:3-4).5 In the 
desert, the Lord provided a daily portion of bread from heaven (manna) and water that 
flowed abundantly out of the rock that followed the people through the wilderness. This 
rock, St. Paul says, was actually Christ, who constantly sustained the people through their 
uncertainties and extreme circumstances (I Corinthians 10:4). St. Paul compares these 
supernatural provisions of water and daily bread to the divine gifts of Holy Communion, 
while St. Ephraim applies these same sustaining, supernatural and spiritual provisions to the 
practice of meditating with joy on the riches within Holy Scripture. Like water and bread in 
the desert, so too are the received Words of God,—the “holy things for the holy people of 
God.” 
 
Jesus at the end of his forty-day fast and testing in the desert spoke a similar truth about 
scripture. When the Tempter came and said, “…command these stones to become loaves of 
bread” (Mat 4:3), Jesus remembered that it was already written in Scripture: “Man shall not 
live by bread alone, but by every word that proceeds out from the mouth of God” 
(Deuteronomy 8:3 in Matthew 4:4). Christ teaches us here to remember Scripture, especially 
in times of trial, and that every one of its words is bread for our souls.  

 
4 St. John Chrysostom, Homily on Lazarus and the Rich Man, 3.1. 
5 St. Ephraim the Syrian, Saint Ephrem’s Commentary on Tatian’s Diatessaron, ed. McCarthy (Oxford, 1993) pp. 49-
50. 



Scripture as Communal 

Orthodox Christians read the Scriptures of the Church within the context of the Church. 
Even when we read Scripture at home, we are not reading privately or alone. Instead, the 
Church is with us, and its daily biblical selections (the lectionary) guide us. We remember the 
saints who have meditated on these passages, and so we read in their company through the 
fellowship of the Holy Spirit. We read it in communion with the One who inspired these 
words and gives the gift of understanding through His grace to the Church. Christ has 
promised that when we ask for understanding, it will be given; when we search the 
Scriptures, we will find good things (Matthew 7:7-11). 
 
Perhaps the biblical story that best portrays the communal context of interpreting Holy 
Scripture is the account of the two followers of Jesus returning home from Jerusalem on the 
road to Emmaus following the crucifixion (Luke 24:13-35). When Jesus joins them along the 
way, they tell Him—not recognizing who he is—all that had happened concerning the death 
of Jesus. They tell him how they had received a report from certain women of their group 
that they had found Jesus’ tomb empty that morning, and angels had told them that Jesus 
was alive (24:23). Yet, even with such testimony, these two had given up and were returning 
home. Since the message of the angels through the women was not enough to stop their 
leaving, Jesus Himself pursued them down the road, accompanying them as they walked. 
Then, Jesus "interpreted to them in all the scriptures the things concerning himself (24:27)," 
showing them that it was “necessary that the Christ should suffer these things and enter into 
his glory" (24:26).   
 
In this mystical encounter, Jesus placed the Scripture about Himself in their hearts just as 
later that same evening he would place the bread in their hands.  When they realized who it 
was that had accompanied them on their journey, and had just been at their table, they 
exclaimed: "Did not our hearts burn within us while he talked to us on the road, while he opened 
to us the scriptures" (24:32)? This story is an ideal icon of Christ teaching us His Word within 
the setting of the Eucharistic celebration. When we read the Scripture, wherever we might 
be, we might keep this beautiful icon in our mind's eye, since it portrays a communal setting 
for the reading and study of the Holy Scripture, with Jesus and our Orthodox brothers and 
sisters accompanying us on the way.  He opens to us that portion of the Word that we need, 
and places in our hands, for our hearts and for our transformation. 

Scripture as Guide 

As a conclusion to the Sermon on the Mount in Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus spoke about 
listening to Scripture in this parable: 

Every one then who hears these words of mine and does them will be like a 
wise man who built his house upon the rock; and the rain fell, and the floods 
came, and the winds blew and beat upon that house, but it did not fall, 
because it had been founded on the rock. And every one who hears these 
words of mine and does not do them will be like a foolish man who built his 
house upon the sand; and the rain fell, and the floods came, and the winds 
blew and beat against that house, and it fell; and great was the fall of it. 
(Matthew 7:24-27) 



In this parable, Scriptures serves as a guide for our paths and thoughts.  Jesus speaks here 
about hearing and doing His words as two parts of what it means to read Scripture. Even if 
we only receive a small portion of truth from a reading, or from a sermon about the Gospel 
or Epistle reading in Church, that portion is enough for us to plant deeply into the good soil 
of our hearts, so that it might bear fruit through our actions, which leads us to a deeper 
understanding of His commandments, enriching our thoughts. As the master said to his two 
servants who doubled through investment what he had loaned them, “`Well done, good and 
faithful servant; you have been faithful over a few things, I will make you ruler over many 
things. Enter into the joy of your lord'” (Matthew 25:23). 
 
Submission to Christ through the words of Scripture is, therefore, one of the foundations 
for the spiritual life for Orthodox Christians. Listening to these words in our memory as we 
walk through each day is like hearing Christ speak to us, just as we are reminded visually of 
Him through the marvelous icons of the Church. He speaks to us gently in the words of 
Scripture, saying “Come to me, all who labor and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. 
Take my yoke [of instructions] upon you and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in 
heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” 
(Matthew 11:28). We hear Christ calling us to Himself, asking us to submit to the yoke of his 
teaching, which leads us down the narrow path with Him, and directs us away from our own 
deviant tendencies towards a living and sanctifying connection with Him. For He is the vine 
and we are His branches (John 15:1-2); He says to us, “If you abide in me, and my words 
abide in you, you will ask what you desire and it shall be done for you” (John 15:7).  So, the 
goal of reading Scripture is not knowledge for its own sake, but to imitate the life to which 
Christ calls us through the gentle, embodied-instruction of our Lord, bearing fruit both for our 
sake and for others. 

Scripture as Preparation  

One way to prepare for participating in the Divine Liturgy is to read and meditate at home 
on the Scripture readings that will be read during the liturgy. Even when Bibles were difficult 
to acquire, St. John Chrysostom in the late fourth century admonished his flock to read the 
Scripture at home during the week, especially the coming Sunday’s readings for the Divine 
Liturgy. In his third homily “On Lazarus and the Rich Man” he said reading the Sunday 
Scripture readings will “…make your understanding more ready to learn when you hear what 
I will say afterwards.” Further, St. John responded to the misconception that reading 
Scripture at home is for those living quietly in monastic communities, and not for those who 
live hectic, busy lives in the cities. He corrected this unfounded idea that Scripture reading is 
the prerogative of the clergy and monks, by aggressively countering: “They [the monks] rest 
far from the battle, and so they do not receive many wounds; but you stand continuously in 
the front rank, and you receive continual blows. So you need more remedies…. Therefore 
we have a continuous need for the full armor of the Scriptures.”  
 
Our Orthodox Church’s lectionary of biblical readings for each day of the liturgical year 
provides a map, showing us the Scripture readings for today and which passages will be 
heard at the next Divine Liturgy.  Every day our Church reads together the lectionary 
selections of the Patriarchate of Constantinople. Sometimes the readings are influenced by a 
festival, or the commemoration of a saint, and other times they follow the regular sequence 



of readings based on the number of weeks since Pascha. But whatever the readings, as 
Orthodox Christians we can always locate ourselves on this common map, sharing in this 
rich and life-giving tradition of reading the Scriptures together. St. John Chrysostom 
encouraged his beloved faithful to read the Scripture as part of living out their faith in God; 
for the One who inspired these words is also the One who opens the eyes of understanding. 
As if speaking to our own day, Our Father addressed the question about how can we read 
the Scripture and interpret it correctly without someone to teach us. He spoke boldly to his 
people, and to us too, that God will not neglect the person who reads in faith the Scripture. 
Rather, He will send either a human teacher, or God Himself will be the Pedagogue:  

Our Lord, you see, discerning our enthusiasm for spiritual matters, far from 
ignoring us, supplies illumination from above and enlightens our mind. 
Accordingly, let us not neglect reading, I beseech you; rather, whether we 
recognize the efficacy of the contents or are unaware of it, let us apply 
ourselves to it assiduously. Constant attention to it, after all, creates an 
indelible memory; and it often happens that what we could not discover 
today in our reading we all of a sudden come across the next day in returning 
to the task as the loving God in unseen fashion sheds light on our mind.6  

Practical Suggestions 

1. Before you begin reading, ask God to open the eyes of your understanding to hear the 
words for you today. 

Enlighten my mind to study Your word and open my heart to understand 
Your teachings in Scripture. Help me to apply what I learn and to praise 
You with all my heart and to glorify Your holy name. Father, Son and Holy 
Spirit, now and forever. Amen.7  

 
2. Begin by reading the Scripture passages for the upcoming Sunday's Divine Liturgy, or the 
daily lectionary readings. See the Archdiocese website at www.goarch.org in the section 
called the Online Chapel for the schedule of readings, and for instructions on how to 
download the app to your mobile device. 
      
3. Write down your thoughts after you read. What did you hear? What questions came to 
your mind? Turn the words into a prayer for your day. 
 
4. Join others in studying sections of Scripture together and discussing how you might apply 
the readings. Ask your priest if you have a question about what you are reading that you 
need answered. 
 

Some Resources: 

1. http://www.goarch.org/chapel/ (with the daily saints and readings from Scripture) 
 

 
6 St. John Chrysostom, 35th Homily on Genesis, trans. Charles Hill, p. 308. 
7 Prayer for Enlightenment, My Orthodox Prayer Book 



2. The Bible and the Fathers of the Church, edited by Joanna Manley, St. Vladimir's Seminary 
Press. 

 
3. The Year of the Grace of our Lord: by an anonymous monk of the Orthodox Church, St. 

Vladimir's Seminary Press, 1980. 


