The Bible and the Baha’i Faith


Literal reading of the Scripture

Literal: Being in accordance with, conforming to, or upholding the exact or primary meaning of a word or words
Non-literal doesn’t mean “not serious” or “not real”

1) Did Jesus mean all of his words literally?
a) “Jesus answered and said unto him, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born again, he cannot see the kingdom of God.

 Nicodemus saith unto him, How can a man be born when he is old? can he enter the second time into his mother's womb, and be born?

 Jesus answered, Verily, verily, I say unto thee, Except a man be born of water and of the Spirit, he cannot enter into the kingdom of God”



(John 3:3-5)

b) “For my flesh is meat indeed, and my blood is drink indeed.

He that eateth my flesh, and drinketh my blood, dwelleth in me, and I in him.

 As the living Father hath sent me, and I live by the Father: so he that eateth me, even he shall live by me.

 This is that bread which came down from heaven: not as your fathers did eat manna, and are dead: he that eateth of this bread shall live for ever…

 Many therefore of his disciples, when they had heard this, said, This is an hard saying; who can hear it?

 When Jesus knew in himself that his disciples murmured at it, he said unto them, Doth this offend you?

 What and if ye shall see the Son of man ascend up where he was before?

 It is the spirit that quickeneth; the flesh profiteth nothing: the words that I speak unto you, they are spirit, and they are life.




(John 6:55-63)

c) John 6: Jesus feeds the mutltitudes, they eat their fill, they “see” him:

 “25 When they found him on the other side of the lake, they asked him, “Rabbi, when did you get here?” 

 26 Jesus answered, “Very truly I tell you, you are looking for me, not because you saw the signs I performed but because you ate the loaves and had your fill. 27 Do not work for food that spoils, but for food that endures to eternal life, which the Son of Man will give you. For on him God the Father has placed his seal of approval.” 

28 Then they asked him, “What must we do to do the works God requires?” 

29 Jesus answered, “The work of God is this: to believe in the one he has sent.” 
30 So they asked him, “What sign then will you give that we may see it and believe you? What will you do? 
31 Our ancestors ate the manna in the wilderness; as it is written: ‘He gave them bread from heaven to eat.’[c]” 

32 Jesus said to them, “Very truly I tell you, it is not Moses who has given you the bread from heaven, but it is my Father who gives you the true bread from heaven.
33 For the bread of God is the bread that comes down from heaven and gives life to the world.” 

34 “Sir,” they said, “always give us this bread.” 
35 Then Jesus declared, “I am the bread of life. Whoever comes to me will never go hungry, and whoever believes in me will never be thirsty.”
d) Woman at the well

“ 7 When a Samaritan woman came to draw water, Jesus said to her, “Will you give me a drink?” 8 (His disciples had gone into the town to buy food.) 

 9 The Samaritan woman said to him, “You are a Jew and I am a Samaritan woman. How can you ask me for a drink?” (For Jews do not associate with Samaritans.[a]) 

 10 Jesus answered her, “If you knew the gift of God and who it is that asks you for a drink, you would have asked him and he would have given you living water.” 

 11 “Sir,” the woman said, “you have nothing to draw with and the well is deep. Where can you get this living water? 12 Are you greater than our father Jacob, who gave us the well and drank from it himself, as did also his sons and his livestock?” 

 13 Jesus answered, “Everyone who drinks this water will be thirsty again, 14 but whoever drinks the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water I give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life.” 




(John, 4: 7-14)

2) Did Paul interpret the Jewish scripture literally?
1) “For it is written, that Abraham had two sons, the one by a bondmaid, the other by a freewoman.

But he who was of the bondwoman was born after the flesh; but he of the freewoman was by promise.

Which things are an allegory: for these are the two covenants; the one from the mount Sinai, which gendereth to bondage, which is Agar.

For this Agar is mount Sinai in Arabia, and answereth to Jerusalem which now is, and is in bondage with her children.

 But Jerusalem which is above is free, which is the mother of us all.”

(Galatians 4:22-26)

2) “Behold, I will stand before thee there upon the rock in Horeb; and thou shalt smite the rock, and there shall come water out of it, that the people may drink. And Moses did so in the sight of the elders of Israel.”




(Exodus, 17:6)

Paul’s interpretation of Exodus, 17:6:

“Moreover, brethren, I would not that ye should be ignorant, how that all our fathers were under the cloud, and all passed through the sea;

And were all baptized unto Moses in the cloud and in the sea;

And did all eat the same spiritual meat;

And did all drink the same spiritual drink: for they drank of that spiritual Rock that followed them: and that Rock was Christ.”




(I Corinthians 10:1-4)

3) Why is Scripture revealed in symbolic language:
“ And when he was alone, they that were about him with the twelve asked of him the parable.

And he said unto them, Unto you it is given to know the mystery of the kingdom of God: but unto them that are without, all these things are done in parables:

That seeing they may see, and not perceive; and hearing they may hear, and not understand; lest at any time they should be converted, and their sins should be forgiven them.”  
(Mark 4:10-12)

“Know verily that the purpose underlying all these symbolic terms and abstruse allusions, which emanate from the Revealer’s of God’s holy Cause, hath been to test and prove the peoples of the world; that thereby the earth of the pure and illumined hearts may be known from the perishable and barren soil. From time immemorial such hath been the way of God  amidst his creatures, and to this testify the records of the Sacred Books.



(Baha’u’llah, The Book of Certitude, p. 49)

4) Layers of meaning in Scripture:
“In the Sayings of Him who is the Spirit (Jesus) unnumbered significances lie concealed.” (Baha’u’llah, Epistle, 148)

“Know assuredly that just as thou firmly believest that the Word of God, exalted be His glory, endureth forever, thou must, likewise, believe with undoubting faith that its meaning can never be exhausted.” (Baha’u’llah, Gleanings, p.175)

In Jewish tradition, there are four ways of interpreting (Pardes) Scripture:

· The ‘plain’ or ‘simple’ meaning of the text

· The deeper meaning beyond the literal meaning

· Comparing words and forms in a passage to other similar passages

· The secret meaning, given through inspiration or revelation

Main points:

· Non-literal doesn’t mean ‘not real’ or ‘not serious’

· The Bible doesn’t “say”, it “reads”.

· That which is symbolized in symbolic language is far more real and important than the symbol itself 

· Jesus frequently spoke using allegory, metaphors and symbols

· Paul interpreted some of the Jewish Scripture in non-literal way

· Divine Revelation is given in symbolic language to test the faithful

· Scripture has layers of meaning.

· There were many varieties of interpretation and many different texts in the early Christian centuries. A system of interpretation—which included symbolic interpretation—began to be developed in the second century by such Christian thinkers as Origen of Alexandria. Christian belief became more uniform in the European Middle Ages than in earlier times.

· Baha’u’llah claims to be the Divine Presence for this time, as Jesus was in the first century. So Baha’u’llah’s claim would fulfill the ‘Second Coming’ or Second Appearing’. This claim can only be considered if parts of the Bible are read in a non-literal way.

An example of a non-literal interpretation of the prophecy of Coming in the Clouds:

“Immediately after those days shall the sun be darkened, and the moon shall not give her light, and the stars shall fall from heaven, and the powers of the heavens shall be shaken:

And then shall appear the sign of the Son of man in heaven: and then shall all the tribes of the earth mourn, and they shall see the son of man coming in the clouds of heaven with power and great glory”



(Matthew 24:29-30)

“And now, with reference to His words: “And then all the tribes of the earth shall mourn, and they shall see the Son of Man coming in the clouds of heaven with power and great glory”? These words signify that in those days men will lament the loss of the Sun of the divine beauty, of the Moon of knowledge, and of the stars divine wisdom. Thereupon, they will behold the countenance of the Promised One, the adored Beauty, descending from the heaven and riding upon the clouds. By this is meant that the divine Beauty will be made manifest from the heaven of the will of God, and will appear in the form of the human temple. The term ‘heaven’ denoteth loftiness and exaltation , inasmuch as it is the seat of the revelation of those Manifestations of Holiness, the Day-Springs of the ancient glory. These ancient Beings, though delivered from the womb of their mother, have in reality descended from the heaven of the will of God. Though they be dwelling on this earth, yet their true habitations are the retreats of glory in the realms above. Whilst walking amongst mortals, they soar in thee heaven of the divine presence.”



(Baha’u’llah, The Book of Certitude, p. 118) 

“These ‘clouds’ signify in one sense, the annulment of laws, the abrogation of the former Dispensations, the repeal of rituals and customs current amongst men, the exalting of the illiterate faithful above the learned opposers of the Faith. In another sense, they mean the appearance of that immortal Beauty in the image of mortal man, with such human limitations as eating and drinking, poverty and riches, glory and abasement. Sleeping and waking, and such other things cast doubt in the minds of men, and cause them to turn away. All such veils are symbolically referrted to as ‘clouds’. 



(Baha’u’llah, The Book of Certitude, p. 71-72)

“Were the prophecies recorded in the Gospel to be literally fulfilled; were Jesus, Son of Mary, accompanied by angels, to descend from the visible heaven upon the clouds; who would dare to disbelieve, who would dare top reject the truth, and wax disdainful? Nay, such consternation would immediately seize all the dwellers of the earth that no soul would feel able to utter a word, much less to reject or accept the truth.”



(Baha’u’llah, The Book of Certitude, p. 80-81))
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