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SESSION 1
Introduction

The Weaponization of the Bible
In Better Ways to Read the Bible, Zach Lambert, founder and lead 

pastor of Restore in Austin, Texas, invites, challenges, and encourages 
Christians to stop reading the Bible in harmful and destructive ways 
so they can start reading it in healing and constructive ways instead.

The ways in which many Christians, especially Christian leaders, 
read and interpret the Bible distort its meaning, damage human lives, 
and contribute to the decline of the church’s influence. In short, 
too many Christians are weaponizing the Bible, “turning something 
meant to be a tool of healing into an instrument of harm” (p. 4).*

One rather direct example is hate crimes committed by Christians 
against Jewish and Muslim congregations in Austin—congregations 
that have worked with churches and church leaders on multifaith 
projects. The vandals who attacked the mosque left behind a sign 

*	 Throughout this participant guide, numbers in parentheses without any other 
notation refer to page numbers in Better Ways to Read the Bible.
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citing 1 Corinthians 6:9-11 as their apparent rationale. This passage 
was originally intended to encourage Christians to resolve disputes on 
their own or with the help of the church and not bring the other party 
into court. But here it has been twisted into something that justifies 
violence against Muslim neighbors.

As a young man, Lambert experienced this weaponization of the 
Bible for himself. His continual questioning of his youth pastor and 
desire to discuss his doubts about his faith led to his being banished 
from Bible study. The summer before his senior year of high school, 
he overdosed on alcohol and cough medicine and watched someone 
else overdose and drown. Despite being no longer welcome in his 
church, he started reading the Bible again, desperate for answers to 
his questions. It was during this rereading that he met a Jesus who was 
different from what he encountered before—a Jesus who was radical 
and revolutionary and compelled Lambert to follow him.

Lambert became a youth pastor himself and, later, a seminarian 
intern at a megachurch. However, as an intern, he continued to 
witness the weaponization of Scripture. This led to a determination 
to engage in a two-sided project that ultimately led him to start 
Restore Austin—deconstructing harmful ways of reading the Bible 
and reconstructing something more helpful, loving, and responsible 
in its place. 

Understanding the Big,  
Badly Behaved Bible

The Bible is not a single book but a collection, or “library,” of 
many books—sixty-six in most Protestant Bibles, seventy-three 
in Roman Catholic Bibles, and seventy-eight in Eastern Orthodox 
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Bibles. Written by at least forty different authors over the span of 
millennia, in widely different places, and reflecting at least ten literary 
genres, the Bible is an extensive and complicated collection of texts 
that rarely provides us with easy answers. 

As one might expect from such an anthology, the Bible’s contents 
do not always conform to or agree with one another. As a whole, 
the Bible is unruly and messy, sometimes even rebellious. In short, as 
Lambert says, “We do not have a well-behaved Bible” (p. 16).

Rather than recognize and take into account the complicated 
nature of Scripture in their reading and interpretation, many Western 
readers since the Enlightenment have instead tried to force the 
Bible into our modern paradigms, trying to make it align with their 
previously held ideological commitments. In some cases, this mindset 
has led to readers trying to apply the scientific method to Scripture 
and rejecting biblical content that could not be judged “reasonable.” 
Such readers approach such issues as Jesus’s divinity, his birth to the 
virgin Mary, and the miracles attributed to him in the Gospels with a 
high degree of skepticism, effectively dismissing them as fictional. But 
in other cases, and moving in the other direction, Bible readers reacted 
against the Enlightenment’s insistence on reason and logic by insisting 
on Scripture’s literal truthfulness. The result of these two tendencies, 
and an inability to arrive at nuanced positions without dividing into 
opposing sides, has been polarization about what the Bible is and how 
we should understand it today.

But instead of making a forced, false choice between fiction and 
truth, we can engage the Bible with questions about authorship, 
intent, and genre. Doing so enables us to discover truths in the text 
that go beyond a superficial reading. As just one example, consider 
Proverbs 26:4-5:
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Do not answer a fool according to his folly,
or you yourself will be just like him.

Answer a fool according to his folly,
or he will be wise in his own eyes.

On its face, the text suggests seemingly contradictory conclusions. 
And it would be hard to square this fact with an interpretive strategy 
that sees the Bible as literally true and free of any contradictions.

But the context of the passage is important here. Proverbs belongs 
to a genre called Wisdom Literature, which often offers ethical 
guidance that is situational—what one should do depends on the 
situation. Sometimes, answering fools is wise; at other times, it is not. 
When we do a bit of work to understand the author and the genre and 
the purpose of the work, the contradiction is resolved and a deeper 
truth, a genuine bit of wisdom, comes into focus.

Why People Leave the Bible  
and the Church Behind

Because some people have misunderstood the nature of Scripture 
and have asked it to be something it is not—like an instruction 
manual, a theology textbook, a scientific or historical study—others 
have struggled with or left the Bible behind completely.

In high school, Lambert struggled with Scripture. Attempting 
to read through the Bible in a year with a One Year Bible in his 
devotional quiet time, Lambert read the story of the destruction of 
Sodom and Gomorrah in Genesis 19. He was shocked by not only 
God’s destruction of the cities but also Lot’s offer of his daughters to 
a sexually violent mob and the drunken incest that occurs later in the 
story. Lambert recalls, “I closed my One Year Bible and contemplated 
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how this horrific story could possibly inspire me to ‘live for Christ’ 
in any meaningful way. . . . I decided I would never again open up my 
One Year Bible” (p. 20).

According to the American Bible Society, some 26 million people 
mostly or completely stopped reading the Bible between 2021 and 
2022, a steep and marked decline that seems incredible over such a 
short time. A key cause of this avoidance of the Bible is that many 
potential Bible readers have seen and experienced the book used as a 
weapon that shames, denounces, and represses.

Very often, when people have endured spiritual trauma, the 
Bible is one of the key weapons employed against them, subjecting 
them to prejudice, exclusion, and hate based on certain readings of 
Scripture. Lambert’s friend Yasmeen, despite being a Christian herself, 
was told by a fellow high school student, after September 11, 2001, 
that the Book of Revelation says, “Jesus is going to come back and 
kill everyone who looks like you.” There is also Roberto and Maria, 
a couple whose son had come out to them as gay, who were told by 
a Christian counselor that Leviticus 18 condemned their son as an 
abomination.

In so many people’s experiences, reading the Bible starting with 
the assumption that it is the literal and inerrant Word of God delivered 
directly from heaven has led to unanswered questions, doubts, and 
even outrage that can become ammunition against readers rather 
than evidence of inadequate or unhelpful interpretations. This 
approach, Lambert has found, leads people to lose their spiritual 
connection to Jesus.

It can also lead to disconnection from the church. Lambert 
recounts how the megachurch where he served as an intern weaponized 
Scripture “to subjugate women, justify slavery, bash LGBTQ+ folks, 
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cover up abuse, and exclude anyone brave enough to speak out against 
these injustices” (p. 23). The senior pastor in particular used Sunday 
sermons as occasions to cut down whatever group or idea he didn’t 
like, using the Bible as his weapon of choice. Although he initially 
followed suit, Lambert’s own questions about the Bible and growing 
unwillingness to use it to hurt people led to his eventual break with 
that church. There was increasing friction with other church leaders 
and, eventually, an argument and suspension. On return, Lambert 
was given an apology to memorize and recite to the senior pastor as a 
form of “biblical repentance.” He refused and left the church for good 
that day.

This experience shows, as do the experiences of many others, 
that many people who stop reading Scripture and leave the church 
aren’t doing so because they want to leave behind or even reject Jesus. 
Rather, they take issue with how Jesus has been co-opted in service of 
objectives that go against what Jesus actually taught and did, which 
was always for the liberation of God’s people. This is a rejection of 
what leads to domination and oppression. It is thus a rejection not  
of the Bible itself but of the many harmful ways it can be read.

Thanks to mentoring from and friendship with a nearby 
nondenominational pastor who took an interest in him and engaged 
his questions, and with help from the work of biblical scholars 
and advocates for justice from other traditions and backgrounds, 
Lambert began to separate the original divine inspiration of the 
biblical text from the layers of interpretation that had come to cover 
and obscure this. 

This changed way of understanding Scripture opened new 
possibilities. The prophet Isaiah looks to a time when God would 
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restore all things, making all things right and just. This is a time when 

people “will beat their swords into plowshares / and their spears into 

pruning hooks” (2:4). We can do the same with the Bible today, 

turning a book that has so often been used as a weapon into a means 

of healing and transformation. 

Identifying Our Lenses
We all bring a set of assumptions to the Bible. We have some 

preconceived ideas about what it is, how it works, and what we 

are supposed to do with it. And there is no singular, correct set of 

assumptions. That is, there is no purely objective or neutral way of 

approaching the text, no way of coming to Scripture without our own 

contexts, ideas, and motivations. In truth, no one today “just reads” 

the Bible—we are always already interpreting the text, whether we are 

aware of it or not. We see certain things and miss others, select out 

what is and isn’t important, and assume good or bad intentions in the 

characters based on how we already see the world.

The assumptions or biases we bring to the Bible can be seen as 

lenses. Having such lenses isn’t the problem, but pretending we don’t 

have any and that only other people or groups do very much is. We 

might be tempted to think that if anyone doesn’t have a particular 

lens that influences how a text is understood, it would be people 

in the original ancient audience. But it’s clear that even ancient 

Jewish scholars and first-century Christians had disagreements and 

differences with one another about these texts. Modern readers, who 

are so much further removed by time, language, and culture, must 

therefore approach the Bible with a measure of humility.
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To illustrate the need for humble recognition of our own lenses, 
Lambert recalls an encounter he had while a seminarian with a man 
named Junior who had immigrated to the US from Haiti after the 
2010 earthquake and was struggling with suicidal thoughts. Lambert 
attempted to evangelize Junior using the Romans Road, a series of 
verses from Romans designed to convict people of sin and lead them 
to pray for salvation. Junior did not respond as hoped. Instead, he 
questioned why Lambert called the message he was sharing “good 
news,” since it offered no hope for life now, only for life after death. 
Lambert and Junior became friends, and that friendship had valuable 
lessons about seeing life and the gospel from another perspective, 
which might yield a vastly different understanding.

The characteristics over which we have no control—such as 
our gender, ethnicity, physical abilities, sexual orientation, and 
socioeconomic background—inevitably affect how we read and 
interpret Scripture. And if people enjoy social privilege and advantage, 
they must try to avoid what theologian Erna Kim Hackett has called 
“Disney princess theology”—automatically identifying with the 
powerless and oppressed heroes of the Bible instead of recognizing 
themselves in Scripture’s powerful oppressors. Lambert admits he has 
great social privilege: a White, straight, able-bodied male born into 
the middle class. These are not negative things, and they certainly 
do not make one a person who is ready to oppress or harm others. 
However, they are vitally important for understanding how one might 
interpret Scripture.

Although we cannot ever remove all the lenses we bring to the 
Bible, we can choose to use different ones. Some lenses, we will find, 
are better than others—some promote exclusion and hate, while others 
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promote love and liberation. Some lenses are harmful, while others are 
healthy. Some lenses do not reflect what Christ is like, while others do.

Four Harmful Lenses,  
Four Helpful Lenses

Lambert identifies four common lenses for reading the Bible that 
often hurt people:

•	 The Literalism Lens: The idea that every word in the 
Bible must be read and unquestioningly accepted as 
literal, factual, objectively verifiable truth—“The Bible 
says it, I believe it, that settles it.” 

•	 The Apocalypse Lens: The idea that the Bible teaches 
history and the world will end with God waging a 
vindictive war of retribution against evildoers and 
forever condemning sinners to hell—“It’s all gonna 
burn anyway.” 

•	 The Moralism Lens: The idea that the Bible is a book 
of unambiguous rules given to teach us right from 
wrong—“Well, that’s not biblical.”

•	 The Hierarchy Lens: The idea that the Bible teaches 
which people are and deserve to be regarded as superior 
to and in charge of others in human society—“Submit 
to authority as you submit to God.”

By studying how other people and communities have read and 
interpreted Scripture, Lambert has identified four additional lenses 
with the potential for very different, positive effects:
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•	 The Jesus Lens: The idea that the Bible serves to point 
us to Jesus and to what and whom Jesus cares about—
“The Scriptures point to me.” 

•	 The Context Lens: The idea that passages in the Bible 
must be interpreted with reference to their specific 
historic and literary contexts in order to better avoid 
interpreting them in harmful ways—“The one who 
seeks will find.”

•	 The Flourishing Lens: The idea that the Bible must 
be read in ways that support justice and liberation 
for people who are marginalized and experiencing 
oppression because Scripture demonstrates God’s 
special concern for them—“I have come that they 
may have life abundantly.”

•	 The Fruitfulness Lens: The idea that the Bible must 
be interpreted in ways that produce the “fruit of the 
Spirit” (Galatians 5:22-23) by which Jesus said his 
followers would be known, so that the church might 
include, affirm, and love all people—“By their fruit 
you will recognize them.”

In the rest of this study, we will explore each of these lenses with 
the aim of helping those who read the Bible find ways of relating 
to it “that lead to restoration, wholeness, and flourishing for all  
people” (p. 9).
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