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They’re the salt of the earth. He’s a real Good Samaritan. She’s the apple of his eye. These are a few examples of expressions from the Bible that have become well established in the English language. We use such phrases in everyday speech, often without realising that they come from the Bible. We also allude to biblical stories when we say that the writing is on the wall when there are ominous signs of an impending disaster, or when we refer to someone returning like the prodigal son. At times we even misquote the Bible when we say that money is the root of all evil.


Such phrases all have their roots in the King James (Authorised) Version of the Bible, published in 1611. Since then, the English language has changed significantly and so this volume also includes a selection of words that have their origin in older versions of the Bible (e.g. scapegoat), or whose meanings have changed significantly since the seventeenth century (for example, gin, peculiar, shambles).


An appendix lists some familiar phrases from the Book of Common Prayer that have become part of the English language.


We have written this book to sketch the origin and development of a selection of biblical words and phrases in a way that we hope you will find not only entertaining but also informative.


Martin H. Manser
Andrew Bianchi
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Abraham’s bosom


And it came to pass, that the beggar died, and was carried by the angels into Abraham’s bosom: the rich man also died, and was buried.


Luke 16:22


In this parable comparing the apathy of a rich man to the plight of an impoverished beggar called Lazarus in Luke 16, Jesus explained what became of the two of them after they died. (Incidentally, Lazarus is the only character given a name in any of Jesus’ parables.) After a lifetime of indifference, the wealthy man was transported to hell. Here he at last became alive to the fate of the other man, who had been carried to Abraham’s bosom by angels. Jews used this phrase to indicate the resting place of dead people favoured by God. It was a paradise of bliss and security. The expression carries with it a sense of privilege and honour – mirroring the way in which a father or master would allow a favoured servant or child to lean upon and gain security from his chest. Peter has become recognised as the guardian of heaven for Christians, as the keeper of its keys and hence the lead character in many ‘Pearly Gates’ jokes, but the role of welcoming people to eternal glory for the Jews of Jesus’ time belonged to the great father of faith, Abraham.





Addicted


I beseech you, brethren, (ye know the house of Stephanas, that it is the firstfruits of Achaia, and that they have addicted themselves to the ministry of the saints)


1 Corinthians 16:15


If our children were to tell us that they were addicted we would be very worried, doubtless berating ourselves for having failed them in some way. In today’s climate, any sort of addiction is considered a bad thing, as the object of the addiction is expected to be something harmful, like drugs. In the sixteenth century, though, the word addicted was invariably used to allude to positive qualities or values. So in 1 Corinthians 16:15 the apostle Paul writes of the addiction of certain Christians to ministering to others of the faith. Some translations express the phrase in terms of devotion, and state that they have devoted themselves to Christian service.






Advertise


And now, behold, I go unto my people: come therefore, and I will advertise thee what this people shall do to thy people in the latter days.


Numbers 24:14


We live in a world that is saturated by advertising. Whether waiting at a bus stop, watching a programme on the television, listening to the radio or browsing through a magazine, we are continually bombarded with images and ideas that encourage us to buy a particular product or service. Our understanding of the word advertise is very different from its use in the Bible. There were none of our current commercial connotations then. The word meant to ‘advise’, ‘warn’ or even simply to ‘tell’ or ‘let know’. In the verse quoted from Numbers the meaning is ‘I will make clear to you what this people shall do to your people in the last days.’





Affinity


And Solomon made affinity with Pharaoh king of Egypt, and took Pharaoh’s daughter, and brought her into the city of David, until he had made an end of building his own house, and the house of the Lord, and the wall of Jerusalem round about.


1 Kings 3:1


From the passage quoted, it is clear that the word affinity carries the sense of making a treaty, pact or alliance. In times past, kingdoms have often sought to ease relations between themselves through marriage, and the rulers of biblical times were no exception to this custom. The strict use of the word referred to a relationship established through marriage. This differs from its use today, when affinity is used to describe a situation where a resemblance or special bond exists, and would be less likely to be used in a formal context.





Alarm


Numbers 10:1–10


In modern experience an alarm is a disturbing device that destroys peaceful slumber and reminds us of the tyranny of work. Or when we get to work it is the device that is tested every Tuesday between 2 p.m. and 3 p.m. to keep Health and Safety happy. No wonder the word is also used to describe a sense of foreboding. The word actually comes from the Italian all’ arme, ‘to arms’, and it is in this sense that it is used in Numbers 10:1–10, where it was used as a call to prepare for battle.






All the days of my life


Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.


Psalm 23:6


This expression breathes out the warmth and very essence of the much-loved Psalm 23 from which the expression derives. This timeless poem is treasured for its portrayal of the intimate friendship between the shepherd-king David and his God: a relationship of love, care and, above all, security and trust. The great king of Israel understood that his Shepherd provided help and support, not in a vague way across his life as a whole but in the specifics of each and every day: all the days of his life.





All things to all men


To the weak became I as weak, that I might gain the weak: I am made all things to all men, that I might by all means save some.


1 Corinthians 9:22


The apostle Paul wasn’t being sexist here – the original literally meant ‘all things to all’. He was simply explaining his adaptable approach to the work of passing on his message. If someone expected him to be weak, he could adapt his approach to seem as feeble as the next person. If they wanted an eighteen-stone body-builder he could do that too. Not literally, of course – rugged though he must have needed to be, it’s unlikely that he would have pumped too much iron in the gym. He just wanted as many people as possible to think as he did, and if there was anything in his approach or manner that could present the slightest risk of putting up a barrier then he would change to make those around him feel more at home.





The alpha and the omega


I am Alpha and Omega, the beginning and the ending, saith the Lord, which is, and which was, and which is to come, the Almighty.


Revelation 1:8


The alpha male in a pack of wolves may be quite literally the top dog and omega 3 oil may be the latest route to a healthy heart, but students of Greek know these two words respectively as the first and last letters of the Greek alphabet, so it’s a bit like describing something as ‘the A to Z of...’ – in this case, of almighty God-ness. In Revelation 1:8 the expression comes from the lips of the Lord himself who describes himself as the One who is the present, the past and the future. He is not merely spread out at the bookends of history. Of course he was there at the beginning and he’ll still be around at the end, but, equally importantly, he is the eternal present: the constant I AM, revealed first in his meeting with Moses and later through his incarnation in Jesus Christ.





The apple of your eye


He found him in a desert land, and in the waste howling wilderness; he led him about, he instructed him, he kept him as the apple of his eye.


Deuteronomy 32:10


No modern physiology book would put it like this, but in the past the pupil of the eye was referred to as ‘the apple’. After all, it is shaped roughly like one. In addition, because it is the most important part of the eye, the apple of your eye became a symbol of all things that were precious: the most valuable part of a highly valued part of the body. Dotted around the Bible the phrase therefore represents anything that is of great worth – whether it is the law of God in Proverbs 7:2, the people of Israel found and nurtured in the desert (Deuteronomy 32:10), or any individual on the receiving end of divine care.






Armageddon


And he gathered them together into a place called in the Hebrew tongue Armageddon.


Revelation 16:16


The politics of the Cold War and the potential unleashing of catastrophic weapons upon the world led many doommongers to envisage that the earth was on the verge of Armageddon. This spine-chilling word is found in Revelation 16:16 and is the site, possibly originally meant for the mountain of Megiddo, where the last great battle between good and evil is to be fought. This awful day, the climax of God’s intervention in history, is an occasion of unparalleled destruction, which explains why the phrase has come to be used as the archetypal expression of all that is dreadful for the human race. Hence the corny joke – ‘I don’t know what “Armageddon” means.’ Response: ‘Don’t worry, it’s not the end of the world.’





Armhole


And Ebed-melech the Ethiopian said unto Jeremiah, Put now these old cast clouts and rotten rags under thine armholes under the cords. And Jeremiah did so.


Jeremiah 38:12


The poor prophet Jeremiah had been thrown into an unpleasant dungeon and left to rot. Fortunately for him, Ebed-melech knew of his whereabouts and went with some men to rescue him. In order to pull him out of the ground, they threw down a rope. His rescuer then threw down some rags so that Jeremiah could place the ropes under his arms using the rags for padding. He was then hauled to safety. It is clear from this episode that armholes are not the openings in an item of clothing which we might put our hands through. Instead, the word meant what we would refer to today as our armpits.
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Balthazar


See Jeroboam





Barbarian


I am debtor both to the Greeks, and to the Barbarians; both to the wise, and to the unwise.


Romans 1:14


Today if we call someone a barbarian we usually mean that they are uncouth and badly behaved. In the past, the term meant more simply (and less judgementally) ‘foreigner’. It was originally applied by Greeks to the non-Greek-speaking world, gradually changing its meaning to apply to all those who were rude and lacking in good breeding and civilisation. Other nations took up the concept of defining themselves as the quality nation and dismissing others as barbarians. Thus, after the Greeks, the Romans came to apply it to all non-Romans; in 2 Maccabees in the Apocrypha it is used by the Jews of the Gentiles and even if the word of the moment changes, the concept of comparing others unfavourably to ourselves will doubtless continue into the foreseeable future. Here though, Paul shows the even-handedness more fully developed elsewhere: all can make a contribution to God’s kingdom.





The beam in your eye


Thou hypocrite, first cast out the beam out of thine own eye; and then shalt thou see clearly to cast out the mote out of thy brother’s eye.


Matthew 7:5


Anyone who has had to drive at night towards an oncoming car that has not dipped its headlights will know something of the discomfort of having a beam in the eye. The beam in question here, however, is a large piece of wood. Jesus, in a section of the Sermon on the Mount recorded by Matthew, was speaking against hypocrites who, while peering into someone else’s eye in order to extract a speck of dust, fail to realise that their own vision is itself obscured by an absurdly huge block of timber. He is commenting upon our remarkable ability to spot the faults and failings of others, despite being oblivious to our own. When we tell someone to take the beam out of their own eye, we are simply asking them to sort themselves out first and then, should they still wish to be critical, they may make some claim to sort out someone else’s vision. Best to check first, though, as to the clarity of your own vision.





Bear the burden and heat of the day


These last have wrought but one hour, and thou hast made them equal unto us, which have borne the burden and heat of the day.


Matthew 20:12


The phrase the burden and heat of the day emphasises the hard nature of manual work outdoors. Its origins lie in the story Jesus told of the vineyard owner who wanted to hire workers. He hired workers in stages from early morning onwards and throughout the day. When, at the end of the day, the boss decided to pay all his workers the same wage, irrespective of how long they had worked, those who had slogged it out since the beginning of the day were, unsurprisingly, somewhat upset. They voiced their concern over the blatant injustice of it all – after all, they had been taken on when it was early morning, yet only received the same wage as those who had been taken on almost at the end of the working day. Their complaint fell on deaf ears. The challenge is to be grateful when we are given as much or more than our due, even if others seem to be even more generously treated.





Beating swords into ploughshares


And he shall judge among the nations, and shall rebuke many people: and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruninghooks: nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.


Isaiah 2:4


This powerful expression occurs in Isaiah 2:4 and Micah 4:3. These verses refer to a future time when there will be no more need for the instruments of warfare. And rather than being left to rust in a gigantic stockpile to be picked up again next time there’s a disagreement, there will be such confidence in their redundancy that they are decommissioned for good through their transformation into farming implements. Weapons are converted into tools to cultivate the soil. The phrase carries with it a sense of finality, reinforced by the context in the Bible when a golden age is ushered in by God himself. That will be an age of peace, an age where there is neither the need nor any inclination to take up arms.





The blind leading the blind


Let them alone: they be blind leaders of the blind. And if the blind lead the blind, both shall fall into the ditch.


Matthew 15:14


Nothing could be more ridiculous than the idea of one sightless individual taking another by the hand and attempting to guide him along a twisting path or busy street. It is this absurd situation that Jesus used in Matthew 15:14 to describe the Pharisees. The inference was both funny and humiliating: they didn’t know what they were talking about, but nevertheless insisted upon passing on their lack of understanding to others. No one wants to be led by someone who can’t see properly – especially when their own vision is impaired. Although the original meaning attacks the arrogance of those who ought to be qualified to guide others but aren’t, the phrase is now commonly used more loosely, to describe what happens when a novice in any area attempts to guide another newcomer: You’ve only been working here for two weeks and you’re trying to lead the induction course. If that’s not the blind leading the blind, I don’t know what is!






Bone of my bones


And Adam said, This is now bone of my bones, and flesh of my flesh: she shall be called Woman, because she was taken out of Man.


Genesis 2:23


In the first chapters of the Bible, God creates a companion for the first man, Adam. To do this he uses a rib, plucked from Adam’s body itself. When he has completed his task and presents the new creation to Adam, the appreciative man proclaims his unabashed delight. Obscured by translation, in the original Hebrew Adam’s shout of pleasure carries with it the idea of unrivalled excellence – the best of the best. There has been a tendency to see woman as subordinate since she was taken out of man, but the grateful recipient of this gift of a companion saw it as an incomparable present, excelling even himself: in every way the best a man can get.





Born again


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.


John 3:3


In many circles today the caricature of a ‘born-again’ Christian is that of an earnest individual, too zealous for his or her own good. Too keen. Too ‘in your face’. And not very British. The words belong to Jesus in a conversation of which this verse is the lynchpin. They seemed to shock the person he was talking to as much as they offend people today. Jesus said that to see God’s kingdom, his friend had to be born again. What has become something of a cliché was here a startling expression encapsulating the idea of a radical rebirth, a new beginning as completely different from what went before as breathing air is different from the containment of the womb. A wholesale spiritual re-awakening.





Botch


The LORD will smite thee with the botch of Egypt, and with the emerods, and with the scab, and with the itch, whereof thou canst not be healed.


Deuteronomy 28:27


If you were to ask my wife for a definition of the word botch, it could well contain the words ‘husband’, ‘DIY’ and ‘job’. And rightly so. In this verse from Deuteronomy, which describes a curse Moses threatens against the Israelites should they forsake God, the word botch refers to a boil or sores. Elsewhere in the King James Version, the same Hebrew word is rendered as boil or boils. The distinct translation of the word gave rise to the notion that it referred to a particularly unpleasant disease, but this is not the case. And it is has clearly gone through successive meaning changes to arrive at the word we use today.





Bowels


Put on therefore, as the elect of God, holy and beloved, bowels of mercies, kindness, humbleness of mind, meekness, longsuffering.


Colossians 3:12


We are quite used to seeing car stickers announcing ‘I ♥ NY’ or ‘I ♥ my dog.’ We might not be so comfortable if the heart were replaced by a representation of bowels. Yet to the writers of the King James Version, the heart and the bowels were both regarded as the home for emotions. So in a list of qualities Paul expects Christians to show, he includes ‘bowels of mercies’ to describe a compassionate, caring nature. Perhaps, though, this is just not an image we want to think about too closely.






Bravery


In that day the Lord will take away the bravery of their tinkling ornaments about their feet, and their cauls, and their round tires like the moon.


Isaiah 3:18


Bravery is a quality that we display in the face of great peril or danger. It seems an unusual word to use of women’s jewellery. This is because it actually referred to their finery – what we might call ‘glad rags’ today. Isaiah was warning the rich, arrogant Jewish women, who spent too much time pandering to their own looks and appearances, that if they continued in this way, one day all that outward beauty would be taken away, revealing nothing but their spiritual ugliness. What is interesting is the link between these two sorts of bravery: both have clear external expression as a major element.





Burden


The burden of Nineveh. The book of the vision of Nahum the Elkoshite.


Nahum 1:1


In today’s English, a burden is a large, heavy object that is difficult to carry, or some onerous situation that weighs down the heart and soul of a person. The King James Version uses this same sense, but it has another slant too. It can also mean ‘oracle’, so Nahum’s book is about an oracle, or message concerning the city of Nineveh. The word burden is also used in this sense by other prophets including Isaiah, Jeremiah and Zechariah; perhaps not unfittingly considering the personal hardship they went through in their prophetic careers and the harsh words they often had to deliver to the Jewish people.
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A camel going through the eye of a needle


And again I say unto you, It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of God.


Matthew 19:24


Imagine your average zoo keeper getting into a conversation with an expert in embroidery – surely both would agree that if it should cross anyone’s mind to take a camel and squeeze it through the tiny hole on a sewing implement, the chances of success would be slim, if not non-existent. Camels are big, needle eyes are not, and therefore, with the best will in the world, it cannot be done. Jesus, when he came up with this vivid phrase, knew that was the case. That’s why it suited his purpose so well. He wanted an illustration of the impossible, because he was trying to explain to his followers that there was no way a rich man could get into God’s kingdom by his own efforts. We’re sure camels, embroiderers, zoo keepers and disciples all get the point.






Cast the first stone


So when they continued asking him, he lifted up himself, and said unto them, He that is without sin among you, let him first cast a stone at her.


John 8:7


Let him cast the first stone is how this phrase is sometimes expressed, although the King James Version actually says ‘first cast a stone’. A woman who had been caught committing adultery was brought to Jesus. Her accusers expected Jesus to bring down on her the full force of the Mosaic law: execution by stoning. Instead of judging her, however, he invited individuals of the lynch party to apply the law themselves by beginning the execution – but only if they were sinless. Only those who have never disobeyed the law are truly in a position to administer its exacting demands. So today the phrase is used as a sobering wake-up call to anyone who is quick to demand harsh justice for others, to make them think again as to their own qualifications as a judge.





Castaway


I therefore so run, not as uncertainly; so fight I, not as one that beateth the air: but I keep under my body, and bring it into subjection: lest that by any means, when I have preached to others, I myself should be a castaway.


1 Corinthians 9:26–27


The word castaway conjures up visions of Tom Hanks stuck on a remote island in the middle of the Pacific, or the more literary reference of Robinson Crusoe sharing a similar fate. It conjures up for us a slightly romantic vision of desert sands, palm trees and some poor traveller struggling to reach the shore after a shipwreck, only to discover that in addition to finding the works of Shakespeare and the Bible, he or she is also allowed to listen to their eight favourite pieces of music. In the past, however, it meant someone who was not suitable for a task, particularly an unfit athlete. This is the way Paul uses it in his first letter to the Corinthians as he outlines his concern to do everything he possibly can so that, at the end of his ministry, he will not be excluded from the benefits he has been extolling to others.





Casting pearls before swine


Give not that which is holy unto the dogs, neither cast ye your pearls before swine, lest they trample them under their feet, and turn again and rend you.
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