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Preface
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Bible literacy in recent decades has taken a tragic fall. This is evidenced by the explosive growth of atheism, charismatic cults and the steady growth of older more well-known cults. How can we or our loved ones provide an answer to those who make false claims about Christianity if we don’t know what the Bible has to say about itself and about our faith? Lifeway conducted research5 on biblical literacy amongst church-goers in America and came away with some startling statistics:


	Only 33% read the Bible on their own i.e. outside of a church sermon or group

	Only 22% read through a section of the Bible each day

	Only 20% have read the Bible through in its entirety



If we don’t know our Bible, where it came from, what it says, why we can trust it, the benefits of applying it to our lives and the consequences of ignoring what it says, we set ourselves up for being steamrolled by faith-destroying false doctrine. Moreover, for those of us who are current or aspiring parents and grandparents, we might struggle to equip our children and grandchildren to survive the public school steamroller of humanist and pluralist doctrine that they face every day! Here are a few more troubling statistics:


	Over half those interviewed believed the Bible is not 100% accurate in what it teaches

	Over half believe that the Bible is to be interpreted as the reader chooses

	74% disregard Romans 3:23 and 6:23 and believe that small sins do not warrant eternal separation from God.

	77% believe they need to “contribute” their own efforts to achieve salvation

	Over half believe that their good deeds will earn them a place in heaven

	45% disregard Jesus’ words in John 14:6 and believe that there are many ways to get to heaven



This problem also extends to many seminaries and Bible colleges. Simply reading the Bible isn’t enough to safeguard against deception as so many heretical groups have arisen by way of a founding leader simply opening, reading and applying his own meanings to the Bible. A correct understanding of scripture, through rightly interpreting it for ourselves will protect us from the deceptions of false teachers and even from our own “self-deception” (Jer 17:9). Has the Bible ever been maliciously changed over the years by wicked priests? Is the Bible untrustworthy because it has been changed so often over the years in a way that is similar to “the telephone game”? Can we not believe a word it says because all the original manuscripts are long lost to us and we cannot know what was “originally” said? This book will aim to address all of these claims and objections.

There are tough times ahead for the Christian church in the West. Bible-believing Christians are on the verge of losing many freedoms like teaching and preaching sound biblical doctrine. The individual believer will need to have a thorough understanding of the Bible for himself. We must not put ourselves in a position where we rely solely on the Pastor to study the bible for us, disseminating his private thoughts on how we should endeavor to “live our best lives now”. My main desire for writing this book is that believers in Christ are prepared and equipped with a thorough knowledge of their Bible and those essentials which result in sound Bible literacy. This will enable us to obey the exhortation of 2 Timothy 2:15 to rightly divide the word of truth. 

To facilitate getting the most out of this book, I’ve included visual charts, graphs, chapter summaries and group study questions throughout the book. I’ve also included Scripture memory techniques and a section for answering Bible objections in the appendix section to help readers get a firm grasp of the reliability of God’s word and how to apply it to their lives. Although this book can be read in a linear fashion, I’ve designed and labelled its chapters to be helpful for the believer to find specific explanations or answers to issues by way of categorization. If a reader might be new to the Bible and wishes to understand how the Bible is laid out then Essential 1 The Structure of the Bible is great place to start. If however, a believer is specifically interested in knowing more about the reliability of the Bible then proceeding to Essential 4 Reliability of the Bible might be the better place to jump in. 

The title of this book is 7 Essentials for Bible Literacy to communicate that the 7 essentials I’ve included in this book can and should lead to a confident literacy level of the Bible. However, that isn’t to say that this book exhaustively covers every area of scriptural importance as that would take several volumes! It is my goal that readers who work their way through these chapters will emerge with a literacy of the Bible where they are able to rightly interpret the Bible and are then ready for the most important element of Bible study - applying it in everyday life. We can protect ourselves and our children with a thorough knowledge of what the Bible has to say by reading, interpreting and applying what we read in our daily lives. This is where a true renewing of the mind and subsequently a truly transformed life takes place. The protection will come through increased discernment which itself comes through putting what we read and rightly interpret in the Bible into daily practice:

Hebrews 5:14 “But solid food is for the mature, who because of practice have their senses trained to discern good and evil.” (NASB95) 

Bible literacy is not simply knowing what the Bible says. This level of knowledge could be more classified as academic awareness rather than literacy. True Bible literacy is far more than that. It is understanding the who, what, when, why and how of holy scripture so that we can apply and live by it everyday. The word "bible" itself comes from the Greek word biblos or Latin word biblia which means "collection of books". As God’s word, the Bible is not only a collection of literary books or written works of moral instruction, it possesses both ultimate authority and full sufficiency for all matters of life and faith itself. I will cover this in greater detail in the Essential 6: Authority and Sufficiency of the Bible chapter. Bible literacy includes not only what was written but why it was written, what was its purpose, how it was preserved, why we can trust it and how we can apply it in our daily lives. These are essentials that far exceed a mere academic awareness of an ancient text.

How this book is laid out

The essentials of this book are laid out in order of increasing importance starting from what I would call functional essentials e.g. structure and background to foundational essentials which could be deemed critical for Bible literacy. For example, it is important to understand the structure and background of the Bible, but it is critical to embrace its authority and sufficiency so that we do our very best to rightly interpret and apply it. 

To illustrate the increasing level of importance from functional to foundational, I’ve created a triangular diagram for an at-a-glance roadmap to help readers answer those questions and get the most out of this book. We begin at the top by examining the ‘structure’ of the Bible, and then we work toward the foundational base of Biblical authority, sufficiency, interpretation and application in our lives. At the end of each chapter, I’ve included a recap of the chapter for review and study questions should you wish to use this book for personal, group or Sunday School studies.


[image: image]









Jesus and His 12 Apostles did not have our current Old Testament structure, yet they were able to effectively communicate the truths of Jesus as Messiah and mankind’s desperate need of Him as Savior by quoting the law of Moses and the writings of the prophets. Furthermore, the early church did not have the structure of the New Testament as we do today, in fact they usually had just a few scrolls per church which they used in their weekly meetings on Sunday, the Lord’s day. Despite the scarcity and structure of manuscripts the early church was able to effectively communicate the Gospel as they heard and received it from the Apostles.

The foundational purpose of the Scriptures is profoundly important for both believers and unbelievers for the simple reason that if we miss the life-saving purpose of the Bible’s message, it simply becomes a mere textbook of religious beliefs or sadly for some, a storybook of moral principles. The purpose of the Bible is not moral or religious education but rather its purpose is to reveal the Lord Jesus and His salvation for all those who put their faith in Him for the forgiveness of their sins. Furthermore, the Bible is self-authenticating as profitable for doctrine, correction and training in righteousness so the believer can be made complete (2 Tim 3:16-17). Jesus tells us that if one receives these scriptures as the word of God and fully understands their purpose but does not apply them in life, the result will be a tragic waste of life:


Matthew 7:24-27 "Therefore whosoever heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them, I will liken him unto a wise man, which built his house upon a rock: And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell not: for it was founded upon a rock. And every one that heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth them not, shall be likened unto a foolish man, which built his house upon the sand: And the rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell: and great was the fall of it."



Because of the strong word of caution from our Lord, we’ve placed application as the most foundational and important essential of Bible literacy: not application as we might feel is correct but application which follows on from an “accurate” interpretation; a process referred to as hermeneutics. This book will address the authority of God’s word, a Biblical worldview and hermeneutics in more detail so that you will come away with tools to help you in your daily Bible study and interpretation.
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Chapter 1: First Essential - Structure of the Bible
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Structure: Biblical Mandate for Christian Study


Understanding of the structure of the Bible, how it is ordered and put together is something that could be called a “functional” essential of Bible literacy. Just as learning a language requires a basic understanding of its building blocks and ‘rules’ which we call syntax, so Bible literacy begins with an understanding of navigation through its structure and organization. With this opening chapter we will endeavour to simplify an understanding of the layout and construction of the Bible to help the reader apply a more informed navigation of the Old and New Testaments, books, chapters and verses. The invention of the moveable type printing press by Johannes Gutenberg in 1450 paved the way for the wide distribution of the Bible among the common man after the Reformation. This opportunity for personal study of the Scriptures was previously afforded only to the most wealthy or powerful as the existing copies of the Bible were Latin texts which were rare and extremely expensive. This made God’s word accessible only to a few and not to the common man. However, Guttenberg’s invention of moveable type afforded new access allowing the common man to observe Paul’s exhortation in his second letter to Timothy that all believers should rightly handle the word of God. This could only be possible if all believers have access to God’s word:


“Remind them of these things, and solemnly exhort them in the presence of God not to dispute about words, which is useless and leads to the ruin of the listeners. Be diligent to present yourself approved to God as a worker who does not need to be ashamed, accurately handling the word of truth.”- 2 Timothy 2:14-15 (NASB)



How can the everyday believer learn and apply the practice of rightly/accurately handling the word of God if they were forbidden access to it? By the grace of God, the Scriptures were made available to people like you and me so that, like the Bereans, we too can search God’s word to know whether a particular teaching we’ve heard is either true or false: 


“And the brothers immediately sent Paul and Silas away by night to Berea, and when they arrived, they went into the synagogue of the Jews. Now these were more noble-minded than those in Thessalonica, for they received the word with great eagerness, examining the Scriptures daily to see whether these things were so.” Acts 17:10-11 (LSB)



The critical need to be a “Berean” is as relevant today for Christians as it was in the time when Luke wrote the book of Acts nearly two thousand years ago. Pseudo-Christian cults and false teachers these days can put the genuine Christian a bit on the back foot if they lack the answers for objections and attacks levied against the Bible. Keeping with this imperative, take a look at the following passage from Paul’s second epistle to Timothy where Christians are told that the scriptures can be used effectively for the purposes of salvation, both our own and that of others, doctrine, reproof (correction) and training in righteousness:


"And that from childhood you have known the sacred writings which are able to give you the wisdom that leads to salvation through faith which is in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired by God and beneficial for teaching, for rebuke, for correction, for training in righteousness; so that the man or woman of God may be fully capable, equipped for every good work." - 2 Timothy 3:16 (NASB)



This is a foundational passage for this book which we will refer back to repeated as we unpack the truths that Paul communicated to Timothy here.

Structure: The Organization of the Bible. 

The Bible is a collection of 66 books separated into two "Testaments" an "old” Testament comprised of 39 separate books and a "new” Testament" comprised of 27 books. The modern order of books in both Testaments was formed by topical/categorical groupings by an ancient Biblical scholar named Jerome back in 405 A.D. when he completed his Latin Vulgate. This was a Latin translation of the Bible from its original Hebrew (Old Testament) and Greek (New Testament) languages. Nearly 800 years later In the early 12th century, Stephen Langton, the Archbishop of Canterbury added chapter divisions into the Latin text which was then carried into the English translations by way of John Wycliffe’s English Bible in 1382.

In 1551, Robert Estienne (known as Stephanus), completed his fourth edition of the Textus Receptus which is a Greek manuscript originally compiled by Erasmus in 1516, whereby he added verses to each of Langton’s chapter breaks. The first Bible version to incorporate both chapter and verse breaks was the Geneva Bible of 1560. This organization of the Bible into testaments, books, chapters and verses provided readers with quick, effective and helpful navigation for citation, study, teaching and evangelizing from Scripture. Although Christian scholars, preachers and students of the Bible have praised this book order, chapter and verse structure as a Godsend, it is important to note that the structure: the order of the books and their subsequent chapters and verses, are not now, nor ever were considered to be “inspired” but rather the very words, paragraphs and books which the structure organizes are indeed considered inspired by God. This is an important distinction to make when it comes to the study and interpretation of the Bible which we’ll discuss in greater detail later in this book. 

What is a ‘Testament’ and why is one ‘old’ and ‘new’? 

So far, we’ve used the word "Testament" to describe the two groupings of Bible books, one "Old" and the other "New". This word "testament" comes from a Latin term for "witness or will" and we see the Apostle Paul refer to the Old Testament or ‘Covenant’ (Gr: diathekes) when writing to the Corinthians:


2 Cor 3:14 “But their minds were blinded. For until this day the same veil remains unlifted in the reading of the Old Testament, because the veil is taken away in Christ.” (NKJV)



Thereafter it appeared in the early church writings of Melito of Sardis around 185-190 AD. He referred to the Hebrew Canon as the "old" testament which would then infer that there must also be a "new" testament as well. A couple decades later, a man named Hippolytus referred to the "two pillars" of the Christian faith as the "two testaments" or "two witnesses" to the person and work of Jesus while Latin Fathers Origen and Tertullian, both historically significant church leaders from the early 3rd century, would use the expression "New Testament" as a commonplace description for the collection of inspired writings about the Lord Jesus and His church. 

This reference to two testaments would continue well into the late middle ages where monastic scholars and translators began to use the Latin terms vetus testamentum and novus testamentum as a Latin translation for the original Greek word "diatheke". This Greek word, according to F.F. Bruce in his work New Testament History32, is better translated as covenant and not testament. Thus, referring to the two collections as the Old and New “Covenants" would be far more consistent with the descriptive terminology that Scripture uses for itself if we take into account the word of the Lord as He speaks via the prophet Jeremiah: 


“Behold, the days come, saith the LORD, that I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel, and with the house of Judah: “Not according to the covenant that I made with their fathers in the day that I took them by the hand to bring them out of the land of Egypt; which my covenant they brake, although I was an husband unto them, saith the LORD: But this shall be the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel; After those days, saith the LORD, I will put my law in their inward parts, and write it in their hearts; and will be their God, and they shall be my people.” - Jeremiah 31:31-34 (KJV) 



This passage reveals that God is the first to refer to an “old” and “new” covenant using the word berith, which is Hebrew for the word ‘covenant’, as something in the future i.e. “the days come...I will make a new covenant”. Jesus, God the Son, tells his followers in Matthew, Mark, and particularly in Luke: 


And in the same way He took the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This cup which is poured out for you is the new covenant in My blood. - Luke 22:19-20 (NASB) 



Both references are later quoted by the Apostle Paul in 1 Corinthians 11:25 and 2 Corinthians 3:6, along with the author of Hebrews in 8:6-13; 9:1-4, 15 as a “covenant” or “new covenant”. In the passages mentioned, God declares a new covenant with His people and also with those who ultimately were not His people up to that point. Jesus reiterates this at the last supper when He refers to a new “covenant” (diatheke) which is a clear declaration that there was an old witness (testament) and agreement (covenant) whose purpose had been fulfilled in that it clearly demonstrates the insurmountable weakness of mankind and thus a “new” covenant was necessary to bring about the purpose of showing God’s love, grace, goodness, and sacrifice for a rebellious creation that hated Him, albeit in a "new" witness or covenant established by Jesus in His blood shed on the cross and subsequent resurrection. 

The "old covenant" was the agreement between God and His people and the witness of His redemptive plan as codified in all 39 books of received Scripture up to the initiation of Jesus ministry. This agreement that “if God did this. His people would do that” would be repeated throughout the Old Testament. The Pentateuch gave us the creation account, pinnacle, fall and demise of mankind through sin. It also introduces the law to demonstrate the perfection and holiness of God while contrasting the utterly fallen state of sinful people. However, this section of books along with the historical, poetic, and prophetic books all contain passages that point toward the coming of a Messiah servant that would be "God Himself" in the flesh (c.f. Isaiah 9, etc). Essentially, this points to a "future" arrival of the Son of God to save fallen man and restore him to right relationship with his Creator. It is this “future” event that the Lord is referring to in Jeremiah chapter 31 mentioned prior. 

The New Testament testifies that Jesus is the fulfillment of this Old Testament predictive prophecy and therefore this collection of writings is a ‘new’ testament to the person and work of God through the person of His Son Jesus. It is a ‘new’ covenant by God which gives instruction for believers of His Son i.e. Christian disciples, and an agreement that is founded in and upon the person and work of Jesus on the cross and not on a person’s ability to work or behave properly to earn their way back into right relationship with Almighty God. The theologian Augustine concisely communicated the interrelation of Old and New Testaments best with the statement:


“Novum Testamentum in Vetere latet, Vetus Testamentum in Novo patet” 32



Scholars down the years have translated this to English as “The Old Testament is the New Testament concealed, and the New Testament is the Old Testament revealed" (emphasis mine). This statement finds its basis in the Gospel account of Luke:


Then He said to them, “These are the words which I spoke to you while I was still with you, that all things must be fulfilled which were written in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms concerning Me.” And He opened their understanding, that they might comprehend the Scriptures.- Luke 24:44 45 (NKJV)



Also, in the Gospel account of John:


You search the Scriptures (Old Testament), for in them you think you have eternal life; and these are they which testify of Me. John 5:39 (NKJV)



And also, in the book of Hebrews:


For the Law, since it has only a shadow of the good things to come and not the form of those things itself, can never, by the same sacrifices which they offer continually every year, make those who approach perfect. Hebrews 10:1 (NASB)



This means that both testaments are intertwined and interdependent in forming the whole of God’s word which is a revelation of Himself to sinful mankind. This revelatory word is necessary in the Christian’s life for understanding who we are in Jesus and how we are to live our lives in light of Jesus’ finished work of redemption on the cross. Today, some English translations based on the Alexandrian family of manuscript sources render diatheke more accurately as the English word ‘covenant’ whereas some English translations based on the Byzantine (majority) manuscript sources tend to render diatheke as the English word ‘testament’, the term to which we have become more accustomed. We’ll explain the Alexandrian and Byzantine source texts for the Bible in the Essential #3: Preservation of Scripture chapter.

Whether we use the Old and New Testaments or Covenants, the important learning point here is that each major set of writings is to be taken as a whole with one clear communication from God Himself: God is holy, righteous, just and good and He is the provider of salvation, mankind on the other hand is fallen, trapped in rebellion toward God and in desperate need of salvation. God is forgiving, healing, and merciful despite this rebellion. This comprises the overall message communicated in the Bible which we will also discuss in the Essential #5: Purpose of the Bible chapter.

Old Testament Structure: Foundation of a New Faith

The Old Testament is embraced as authoritative Scripture for at least two world religions: Judaism and Christianity, it therefore has two separate approaches or methods to the groupings of the books found within it. One grouping is distinctly Jewish or “Hebraic” and the other is Christian. Although the Hebraic order is important to mention, for the purposes of this book, we will only go into detail for the Christian ordering. 

The historic relationship between Judaism and Christianity will shed a bit of light on the origins of Scripture. Christianity was originally referred to as a “Jewish sect” whose adherents were referred to as “Followers of The Way” for several years after its founding. The founder of this faith was, to unbelieving contemporaries, a Jewish teacher called Jesus of Nazareth, the town where He was known to have been raised. To those who believed in Him as the prophesied Messiah of the Jews, He was and is known as “Jesus the Christ”. From the outset of His ministry, He would begin to accrue many followers called “disciples”. The twelve primary disciples of Jesus (sans Judas) were also devout Jewish men who eventually became teachers, leaders, overseers and evangelists and would spread Jesus’ message of repentance and faith throughout the known world. Over the course of a few decades, this tiny sect soon emerged from the long-established Jewish religion and became known as Christianity. This was the ‘church’ or ‘ekklesia’ which means “called out ones” spoken of by Jesus. The church was comprised of believers in Christ and since only God knows those in the church who are genuine believers in Christ, the church is invisible to mankind but fully visible to God alone. Eventually, those who gathered for communal worship on a regular base would soon comprise the “visible” church to those who are outside of it. In secular terms, Christianity, like Judaism before it, would become a world religion in its own right. 

Jewish Ordering of Old Testament Books

This original close association with Judaism meant that Jesus Himself and His Apostles (sent ones) would build the Christian faith or “church” upon the already-established authority of the Jewish scriptures. During the first five or six decades, when the original scriptural foundation was being laid, these same men, under the direction and inspiration of the Holy Spirit, would compose an additional set of scriptures based on the words and works of God the Son, that were and are uniquely “Christian”. Those foundational Jewish scriptures which were quoted, fulfilled, and applied by Jesus and the Apostles would have been known to the Jews as: 


◆ The “Torah” - The Teachings 

◆ The “Nevi’im” - The Prophets 

◆ The “Ketuvim” - The Writings. 



This “Tanakh” as it has been called, has come to be known to Christians as the “Old Testament”. In recent years there has been a concerted effort by a number of false teachers to convince Christians to distance themselves from this Old Testament claiming that since Jesus “fulfilled” the Old Testament we no longer need it. This is a horrendous interpretation and application of Jesus fulfilling scripture and is a patently false teaching as I will point out shortly. For example, a well-known speaker in America named Andy Stanley, preached a message recently that Christians should look to “unhitch” themselves from the Old Testament simply because he didn’t like what it has to say or how he saw people responding to it. This is a grievous error because it is from the Old Testament collection of inspired Scripture that Jesus and the Apostles quoted nearly 400 times! If Jesus and His Apostles didn’t “unhitch” themselves from the Old Testament as the cornerstone and foundation of the Christian faith, neither should the believer! It is important to establish the importance of the entire Bible both Old Testament and New because the gospel can be found in both testaments: the grace of God is found in the Old Testament and the Law of God is found in the New Testament. Once we settle this in our hearts, we can gain a greater appreciation for the content of the Old Testament and how the scholar Jerome laid it out for us. 

Christian Ordering of Old Testament Books

Jerome’s Christian ordering of the Old Testament consists of five major groupings:


	
The Pentateuch: The first of which is called "The Law" or more commonly "The Pentateuch" which contains the 5 books of Mosaic law known to the Jewish faith as The Torah. 

	
The Historical books: The next 12 books are called the Historical books which give us an account of the development of God’s newly chosen and formed nation of Israel, its sustenance, peak, decline, and ultimate demise. 

	
Books of Poetry and Wisdom: The 5 books which follow the historical books are categorized as poetry and wisdom. These include the ancient book of Job (many scholars believe this book predates the Torah), King David’s Psalms, and King Solomon’s written works of Proverbs, Song of Solomon, and Ecclesiastes. All written by men but inspired by Almighty God.

	
The Major Prophets: The next group to follow Poetry and Wisdom are 5 books referred to as the Major Prophets which are the books of Isaiah, Jeremiah, Jeremiah’s second book Lamentations, Ezekiel, and Daniel. The term “major” is used to describe the length of the written work and not necessarily a greater priority or position of prominence above other prophets or prophetic writings. 

	
The Minor Prophets: And finally, the last Old Testament group is comprised of 12 books known as the Minor Prophets which begins with the book of Hosea and completes both this category and the entire Old Testament itself with the book of Malachi. As with the Major Prophets, the term minor merely refers to the length of the writing and not to a lesser importance or priority of content. 



Even though we’ve established that the “order” of the books isn’t considered inspired by God, Jerome did follow a fairly logical grouping and order aside from the length of a particular work. This order is directly tied to two historical periods of Judaic history: The pre-exilic and post-exilic periods. The pre-exilic period refers to the time in Israel’s history prior to being conquered and permanently dispersed by Assyria; an event prophesied by God long in advance as a warning. A helpful mnemonic to understand the “method to Jerome’s madness” is best described by the late Dr. Robert Morey7 as the Old Testament “phone number” of 593 5593 (And who can’t remember a phone number, right?): 


	
5 pentateuch books

	
9 pre-exilic historical books

	
3 post-exilic historical books

	
5 poetry and wisdom books

	
5 major prophetic books: 2 pre-exilic, 1 between, 2 post-exilic 

	
9 pre-exilic minor prophet books

	
3 post-exilic major prophet books 



This mnemonic will help us remember the breakdown and contents of the Old Testament but more importantly, ordering by category helps us to group “like information” with “like information” which then should lend itself to more accurate interpretation and ultimately, effective application (both comprise essential #7) in our lives. For instance, the prophetic category will only contain books written by God’s prophets, The Law will only contain books written by God’s lawgiver, Moses. etc. 

Timespan of Authorship

The composition timespan for the Old Testament begins with its first author, Moses, around 1450 B.C. and completes with its final author, the prophet Malachi, around 438 B.C. Although the first and last books and authors happen to fall in line chronologically, the rest of the Christian ordering of the Old Testament books is not necessarily chronological in arrangement. For example, the book of Nehemiah is placed as book number 16 within the historical book grouping which puts it before all of the major and minor prophets that pre-date him chronologically. If Nehemiah were to be placed chronologically in the Old Testament, he might be book number 38 of 39 as he ministered around the same time as the prophet Malachi in 440 B.C. We will discuss authorship in greater detail when we cover in the next chapter Essential #2: Origins of the Bible. 

To make sense of the groupings, I have included a chart below which provides an at-a-glance look at all 39 books of the Old Testament by category - note the time period of authorship below the category name. 
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New Testament Structure

The New Testament contains a vaguely similar set of categories as that of the Old Testament which are the Historical books, Pauline Epistles, General Epistles and the Prophetic writing. 


1.  Historical Books: The first group of New Testament books consists of the 4 Gospel accounts of Jesus’ ministry and the book of Acts which many believe to be somewhat of a continuation of the Gospel of Luke. These 5 books are considered historical because they seek to give an accurate accounting of events as recorded by eyewitnesses so that the reader might come to believe in Jesus simultaneously as Savior, King, Man, and God. These intentionally varied emphases of the life and ministry of Jesus are important to the overall message I mentioned earlier and are arrived at by a proper interpretation of the author’s writings. We will discuss the principles of interpretation in more detail in the Essential #7: Interpretation and Application chapter of this book. 

2.  Pauline Epistles: The second category of books consists of the 13 Pauline Epistles which are letters of doctrinal instruction, correction, exhortation, reproof, and encouragement sent to the newly established churches, ministers, and even to one slave owner! These are Romans, I and II Corinthians, Galatians, Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, I and II Thessalonians, I and II Timothy, Titus, and Philemon. The Apostle Peter cited these writings of Paul’s as “Scripture” in his second epistle:

2 Peter 3:15-16  “and consider the patience of our Lord as salvation, just as also our beloved brother Paul, according to the wisdom given him, wrote to you,  as also in all his letters, speaking in them of these things, in which are some things hard to understand, which the untaught and unstable distort, as they do also the rest of the Scriptures, to their own destruction.”  (LSB - emphasis mine)




	
General Epistles: The third New Testament category is known as the General Epistles which, like the Pauline Epistles, are 8 letters of Christian exhortation and instruction of doctrine to various fledgling churches. The known authors are the Apostle Peter (I and II Peter), James, Jude, and the Apostle John (I,II,and III John). The general epistle of Hebrews is considered by some to be an “anonymous” work with the strongest evidence pointing to the Apostle Paul as its author. This book was attributed to, and grouped with the writings of Paul by church fathers in the first 5 centuries of the church, however, popular Bible scholarship places the book of Hebrews among the General Epistles with anonymous authorship. 

	
Prophetic Writing: The final category for the New Testament is the sole Prophetic writing which of course cannot be “grouped” per se as it consists of only one book - The Revelation. This written work was not only a specific exhortation, reproof, and rebuke to 7 churches of John’s time, sometimes called the “Epistles of Jesus”, but to all churches throughout the centuries as all 7 of the Revelation churches can be viewed as examples or “types” of churches throughout the church age. Revelation not only contains these “Epistles of Jesus” but also the apocalyptic eschatological prophecies which foretell, warn and prepare readers for the “end of things”. The primary message of which I will discuss further in the Essential #5: Purpose of the Bible chapter.



The following visual chart is a representation of the categorical breakdown for the 27 New Testament books along with the timescales in which the books within the category were completed.

[image: image]

––––––––

[image: ]


These foundational writings were originally circulated via papyrus scroll and parchment originals but as the church grew in numbers, so would the demand for these new Scriptures. The letters would eventually be copied and then collected under the auspices of “New Testament” books. The earliest dating mentioned for these originals is the Gospel of Matthew believed to have been composed circa 48 A.D. (roughly 15+ years after the resurrection of Jesus) whereas the final book of the New Testament is widely believed to have been composed by the Apostle John circa 95 A.D. and the earliest epistle was Paul’s first letter to the Thessalonians circa 50-55 A.D. Suffice it to say, all 27 books were completed by eyewitnesses or close associates of eyewitnesses within the generation among whom the events took place: 45-95 A.D and like the Old Testament, Jerome ordered the books of the New Testament by category first and then content length second, rather than following a sort of chronological order of completion or events.

Bible Chapters and Verses

Two testaments and 66 books can be daunting to navigate. Readers could really benefit from tools to help us to navigate, interpret, memorize, apply it in life, evangelize and teach others. Two of these great tools are the chapter and verse breakdown throughout all of scripture. These reference tools have been incredibly helpful in designating the location of a quoted passage so that hearers can quickly and easily examine the passage for themselves, checking the context to be sure that authors and/or teachers are quoting or using them correctly.

Although quite helpful, as I mentioned earlier, the chapter and verse breaks found in the Bible are not inspired. The only natural breaks in Scripture are paragraph breaks which did exist in both the Greek and the Hebrew. This means that on occasion, Langton may have missed the mark and placed a chapter break directly in the middle of a paragraph or thought. This can cause one to conclude a given paragraph prematurely and falsely conclude the author’s thought along with it. This leads to the assumption that a new thought is beginning simply because it appears at the start of a new chapter. The knock-on effect of these assumptions can then lead us to a flawed understanding or interpretation of that passage. This is why it is always necessary to examine the context of a passage, even if it begins at the start of a new chapter or paragraph. A few examples of Langton’s missed chapter breaks might be:

Genesis chapter 2 - begins with three verses that describe the seventh day of creation where God rested and then it goes directly into the thought of the generations of heaven and earth. 


Genesis 2:1-3 "Thus the heavens and the earth were completed, and all their hosts. And on the seventh day God completed His work which He had done, and He rested on the seventh day from all His work which He had done. Then God blessed the seventh day and sanctified it, because on it He rested from all His work which God had created in making it. (NKJV)

Genesis 2:4-5 These are the generations of the heavens and the earth when they were created, in the day that Yahweh God made earth and heaven. Now no shrub of the field was yet in the earth, and no plant of the field had yet grown, for Yahweh God had not caused it to rain upon the earth, and there was no man to cultivate the ground. (NKJV) 



The first three verses of chapter 2 fit better at the end of chapter 1 which concludes with the sixth day of creation.


Genesis 1:31 And God saw all that He had made, and behold, it was very good. And there was evening and there was morning, the sixth day. (LSB)



Another example might be the natural breakdown of the book of Acts into 6 parts where Luke gives a status update at the end of each section which communicates the spread of God’s word and the growth of the church. Instead, Langton divides this into 28 chapters in the Latin manuscript which subsequently found their way into the English translation via Wycliffe. The same might also be said for the Gospel of Matthew which was originally divided into five parts to emulate the Torah. This Hebraic division would have had great significance to Matthew’s Jewish audience, however Langton chose to break the Gospel of Matthew down into 28 chapters in his Latin manuscript which can result in an interruption of a single thought from Matthew by way of an ill-placed chapter break.

My goal here isn’t to poke holes in the great work of Langton, Wycliffe and Stephanus in their efforts to provide chapter and verse breaks but rather, that you as the reader make a conscious effort to track thoughts across chapter breaks and verses so that you interpret (rightly handle) God’s word correctly and accurately. 

Essential 1: Recap and Study Guide

The introductory chapter of “Essential #1: Structure of the Bible" provides a simplified understanding of the layout and structure of the Bible to enable readers to navigate the Old and New Testaments, books, chapters, and verses more easily and effectively. It delves into the origins and meanings behind the terms "Old Testament" and "New Testament” and explores the foundations of the Old Testament, highlighting its significance for both Judaism and Christianity. This chapter also provides an overview of the organisational grouping of the New Testament according to its four major categories: historical books, Pauline epistles, general epistles, and the single prophetic book. This chapter closes with an explanation of the testament, book, chapter and verse breakdowns of the Bible and their helpfulness in interpretation, memorization, quotation and most importantly the application in the daily life of the believer.

The following study questions are designed to help you better retain the content of this chapter and can be used in your personal or group Bible studies:

Study Questions:


	What pivotal invention in 1450 contributed to the wide distribution of the Bible among the common man? How did this invention make the Bible more accessible?

	In the context of the Bereans mentioned in Acts 17:10-11, what is the importance of believers examining the Scriptures daily, especially in today's era of Christianity?

	What is the significance of the term "covenant" in relation to the Old and New Testaments, and how does the prophetic declaration of Jeremiah in the Old Testament and Jesus' statements in the New Testament explain the transition from "old" to "new" covenants?

	Provide an overview of the Christian ordering of the Old Testament books, highlighting the five major groupings. What historical periods are reflected in the ordering of the books?

	Describe the four main categories of books in the New Testament, highlighting their unique characteristics and purposes. How do these categories contribute to the overall message of the New Testament?

	How do the Historical Books in the New Testament serve the primary purpose of leading readers to believe in Jesus as Savior, King, Man, and God?

	Explain the significance of the chapter and verse breaks in the Bible providing examples where erroneous chapter breaks can lead to misinterpretations if context is ignored.
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Chapter 2: Second Essential - Origins of the Bible
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Methods of writing for the Old Testament

Like the structure of the Bible, the origin of Bible is more a functional essential of Bible literacy than it is a foundational essential, a number of which we cover in later chapters. One of the most frequent attacks on the veracity of Scripture that we will receive as Bible-believing Christians is the claim that what we have today is not what was originally given. This accusation usually attempts to assert that the Bible was somehow changed at some unspecified point in time by some unknown nefarious players for some unstated reason. When pressed to provide any sort of evidence of the “who what when where” of these so-called dastardly changes, the accuser tends to melt away into the woodwork providing zero evidence for such changes. In short, evidence of “plain and precious truths” which were secretly removed by “wicked priests”30 cannot be found because such removals never took place. In fact, there is voluminous evidence to the contrary which we shall examine in a moment. Attacks of this kind are usually levelled at the Bible in order to prop up a false prophet or group seeking to attract new followers to their private revelation of a different gospel and different god. These are groups like the Mormons, Jehovah’s Witnesses even the Charismatic cults in circulation today. However, these claims are not limited to cultic Christian groups only, recently Joe Rogan, the most popular secular podcaster of our time made similar accusations to the Mormons and JWs and he is a professing agnostic. This particular objection to scripture is usually rooted in the fact that we do not possess the original autographs of either the old or the New Testaments which we will address this issue in the Essential #4 Reliability of the Bible chapter.

There is a good reason why we do not possess the autographs (original manuscripts). Most likely, the Old Testament Pentateuch would have been written primarily using the Egyptian method of papyrus leaves which, being dried and overlaid, did not hold up well over time in the arid near-eastern climate. Over the course of time however, writing methods would improve with the introduction of parchment which was dried cow or goat hide that was pressed into a long unwieldy scroll. This method produced written works with a little longer lifespan, especially in the drier climates of the ancient near east yet these scrolls were still subject to decay. Natural forces would wreak havoc on both the original and subsequent manuscript copies of the Old Testament books along with attacks from the enemies of the Israelites/Judeans as well. 
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Ebers Papyrus circa 1500 B.C (left)  • Parchment Scroll circa 13th century AD (right)  Photo Giovanni Dall'Orto, Wikimedia Commons

Some might question why God would allow these autographs to be destroyed while only preserving later copies. Unfortunately, the safest answer is only an appeal to mystery. Certainly an omnipotent God is fully capable of preserving the original manuscripts but in His sovereignty he has chosen to allow them to be lost and we can only speculate from there. Both scripture and history have shown us that the sin nature of mankind leads him to into religious relic worship in similar fashion to 2 Kings 18:4 when it is recorded that the Israelites had taken to worshipping the brass snake that God instructed Moses to raise on a stick in Numbers 21:8-9. In more recent history we see that the Muslims venerate (worship) the Black Stone housed in the Kaaba at Mecca and the Roman Catholic faith practices bowing to, kissing and revering items which it claims were “holy relics”: shinbones of the Apostle Peter, a toenail of Saint Christopher etc. In my own experience in the Catholic church growing up, the priest would bow before and kiss a fossilized bone of Saint Francis De Sales before delivering each “mass” to us. Imagine this sort of misplaced worship being applied to the manuscripts which were actually touched, penned and delivered by the hands of the Apostle Paul or the Apostle John? This would have spiralled out of control whereby manuscript ‘material’ would have overshadowed the manuscript “content” and the message they were designed to deliver might have suffered. I’ve included a few images for reference to illustrate the papyrus leaves and parchment scroll.

Perhaps God allowed for copies of copies as a faith-inducing measure, or perhaps for some other purpose? We know that without faith it is impossible to please God and perhaps in requiring more faith from the recipients of the Bible message, it may have been more pleasing to Him? These are pure speculation as God has never revealed the reasons for His methods of preservation. For one reason or another, we are left with very few copies of the Old Testament books but what we do have are accurate and consistent with each other across 2000 years. They are also consistent with the Old Testament passages the Apostles quoted which we shall see later in this chapter and consistent with the scroll of Isaiah which Jesus read from in Luke’s Gospel account


"And he came to Nazareth, where he had been brought up: and, as his custom was, he went into the synagogue on the sabbath day, and stood up for to read. And there was delivered unto him the book of the prophet Esaias. And when he had opened the book, he found the place where it was written, 

“’The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he hath anointed me to preach the gospel to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the broken hearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, To preach the acceptable year of the Lord.' 

And he closed the book, and he gave it again to the minister, and sat down. And the eyes of all them that were in the synagogue were fastened on him. And he began to say unto them, This day is this scripture fulfilled in your ears." - Luke 4:16-21 (KJV)



Methods of Writing for the New Testament

Moving on to the New Testament, this collection of letters and accounts were penned after writing technologies and materials had progressed a bit from the time of Moses 1500 years earlier. The Apostles and their closest companions would have written on parchment or vellum which were far more smooth and, if stored in the right conditions, benefitted from a longer lifespan than that of papyrus. The letters or “epistles” of these church founders were, after a few hundred years, eventually collected and stacked together in a codex which was far more advanced and user friendly than the former practice of collecting a large number of unwieldy scrolls. I’ve included a few images for reference to illustrate the Roman Wax and Codex methods of bookmaking.
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Roman writing tablet with wax and stylus Codex AmiatinusCirca 700 AD.

The method of collating parchment texts into codices was a fairly new technology for collecting and accessing written works in the first century church. There is evidence of early codex usage dating back to the mid 2nd century with the Ryland manuscript which, Palaeographers point out, contains writing on both sides which is a practice consistent with a codex and not with scrolls. There is also evidence of early codex usage when the Nag Hammadi library dating from 390 AD. was discovered. Although these early Christians didn’t invent the codex method, they certainly can be credited (even by secular sources) with its development and eventual widespread use. With a quick look at the preceding pictures of a papyrus, parchment scroll, wax tablet and codex, it becomes clear that we have the invention and use of the codex to thank for our modern hard or soft bound book, which is so much easier than rolling through 70 feet of text to find the perfect Bible quote! 

To further simply navigation, early scholars would begin to group the ‘books’ of goatskin parchment into codices which would also help to lengthen the lifespan of the texts, however even this practice couldn’t save them from fires, anti-Christian Roman and Muslim soldiers etc. Despite these threats, it is a miracle that we are in possession of over 24,000 whole or partial ancient manuscripts of the New Testament which date back to contemporaries of eyewitnesses! This should put our mind at ease knowing that although we do not have the autographs, we can have full confidence that we do indeed have reliable copies. Now when we pick up our Bible for our daily read, we can know that have the faithfully and divinely preserved word of God.

Old Testament Authorship

One of the most unique features of the Bible is that it has been written by over 40 different authors on 3 continents across 1500 years and yet, reads as one book with one clear message. Because of the diversity of authorship and the expanse of time, it is important for us to discuss these authors of Scripture which will contribute greatly to a correct interpretation and subsequent application of the word of God. To accomplish this, we’ll work our way through by way of the categorical breakdown of the 39 books of the Old Testament starting with the Pentateuch which are the first five books of the Bible. 

Pentateuch


1. Genesis - Whereas this first book of the Pentateuch and first book of the Bible does not expressly list Moses as the author, it is uniformly accepted as one of the books in the “Book of the Law” or “Writings of Moses”. It is logical to assume that when Moses gave the Israelites the places, peoples, tomb locations etc that he did in Genesis, they would have immediately turned away from him and his writings if, upon coming into the actual land of Canaan which they had heard so much about, they did not find the 500 year old places and landmarks which Moses wrote about. But, in truth they did find everything exactly as Moses recorded for them 50 years earlier and 225 miles away, including the location of the tomb at Machpelah in Hebron and the city of Shechem where they buried the bones of Joseph. Neither Moses nor any of the other Israelites had ever set foot there, yet they found everything as he had written. There was no turning away or doubting Moses as the truthful author of the book of Genesis. This is in stark contrast to the claims of Joseph Smith who made claims of peoples, places and things in America prior to the advent of archaeology. These fantastic claims were eagerly received at first until archaeologists began to dig and search in these precise areas finding none of the peoples, places nor the things mentioned in the book of Mormon. In the book of Isaiah, the LORD provides a test of a true God and a false god. 

• Isa 41:22-24 “Let them bring forth and show us what will happen; Let them show the former things, what they were, That we may [f]consider them, And know the latter end of them; Or declare to us things to come. Show the things that are to come hereafter, That we may know that you are gods; Yes, do good or do evil, That we may be dismayed and see it together. Indeed you are nothing, And your work is nothing; He who chooses you is an abomination." (NKJV) 

⁃ In order for us to believe that God has declared these things, reality must confirm His words; the thing must have happened and it must be verifiable which, in the case of the Genesis account is what we see: a design from a designer, worldwide artefacts from a catastrophic flood etc. It is this test from the Lord in Isaiah which confirms that Moses, the author of Genesis, was indeed a genuine prophet while condemning Joseph Smith and others like him as false prophets and his newly-introduced Mormon god as a false god. 

2. Exodus - The book of Exodus itself speaks of Mosaic authorship in Chapter 17 which refers to events recorded in chapters 20-23 and in chapter 24 we see a record of Moses writing “all” the words of the Lord:

• Exodus 17:14 And the Lord said to Moses, Write this for a remembrance in the book, and rehearse it to Joshua: for I will utterly put out the remembrance of Amalek from under heaven. -(GNV)

• Exodus 24:4 And Moses came and told the people all the words of the Lord, and all the judgments: and all the people answered with one voice, and said, ‘All the words which the Lord hath said will we do.’ And Moses wrote all the words of the Lord, and rose up early in the morning, and builded an altar under the hill, and twelve pillars, according to the twelve tribes of Israel. (KJV)

3. Leviticus - Over 50 times the book of Leviticus refers to Moses as its human author (ultimately the author is the Holy Spirit) when it states that “God imparted these laws to Moses” (Lev 6:1,24; Lev 8:1 etc) Since the Pentateuch is to be treated as a whole and not as 5 individual parts, we are safe in using the same authorship criteria for Leviticus as we used for Genesis and Exodus. Jesus Himself cites Moses as the author of Leviticus in the gospel account of Matthew:

• Mathew 8:4 “And Jesus said to him, “See that you tell no one; but go your way, show yourself to the priest, and offer the gift that Moses commanded, as a testimony to them.” (NKJV) - citing Lev 14:1-32

4. Numbers - The book of Numbers is included in the “entirety of the Law” and therefore according to Deuteronomy, it was written by Moses. However, there is a direct reference to Moses authorship for the stages of Israel’s journey:
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