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PREFACE





The story you are about to read has many twists and turns, heroes and heroines, and exciting episodes of confrontation and intrigue. Throughout, our story is propelled by generations of devoted scholars who have worked to transmit the “world’s greatest book” throughout the generations from antiquity to modern times.


What makes this story more engaging is that it is based on historical sources—all true to the best of our knowledge. We would neither have dedicated our time and effort to this project, nor agreed to the book’s title, if we did not agree that the story told here is of enormous importance to our culture and civilization.


We hope you enjoy reading this book as much as we enjoyed working on it. It is the second book we have produced together—the coming together of a Jewish scholar who practices his faith, and a Christian scholar who does the same, both of whom are dedicated to the highest standards of academic scholarship. We both have worked for religious and nonreligious organizations, both internationally and locally, and have spent considerable time in Israel as well. While we recognize that we have differences regarding some key matters, we also appreciate our important commonalities and our agreement regarding the role that the Bible (whether the Hebrew Bible or the Christian Bible) has played in the past and that it can continue to play in the future.


We also thank our colleague, Len Woods, who helped merge our thoughts and words. We began planning this book in the Skirball Department of Hebrew and Judaic Studies at New York University, after which Len drafted a manuscript. Through the following months of exchanges, we revised and discussed hundreds of topics and historical pivots until we arrived at this text. We were informed recently that the number of preordered copies is higher than many books’ final sales—a tribute to the subject matter and to the continued work of Len, various experts weighing in, and our partners at Worthy Publishing.


—Lawrence H. Schiffman and Jerry A. Pattengale








WHAT’S SO GREAT
ABOUT THE BIBLE?





The book to read is not the
one which thinks for you,
but the one which makes you think.
No book in the world equals the Bible for that.


—HARPER LEE, AUTHOR, TO KILL A MOCKINGBIRD


With a light rain falling on Manhattan’s Upper East Side and a windchill near freezing, it was hardly an ideal night for an auction.


Yet none of that mattered to the eager buyers who crowded into Sotheby’s, New York, on November 26, 2013. The sought-after prize? One of two copies of The Bay Psalm Book owned by the Old South Church in Boston. In 1640, this collection of biblical psalms had been translated from Hebrew and then typeset and printed by Puritan settlers. It was the first book published in British North America, just twenty years after the landing of the Mayflower. Of the 1,700 copies originally printed, only eleven are known to survive.


Just two and a half minutes after an opening bid of $6 million, frenzied buyers were offering more than $12 million for this rare piece of religious history! The final purchase price was $14.165 million, earning The Bay Psalm Book the new world record for the most expensive printed book ever sold at auction.


Mind-boggling, isn’t it? And yet—antiquities experts are quick to point out—if you think that’s pricey, consider the Gutenberg Bible. One leaf (a single sheet, made up of two pages) from a Gutenberg Bible can sell for as much as $100,000. This is because the Gutenberg Bible is the first major book ever printed using movable type. What’s more, it predates The Bay Psalm Book by more than 180 years! Of the forty-eight copies of the Gutenberg Bible that remain, only thirty-one are said to be in excellent condition. In the summer of 2015, eight leaves (including the Old Testament book of Esther) were auctioned at Sotheby’s for just under $1 million. Experts estimate that if an entire Gutenberg Bible ever came up for auction, it would likely fetch upward of $50 million!


These are not isolated instances. In May 2014, at Christie’s in Paris, an Italian Torah scroll (the first five books of the Hebrew and Christian Bibles) sold for a record $3.87 million.


In early December 2016, the extensive private Bible collection of the late Dr. Charles Ryrie, a biblical scholar and longtime professor at Dallas Theological Seminary, sold at Sotheby’s for $7.34 million. His Wycliffe Bible alone brought in $1.4 million.


Why do people attach such immense value to a bunch of old religious writings?


To be fair, not everyone does.
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If you could time-travel back to Berlin, Germany, on the afternoon of November 9, 1938, you would arrive just in time for Kristallnacht, the infamous “Night of Broken Glass.”


This is the night the violence of the Holocaust was unleashed. A firestorm of racist rage—encouraged by Nazi government officials—broke out against Jews living throughout the German Reich. When the smoke cleared, ninety-one Jews were dead, hundreds more were injured, thousands of Jewish businesses and homes had been vandalized, and some 250 synagogues lay in smoldering ruins. In the days to come, Jewish men would be rounded up by the tens of thousands, put on trains, and shipped off to concentration camps.


Unreported in most history books is how much anger on Kristallnacht was also directed against the Hebrew Bible. In many cases, before setting a synagogue ablaze, mobs first removed its Torah scrolls. They piled these scrolls in nearby streets or parks and ceremoniously burned them while onlookers cackled, clapped, and danced around the flames. In some places, Nazi officials made rabbis incinerate their Torah scrolls before forcing them to read aloud from Hitler’s Mein Kampf.


In other cities, the revered Hebrew writings weren’t burned; they were ripped apart. In Vienna, Austria, Torah scraps were tied to the backs of terrified Jews, who were then chased down city streets. One witness reported seeing German children marching gleefully atop a pile of shredded Torahs.


The carnage on this night was creative in its cruelty. In Fritzlar, Germany, the synagogue’s sacred scrolls were taken to Nikolaus Street and unrolled so that a group of Hitler Youth could ride their bicycles over them. In Bavarian Lichtenfeld, when a Jewish woman tried to halt the desecration of sacred writings, she was accosted by several children. Following a brief struggle, the woman was dead. Children took the synagogue’s prayer books and used them to play an impromptu game of football.1


Throughout much of recorded history, one can find fierce antagonism toward the Bible. Around 600 BCE, the irate King Jehoiakim of Judah cut and burned a sacred scroll from the Jewish prophet Jeremiah (Jeremiah 36). In 303 BCE, the Roman emperor Diocletian issued an edict calling for the eradication of all Christian writings throughout the Roman Empire. More recently, ISIS extremists in Mosul, Iraq, have been videotaped burning piles of Bibles.


It seems the adage is true: one man’s trash is another man’s treasure.


And vice versa.
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When it comes to the Bible, everyone has an opinion. America’s sixteenth president, Abraham Lincoln, gushed that the Bible was “the best gift God has given to man” and that “all the good the Savior gave to the world was communicated through this Book.”2


Compare Lincoln’s warm sentiments to the decidedly colder view of Celsus, a philosopher of Platonism in the second century. He called the Jewish and Christian Bibles “altogether absurd.”3 Seventeen centuries later, American novelist Mark Twain wrote that the Bible contains “some good morals; and a wealth of obscenity; and upwards of a thousand lies.”4 More recently, British actor Ian McKellen said on the Today show, “I’ve often thought the Bible should have a disclaimer in the front saying, ‘This is fiction.’”5


Surely a book this discussed and disputed, this revered and reviled is worth a closer look.
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This is a book about one of the world’s most loved and loathed books. Given that, we should probably begin with some definitions and distinctions—and at least a few disclaimers.


What do we mean when we speak of the Bible? Our English word comes from the ancient Greek word biblion (plural, biblia), which means “scroll” or “book.” It is related to the Greek word biblos, the name given to Egyptian papyrus shipped from the Phoenician port city of Byblos to Greece.


Over time, ancient Jews and early Christians began to use the word biblia, or Bible, to refer to a specific collection of writings that they deemed sacred. Common synonyms for the Bible include Scripture, Holy Writ, the Word of God, and the Good Book.


The Bible is one book made up of many smaller books. Jerome, a fourth-century scholar best known for translating the Bible into Latin, called the Bible “the Divine Library.”6 What are the books that make up this “Divine Library”? The answer to that question depends on whom you ask.
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The Hebrew Bible contains twenty-four books, divided into three categories: the five books of Moses, known also by the Hebrew term Torah; the eight books of the Prophets, also known as the Nevi’im; and the eleven books of the Writings, also known as the Ketuvim. All together, these books are referred to as the Tanakh (an acronym formed from the first letters—T, N, K—of those section titles).


The three divisions of the Hebrew Bible are arranged roughly chronologically. The Torah was canonized first, and it appears as a unified corpus in the Hebrew Bible. The Prophets were collected next, brought to a close after the last of the prophets: Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi. Earlier nonprophetic works, such as Psalms, Proverbs, and Job, as well as works completed after the prophets, were collected in the Writings.
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The Protestant Bible contains all twenty-four books of the Hebrew Bible. However, it counts some of the longer books that both Jews and Christians divide into two parts as separate books, for a total of thirty-nine books, and arranges them in a different order. Instead of referring to these books as the Tanakh, Christians call them the Old Testament.


The word testament means “covenant” or “agreement.” A last will and testament, for example, is a legally binding agreement specifying the distribution of one’s property and possessions. Like Jews, Christians see the books of the Hebrew Bible as the story of how the agreement God made with the Jewish patriarch Abraham unfolded through the time of Moses, the kings, and the prophets.


To this collection of books, all written before the Common Era, Christians add twenty-seven more books, written during the mid-to-late first century CE. Christians call these books the New Testament, believing that they signal a new era in how God relates to Jews and non-Jews.


Christians see the Gospels (the first four books of the New Testament) as reliable accounts of the life and ministry of Jesus of Nazareth. Because of his recorded words and works, Christians believe Jesus to be the Messiah (the mighty deliverer/king) promised by the Old Testament prophets. They see the book of Acts as the story of the birth and growth of the church, the Epistles (letters) as instructions for the people of God, and the book of Revelation as a prophecy about the end of this present age. Thus, the Hebrew Bible has only twenty-four books, while the Protestant Bible contains sixty-six.
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What about the Catholic Bible and the Eastern Orthodox Bible? Here, things get a bit trickier. These groups recognize the sixty-six books of the Protestant Bible, but they also include several additional books and extra passages that emerged from Jewish authors during the Second Temple period, often termed the “intertesta-mental era” by Christians (roughly 400 BCE to 1 CE).


While some Christians regard these extra writings (also called deuterocanonical or apocryphal writings) as sacred and inspired, others see them as merely useful or worth reading. Traditional Judaism forbade the reading of apocryphal texts, although occasional quotations of such texts appeared in rabbinic literature. However, modern times have seen an awakening of scholarly and popular interest in these works. In a later chapter, we will examine the criteria used by various religious bodies to determine whether a writing deserved to be called Scripture.


When all the book counting is complete, we are left with this: the Hebrew Bible recognizes twenty-four biblical books, the Protestant Bible sixty-six, the Catholic Bible seventy-three, and the Eastern Orthodox Bible eighty.
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Many people are surprised to discover that reading the Bible is not at all like reading a self-help book or novel. From book to book (and sometimes even within a single book), the Bible shifts gears and switches genres. Its writings are, frankly, a mash-up of material. Stories are interspersed with teachings. In one place, you encounter detailed instructions about religious rituals. In another place, you find heart-stopping action. The Bible—with its quirky amalgamation of poetry, proverbs, parables, and prophetic literature, its public sermons and private correspondence, its genealogies and census records—is less like a modern book and more like an ancient scrapbook of Jewish and Christian history and beliefs.


So why would we call the Bible “the world’s greatest book”? The Bible is controversial. Many passages are not easy to read or understand. And then there is the awful truth that terrible things—slavery and the subjugation of women, for example—have been justified throughout history by people citing the Bible!


It’s a fair question. And there’s no getting around it: horrible abuses have been perpetrated through the centuries by people claiming biblical support. But consider some other realities.


The Bible Has Been a Catalyst for Positive Social Change.


Throughout recorded history, the teaching of Scripture has inspired humanitarian efforts. There’s no way to know how many hospitals and schools have been built or how many charitable nonprofits and food banks have been established because of the Bible’s injunctions to care for strangers, orphans, and widows (Deuteronomy 24:17, 19) and to “love your neighbor” (Leviticus 19:18, echoed in Mark 12:31).


The same Bible that was used by some to justify slavery also prompted many in the abolitionist movement of the mid-1800s to denounce the practice and call for its end. Its teachings undergirded the powerful work of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.—by profession a preacher of the Bible’s message. Biblical references are woven throughout King’s “I Have a Dream” speech, one of the most famous and influential in American history.


The Bible Has a One-Of-a-Kind History.


The Bible was penned by dozens of writers in three continents over a span of ten to fifteen centuries. That’s admittedly unique. What other book has such a diverse background?


The Bible Possesses an Enduring Nature.


Throughout history there have been repeated attempts to discredit or destroy these writings considered to be sacred, but the Bible has survived each one. Countless people have perished in their efforts to defend and distribute the Bible.


The Bible Has Shaped Three World Religions.


Jews traditionally have accepted the books that comprise the Hebrew Bible. Christians have embraced both the Old Testament (Hebrew Bible) and New Testament. Muslims have adapted many of the stories and people from the Bible and included them in the Qur’an, though with changes from the earlier texts and with claims that Jews and Christians falsified aspects of the Bible. (It should be noted that centuries of careful textual study by thousands of scholars, comparing the earliest biblical texts with those of the seventh- and eighth-century Muslim assertions, do not support such claims.) All said, the Hebrew Bible became the important foundational document for the Jews and, together with the New Testament, for the Christians. Several centuries later, both volumes became influential for the Muslims, though second to the Qur’an and through a distinctly Muslim lens.


The Bible Has Had a Monumental Influence on Western Culture.


Consider some of the many ways that the Bible has influenced our culture and, indeed, all of Western civilization.


The Bible has been foundational in education.


Many of the world’s oldest and most prestigious colleges and universities—such as Oxford, Cambridge, Harvard, and Yale—began as schools for training students in how to teach and preach the Bible. (Harvard and Yale were founded by the Puritans, the same group that published The Bay Psalm Book.)


The Bible permeates the halls of American government.


Bible verses are engraved or referenced on many public buildings—including the Jefferson and Lincoln Memorials—across Washington, DC. The cornerstone of the Washington Monument has a Bible deposited in it. A marble relief portrait of Moses, the great lawgiver of Israel, looks down on the House chamber in the US Capitol. The Library of Congress showcases a Gutenberg Bible in a prominent and permanent display, and several Bible verses (Psalm 19:1; Proverbs 4:7; Micah 6:8; John 1:5) are etched into its walls. Historians tell us that Psalm 35 was read at the first Continental Congress in 1774. And guess what? All these years later, the Bible is still prominent in the American political process. The morning after the 2016 US presidential election, Democratic candidate Hillary Clinton quoted Galatians 6:9 in her concession speech. When Clinton’s running mate, Tim Kaine, added a few words of appreciation, he alluded to a parable told by Jesus in Matthew 20:1–6 about workers laboring in a vineyard. A few weeks later, in his inauguration speech, America’s forty-fifth president, Donald Trump, paraphrased Psalm 133:1.


The Bible has influenced the arts and entertainment.


Many of the world’s most famous and exquisite works of art—such as Da Vinci’s The Last Supper and Michelangelo’s “The Creation of Adam” fresco and David sculpture—feature scriptural themes. Some of Hollywood’s biggest blockbusters—The Ten Commandments, Ben-Hur, The Passion of the Christ—have strong biblical storylines.


The Bible has altered our language.


Many biblical phrases have become part of our everyday vernacular, such as an eye for an eye, a thorn in the flesh, there’s nothing new under the sun, and go the extra mile. Thanks to the wildly popular King James Bible, we use hundreds of such phrases almost every day. Most people have no clue when they use these common idioms that they are quoting Scripture! Though our culture may not be Bible-centered, it is most certainly Bible-saturated. Even the avowed skeptic H. L. Mencken admitted about the King James Bible, “It is probably the most beautiful piece of writing in all the literature of the world.”7


The Bible is history’s best-selling book.


More than six billion copies of the Bible have been printed. Every year, an estimated 100 million copies of Scripture are sold—with no telling how many more copies are given away. One could counter that numbers alone aren’t a reliable measure of greatness. After all, certain fast-food chains have sold billions of burgers, pizzas, and tacos . . . and no one is arguing that the lofty sales figures suggest these establishments are serving up gourmet fare. But though it’s true that quantity by itself doesn’t prove anything, clearly some quality of the Bible has motivated the making and acquiring of an incredible number of copies of it.
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Before we get into our discussion of the Bible in the following chapters, a few disclaimers are in order.


The Bible was originally written in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek, so each time we cite a biblical statement in English, we are quoting a translation of the Bible. There are many good translations, each one attempting to render the original words of Scripture in an accurate, clear manner. In this book, we have decided to quote primarily from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV).


However, on occasion you will come across references like this: (Exodus 25:3, NJPS). That’s a reference to a translation other than the NRSV—in this case, the new (1985) translation of the Hebrew Bible from the Jewish Publication Society. The numbers in each reference function as an address. In this case, they are telling you to look at chapter 25 of the book of Exodus, specifically the third verse. The Bible’s chapter divisions were added in the thirteenth century. Verse numbers were added later—to the Hebrew Bible around 1448 and the New Testament around 1551—to help readers navigate the text.


Since the Bible is a book about God, we will be mentioning God in this book. In doing so, we will follow the traditional custom of using masculine pronouns—he, his, him—to refer to deity. We do this not because we think God is male (several biblical passages ascribe feminine qualities to God, such as Isaiah 49:15, 66:13, and Hosea 13:8). We do this because the ancient biblical texts do this.


Let’s be clear at the outset: this is not a book about the content or message of the Bible. Our goal is not to discuss or dismiss theological beliefs. Rather, this is a peek into the fascinating history of the Bible. This is the story behind what some refer to as “the greatest story ever told.” How in the world did we get this book that some people swear by—and other people swear at?


The World’s Greatest Book is meant to be a book for everyone. It is for the faithless and the faithful. You don’t have to be a believer to admit that the Bible has played a significant role in human civilization. You also don’t have to be a skeptic to have a grocery list of questions about the formation of the Bible, such as:


• Who wrote these documents and when?


• How were these ancient writings transmitted through the ages?


• As scribes made copies of copies, didn’t they make mistakes that caused the ancient writings to be changed and corrupted?


• How was it decided which writings would be included in the Bible?


• What are the Dead Sea Scrolls, and why are archaeological finds like these such a big deal?


In this book, we hope to provide satisfying answers to those questions. Mostly, however, our goal—whether you are an agnostic from Amsterdam, a Jew living in Jerusalem, or a Christian from Canada—is for you to know the long and winding background of how the Bible came to be. It is a fascinating story that includes a little bit of everything: adventure and violence, mystery and bravery, and dumb luck or divine intervention, depending on your point of view.


We think everyone should know the remarkable story of the Bible—that the Torah you read on your smartphone using a Bible app required the efforts of kings and scholars, committees and councils, and a host of hardworking scribes . . . and that the reason there is a Gideon Bible in the drawer next to your hotel bed is that countless people over thousands of years wrote, copied, hid, copied, protected, copied, collated, compared, corrected, and copied some more . . . then searched, researched, studied, translated, smuggled, printed, shipped, and—in many cases—suffered or even died for it.


We want you to know that the production team of the Bible included not only prominent religious leaders but also an unlikely cast of offbeat characters. In these pages you will encounter, among others, an unsuspecting bedouin hunter, a couple of Scottish widows riding camels across North Africa, an astronaut, and a cheese merchant. Throw in a washing machine and a hunt for nutrient-rich soil, and we’re pretty sure the story of how we got the Bible is a story you won’t soon forget.


Issues of faith aside, veteran religion reporter Kenneth Briggs, formerly of the New York Times, was spot-on when he said, “The Bible is the springboard to opening all kinds of ideas, thoughts, beliefs about what our life is about.”8


Welcome to the fascinating story of how we got the world’s greatest book.





CHAPTER ONE





IN THE BEGINNING


ENCOUNTER AT SINAI






The LORD came down on Mount Sinai, to the top of the mountain; and the Lord called Moses to the top of the mountain, and Moses went up. Then the LORD spoke to Moses.


—EXODUS 19:20–21 NASB


In 1843 Dr. Constantin von Tischendorf, an instructor on leave from the University of Leipzig, grew weary of studying old texts in the musty libraries of Europe. So, he packed his bags and took off. This young German scholar with piercing eyes and a shock of dark, wavy hair had one goal: to discover and decipher the oldest surviving copies of Scripture. Tischendorf was obsessed, and he was relentless. He spent thirteen months in Italy before making his way to Egypt. He was Indiana Jones minus the bullwhip (and plus a serious set of pork-chop sideburns).


In 1844, Tischendorf arrived at Saint Catherine’s (or, as it is officially known, the Holy Monastery of the God-Trodden Mount Sinai), an ancient Eastern Orthodox monastery built at the base of the mountain traditionally claimed to be Sinai, in modern-day Egypt. Perhaps while in Italy he had read of the experience of Vitaliano Donati, professor of botany and natural history at the University of Turin. Donati had himself visited Saint Catherine’s in 1791.


As far as we know, Donati didn’t make any significant botanical discoveries in the sands around Sinai. He did, however, spy a book that captured his attention. He wrote in his journal of having seen an old Bible at Saint Catherine’s “comprising leaves of handsome, large, delicate, and square-shaped parchment, written in a round and handsome script.”1


It may have been this reference that prompted the not-yet-thirty-year-old Tischendorf to cross the Mediterranean, trek hundreds of miles across the North African wilderness, and knock on the door of Saint Catherine’s. At any rate, by coming to Sinai, he had come to the right place.
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In a sense, the story of how the Bible came to be begins at Sinai. While the biblical stories start with creation, Adam and Eve, the Flood, and the patriarchs (early Hebrew leaders who followed God), the same text says it was Moses who recorded this narrative.


Many within the Judeo-Christian tradition have suspected that it may have been in this place, where Saint Catherine’s Monastery now sits, that God first called to Moses from the midst of a burning bush (Exodus 3:1–6). As a matter of fact, if you ever have the privilege of visiting, the monks of Saint Catherine’s will gladly show you a bush growing—but not burning—in their courtyard. They believe this is the actual bush referred to in Scripture!


Tradition says that Moses followed this divine call and made a beeline to Pharaoh’s palace. There, equipped with a miracle-working staff, assisted by his brother Aaron, and enabled by the power of God, Moses liberated the people of Israel from many generations of slavery. Then he led them on a two-month journey back to Mount Sinai (which some traditionalists think was also called Mount Horeb). As the people camped at the base, Moses met with God on the summit (Exodus 19:1–2). According to the Hebrew Bible (what Christians call the Old Testament), after receiving God’s law, Moses descended the mountain. There, the Bible teaches, in the rocky valley beneath Sinai, Moses read these divine decrees to the Jewish people. This is the place where the people of Israel entered into a covenant relationship with God.


We can’t afford to miss this fact: it is while the Jewish people were at Sinai that we find the first biblical references to “the book of the covenant” (Exodus 24:7). In other words, it is in this remote desert place that, according to Judeo-Christian tradition, the laws, words, and what the Israelites believed to be the pronouncements of God first began to be written down. Consider these verses from the book of Exodus—a passage that describes events that reportedly took place at Sinai:


• “Moses wrote down all the words of the LORD” (Exodus 24:4).


• “[Moses] took the book of the covenant, and read it in the hearing of the people; and they said, ‘All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient’” (Exodus 24:7).


• “The LORD said to Moses, ‘Come up to me on the mountain, and wait there; and I will give you the tablets of stone, with the law and the commandment, which I have written for their instruction’” (Exodus 24:12).


• “When God finished speaking with Moses on Mount Sinai, he gave him the two tablets of the covenant, tablets of stone, written with the finger of God” (Exodus 31:18).


The belief of Judeo-Christian tradition is that the Bible, as we know it, began at Sinai. God spoke (and even wrote on stone tablets) certain words, and it is believed that Moses did a good bit of writing too (Exodus 24:4; 34:28–29). This revelation has been understood by both Judaism and Christianity to be the beginning of the composition of the five books of Moses (Torah). The exact nature of that process, however, has long been debated by religious thinkers and scholars.
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If old biblical writings were what Dr. Tischendorf hoped to find, then stopping at Saint Catherine’s was the best decision he ever made. The monastery was renowned even in the 1840s for its vast, valuable library. (Today it is regarded as the oldest continually functioning library in the world!)

OEBPS/images/line.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781945470561.jpg
- o‘“%ﬁ

m T a s whel N
muse‘:::::mble ’.‘ Y "“ r. a ,
the Spirit of Uod

- (’ > AL
e y the face of the wa

,;x}»‘izlAnd God said ook find
/ bg jight : and there wa

ol (2l SASy $hane iy

THE WORLD’S
GREATEST
BOOK

THE STORY of HOW THE BIBLE CAME TO BE

LAWRENCE H. SCHIFFMAN, PH.D.
& JERRY PATTENGALE, PH.D.

GENERAL EDITORS






OEBPS/images/pub.jpg
W/ m

WORTHY museum of the Bible
PUBLISHING

BOOKS





