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Bible Book

Dear Reader:

There is no greater challenge than to write about the Bible, the most cherished book of human history. So much has already been written by phenomenal scholars, saintly preachers, and historical heroes that anything said today can only pale in comparison. Nevertheless, despite its popularity, proliferation, and perennial appeal, the Bible is often seen as intimidating. It is precisely because this book is so important that we wanted to do this project of helping acquaint the average person with this awesome work of many authors over many centuries. Considered the inspired and inerrant Word of God, and the rule of faith for many Christians, even nonbelievers can appreciate the sublime beauty of the Bible as a work of literature par excellence.

We do not presume to interpret every word nor every book of the Bible, but merely to present this sacred text as a collection of texts–of books written over many periods of time, spanning many cultures, and impacting billions of people of the past, present, and future. Our goal is just to highlight the ways in which the Bible can be read, enjoyed, appreciated, interpreted, and applied. We do not claim it is the best or only way, but we hope you will benefit from our efforts.
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Top Ten Little-Known Facts about the Bible


	The word “bible” is not anywhere in the Bible.


	The Bible never identified the forbidden fruit eaten by Adam and Eve as being an apple.


	The Ten Commandments are not numbered in the Bible.


	The names of the Kings or “Wise Men” are never mentioned in the Bible.


	The Bible never said that Saint Paul fell “off a horse.”


	The Bible was originally written with no chapter or verse.


	The Bible does not contain a list of which books belong in it.


	The King James Version was not the first English translation of the Bible.


	The Bible was originally written as separate books by different authors spanning many centuries.


	The Bible is the oldest and most consistent bestselling book of all time with more than 20 million copies sold annually.








Introduction

[image: ] FOR CHRISTIANS, the Bible is considered the written Word of God. It is thought to be inspired by God, but written by human beings with divine assistance. Since there is no one human author, and it took centuries to write and then collect all the parts to form the one volume book we call the Holy Bible, it is important for any reader to appreciate the different type of literature contained inside; discern what the text actually says as originally written by the sacred (inspired) author; discover what the intended meaning and intended audience is for each book of the Bible; and hopefully make spiritual applications in one’s daily life.

Don’t let the size and age of the Bible intimidate you. It may be very old, but it was written for you, the average person. It may take a little time, effort, study, and prayer, but when you think of how long the Bible has been around, it is worth it to unravel its mysteries and beauties. You will find some parts more enjoyable to read than others, some easier or more difficult to understand, some very helpful, and others somewhat esoteric.

Just as there are several branches of Christianity–from Protestant to Catholic to Eastern Orthodox, and all their subdivisions–there is no one version, translation, or edition of the Bible that suits everybody’s needs. There are also differences of theology among the various denominations and churches, which affect how the Bible is interpreted and applied. The goal of The Everything® Bible Book is not to exhaust or even examine every possible avenue, but to expose you–the reader–to a broad overview and offer some helpful hints on how to digest and appreciate the vast source of wisdom found in this book. For the purposes of consistency, however, all biblical references in The Everything® Bible Book are from the New International Version.

Even though you may have already read the Bible from cover to cover, each time you read it you will get something new from it. Despite the fact that you may already know how many of the stories end either by reading it beforehand or from seeing adaptations of it on television or in the movies, even the most familiar story has the potential of giving more insight, teaching, advice, and guidance. The Bible is a book that you can never know too well or too much.

Christians themselves do not agree on what every passage of Scripture means and neither do all their respective churches. The Bible is for individuals and for faith communities as a whole. It has something for everyone, the one and the many, the young and the old, the believer and even the unbeliever. Even if someone does not share all the religious teachings associated with the Bible, they can still better appreciate where Christians are possibly coming from since they allow the Bible to influence them so much.

Like an onion with many layers or a diamond with many facets, the Bible is more than just one book; it is a collection of different books, with different messages, by different authors, written at different times and places. There is so much the Bible has to say that you can never exhaust its meaning nor run out of material. Hopefully, this epic work of faith will give you a little more appreciation and desire to read either for the first time or for the hundredth time. [image: ]
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Chapter 1

What Is the Bible?

Since the printing press made its appearance in A.D. 1450, more than 6ﬁ billion Bibles have been printed in 371 languages. It has been the most read, translated, and bestselling book of all time, and it is for billions of people today a source of faith, truth, and guidance. This chapter will look at the book called the Bible, the various books of the Bible, and the very word Bible itself.

What’s in a Name?

Aside from being a book that U.S. presidents use on inauguration day, the Bible has been called by many as “the Book of Books.” Other names include “the Written Word of God” and “Sacred Scripture.” Actually, rather than being just one big book with many chapters, the Bible is a collection of books, from Genesis to Revelation. The difference between the Bible and other types of collections is that the Bible claims to have one source of inspiration.
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The Bible is called the Word of God. Hebrew uses dabar, Greek uses logos, and Latin uses verbum for what English translates as word. A spoken or written “word” is a symbol that human beings use to communicate ideas to one another.



The Bible remains one of the most mysterious, misunderstood, and misquoted books of all time. Many people regard the Bible as the inspired, infallible, inerrant Word of God, yet you’d be surprised how many of them inaccurately quote, refer to, and use quotations (or alleged ones) to make a point. For instance, the very word “bible” is not even in the Bible. Thanks to computers, we can now do word searches in a millisecond. If you run one on any version of the Bible, you will not find the word “bible” anywhere. So, if the word “bible” isn’t in the Bible, where did it come from and why do we use it to name this special book?

Origin of the Word “Bible”

Gubla (present-day Jbail in Lebanon) is a Phoenician town noted for its plentiful papyrus. Before paper was derived from trees, the ancients used fiber from the stem of the papyrus plant upon which to write messages and documents. They rolled them up into scrolls for safekeeping and handled these delicately due to their tendency to become brittle over time. Unlike wood and stone, which the ancients used for inscriptions, papyrus was lighter, easier to transport, and certainly easier to use and keep.

In 1200 B.C., the Greeks renamed the city Byblos from their word for “book,” which by this time was made of papyrus. Since books were made from pages of papyrus and Gubla was the known world’s center of papyrus, they called the town Byblos. Later, Romans translated the Greek word for book (byblos) into the Latin Biblia, and it is this word from which the English word “bible” was derived.


[image: ]

Jerome’s Latin translation of the Bible is called the “Vulgate” from the Latin word vulgus, meaning “common people.” The common folk of the Roman Empire, who were literate, could only speak, read, and write in Latin, whereas only the elite could understand Greek and even fewer could read Hebrew.



Saint Jerome was the first to use the term “bible” (actually he used the Latin: biblia) as well as the first to assemble a complete version of it around A.D. 396—400. Pope Damasus, the Bishop of Rome, commissioned him in the fourth century to translate the existing scrolls of Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek scriptures into the Latin language. Since only scholars could read and write Greek and Hebrew at that time, the general public needed a translation in their common tongue, which was Latin for the Roman Empire. This would be the first time the entire Bible would appear in one language as well as the first time all the books would be together in one volume.

Origin of the Word “Scripture”

The English word “scripture” comes from the Latin scriptura, meaning the act of writing. (The Greeks used the word graphe, and the Hebrews used kathab.) The early Christian church, which was heavily influenced by Greek philosophy and language, coined the phrase hagios graphe (i.e., Holy or Sacred Scripture) to exclusively refer to the writing we now call the Bible. Originally, every book of the Bible was written on scrolls of parchment. These sacred writings became known by the word “scripture,” since the Christian believers regarded it as the holiest of all written documents. The Bible, or Scripture, is typically divided into two parts: the Old Testament and the New Testament.

Origin of the Word “Testament”

The English word “testament” comes from the Latin testamentum, meaning written testimony or witness. The early church used it to translate the Greek word diatheke and the Hebrew word berith, both of which mean “covenant.” Hence, the Old Testament is the written testimony of the covenant between God and the “Chosen People,” whereas the New Testament is the written testimony of the covenant between Christ and his church. The concepts of testament and covenant are synonymous and are central themes in the Bible.

Sacred Literature

The Bible is considered literature; in other words, a collection or body of written works. Though many believers maintain that the writing of the Bible was inspired by God–it was actually humans who wrote the text. Human beings use different types of literature or ways of speaking to convey various messages and meanings. The same is true for the Bible as it employs a variety of literary techniques.

Literary Forms and Figures of Speech

When two people speak with each other, they’re engaging in a dialogue. When one person speaks, he or she is giving a monologue, or narrative. These are examples of literary forms, just like poetry and prose. The Bible has plenty of dialogue, monologue, narrative, and prose, and some poetry as well. It even contains figures of speech since they, too, are considered literary forms and are valid ways of making a point.

The most obvious “sense,” or meaning of a text, is called the “literal sense.” Basically, it is nothing more than having words mean exactly what they say. When you read in the Bible, “And God said ‘Let there be light’” (Genesis 1:3), it is presumed the reader understands what every word in that phrase means.
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When reading and interpreting the Bible, it is essential to know what type of literature and literary forms are being used so as to ascertain the intended meaning of the author.



At one level, every word in the Scripture has a literal meaning–if it did not, then it could not be translated into other languages. This is not to say that everything must be interpreted literally, but every word has a literal or precise meaning in the language it is written. English uses the word “God,” but the Hebrew language uses the word Elohim just as the Greek language uses Theos, and Latin, the word Deus. The “literal sense” is nothing more than individual words being translated and understood correctly. A “literal interpretation” is when groups of words (phrases or sentences) in a particular context have only one meaning.

Even though every word has a literal sense and literal meaning, sometimes words are used symbolically to represent another idea. There is both an internal and an external allegory in the Bible. Internally, a figure of speech is used, such as a metaphor like “You are the salt of the earth” (Matthew 5:13), or an analogy like “I am the vine; you are the branches” (John 15:5). The reader is not asked to interpret literally that he or she is actually sodium chloride (table salt) any more than he or she is expected to consider himself or herself a plant branch rather than a human being. The allegory within the text is a figure of speech meant to make a point. Externally, this happens when a connection is made between a text in the Old Testament and one in the New Testament–for example, the crossing of the Red Sea by Moses in Exodus 16, and Saint Paul’s reference to it in his Epistle to the Corinthians in 1 Corinthians (10:2) when he says, “They were all baptized into Moses in the cloud and in the sea.”

The moral meaning of the biblical text is intended to influence how the reader is to behave. The famous phrase “But I tell you, Do not resist an evil person. If someone strikes you on the right cheek, turn to him the other also” (Matthew 5:39), is to be given a moral interpretation; in other words, to forgive one’s enemies and not simply to move your face away. Similarly, when Jesus says in the Bible, “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?” (Luke 6:41), that is meant to be a moral message of keeping things in perspective and with humility.
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An ancient Bible study aid from the Middle Ages goes: “Letter (literal sense) speaks of deeds; Allegory to faith; Moral how to act; Anagogy points to our destiny.”



The anagogical sense is the most sublime of them all. It points the listener/reader to a future reality not yet happening, but which is no less real than the present moment since God allegedly foretold it. When Revelation 21 speaks of the new, heavenly city of Jerusalem, many scholars believe this is a foreshadowing of the Church at the end of time.

Faith and Reason

The Bible is a book of faith, in that it is meant to foster faith, explain it, and nourish it. Reason does not conflict nor contradict faith, which is believing something that cannot be proved or disproved. Faith means to believe the word of another since there is no empirical evidence. But reason is needed and used when reading the Bible–otherwise it will make no sense.

Creationism Versus Evolution

There has been an ongoing debate among some Christians over the issue of evolution. Two extreme positions are:


	The Genesis story is pure myth. Life evolved on its own merely out of consequences from natural forces acting upon various species–those being able to adapt survived, while those that did not disappeared; there is no intelligent plan or creator–simply chance, change, and survival.


	Genesis literally teaches that God created the world. He created the plants, the animals, and ultimately human life, and he did it in a short period of time–some maintain an actual six calendar days, others claiming a symbolic six periods or intervals of time.




A middle position is also present among many believers, considered a modified theory of evolution. Rather than maintaining an absence of any intelligence, this view is that the Creator God is the one who made the laws of physics and chemistry, as well as biology. Using laws and material already created by the same Creator, this perspective claims that God could have allowed organisms to grow and develop, but at some juncture intervened in the process to endow human beings with the ability to reason, thus separating them from the animals. While human bodies could theoretically evolve according to the same laws of science that apply to everything on the planet–like the law of gravity–some believe the human soul is something directly created by God and does not come from the material world.
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Biochemists have shown that every man and woman on earth–past, present, and future–can be traced genetically to one human woman via mitochondrial DNA. To that one woman they gave the name “Eve,” which means “mother of all the living.”



That’s Reasonable

The key to better understanding the Bible is knowing what the author is trying to say. Even though some believers steadfastly hold to the divine authorship and inspiration of Scripture, nevertheless, they admit God used many human authors or as they are frequently called, “sacred writers,” to help compose the Bible as we know it. Saying that Matthew wrote his Gospel does not deny that he was inspired by God to write it. Having numerous human agents, but being inspired by one intelligent and divine source, is plausible to one who believes in this sacred text.

Secondly, the type of literature–the literary forms, genres, and so forth–tells us what kind of message the author is trying to communicate. When you pick up a chemistry textbook, you expect to read what elements compose the known world. There is no motivation, no rationale, just simple answers to basic questions, like, what is this made of? When you pick up the Bible, it is not a textbook; it is a book of faith. In other words, science books seek to answer the questions of what and how, while the Bible–being a book of faith and theology–seeks to answer why and who/whom?

The chemistry book will tell you that water is composed of two parts hydrogen to one part oxygen. The Bible will tell you that God created water so as to sustain and maintain life. The former explained what and how; the latter answered the questions of who is responsible and why.

Logic and Grammar

Just because the Bible is a book of faith does not mean that logic or the rules of grammar do not apply. Nouns have adjectives, verbs have adverbs, sentences have phrases, and so forth, and the same grammar rules apply in the Bible as well. So, plural subjects go with plural objects and pronouns must also match. The problem in the English language is that it is not always that clear. “You” can be singular or plural, and the verb “are” is the same for either case.
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Logic still holds in any tongue and the laws that govern reason help us interpret the biblical text. If the sentence makes no sense to the reader, then he or she needs to either look up the unknown words in a dictionary, or find a translation that is more comprehensible. Not many have the knowledge and ability to read the original Hebrew or Greek in which the Bible was written, and so getting an accurate and readable translation is important.



Fact or Fiction?

Are the stories in the Bible just stories, fables, and myths, or are they true? Most fairy tales begin with “Once upon a time …” whereas the Bible opens in Genesis with “In the beginning …” Instead of reading the Bible as one would read the newspaper or a textbook, the Scripture is meant to be read with the intent and desire to absorb the message that sometimes is hidden among the facts. When reading the Bible, don’t let the details overwhelm you; in other words, don’t let the ancient names and archaic places keep you from gaining the central theme. Instead, focus on the substance of the message.

It is believed that the Bible tells the stories of real people. Without photos and fingerprints, DNA, and Social Security Numbers, it is difficult to verify every identity in the Sacred Scripture, but the persons described seem very real even if their names are often enigmatic.

While not a history book, the Bible is historical. The cultures and places mentioned did indeed exist. Egypt, Persia (present-day Iran), Babylon (present-day Iraq), and Assyria (also present-day Iraq) were real places then as today, and Ramses the Pharaoh and Caesar Augustus did reign in their respective times and regions. However, the Bible seeks to explain the history of salvation and not the intricate details historians often investigate in their discipline of study.

Custom permeates the Bible in the sense that traditions of both human and divine origin can be found. Resting on the Sabbath, celebrating Passover, attending temple or synagogue in addition to rules for social behavior, and so forth are evident in the sacred text. Traditions, such as procedures to obtain an inheritance, marriage rituals, and dietary laws, are all in there. Oral tradition is the precursor to the actual writing of the Sacred Scripture since it was first told by word of mouth and handed on down (traditio in Latin) from one generation to the next.

Author, Author

Normally, the author writes his or her own book. However, we know that the Bible is not one book, but a collection of books, and thus a collection of human authors–more accurately a compilation of human writers, who believers maintain were inspired to write what God wanted. One can speak of the “divine author” being God, and the human author or writer as one who physically put the ink onto parchment paper. Biblical theology attempts to study how much and to what extent human freedom is given to the sacred writer in his choice of words and concepts, while maintaining the delicate balance of remaining loyal to the inspiration of the Holy Spirit.

It is believed that the divine component of the sacred text is that it was produced by the inspiration and instigation of God. It was God’s idea, his message, and his truth. As such, some believe there is a universality to the message, which transcends human boundaries of race, culture, language, and gender. The Bible has been called the “Word of God” written by man because human perceptions, influences, likes and dislikes, education, and so forth affect how the divine message is told.

Stages of Development

The Bible, as we know it today in its final form, did not drop out of heaven as a written book. Before any ink was ever inscribed by a sacred writer to any piece of parchment, there were stages of development. The Old Testament stories were passed on by word of mouth from one generation to the next. Then, after a period of time, a writer finally put the oral tradition on paper. Later, several writings were joined to form a collection. Finally, the collections were combined into one complete volume, or book, which we now know as the Bible.
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The Bible was not originally written with chapter and verse numbering as we read it today; it didn’t even have a table of contents telling you what books were inside. In 1227, Stephen Langton, the Archbishop of Canterbury, divided the books of the Bible into chapters, and in 1551, Robert Stephanus subdivided the chapters into verses with his edition of the Latin Vulgate.



In ancient times, the idea of the story was not limited to bedtime stories and fairy tales. The story was how an individual person told others about the origins of the world, as well as of personal and family origins. Many of us remember grandma and grandpa telling their story of how they survived World War II, or mom and dad explaining how they first met and fell in love. Storytelling of this type is called “oral tradition.” It is the way human beings explain things using ideas, concepts, symbols, and words that listeners can identify with personally. From one generation to the next, this word of mouth communication is more than just telling the facts, it is also expressing and evoking emotions and feelings, or teaching and promoting values and principles.

Some scholars speak of various authors or writers–such as the Priestly, the Jahwist, the Elohist, and the Deuteronomic sources–who individually and corporately helped compose the texts of the early and first part of the Bible. Others ascribe authorship directly to the prophets Isaiah, Amos, Jeremiah, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John. It is then very important to remember that within the Bible are individual books written by different and distinct authors. For example, the epistle of James is believed to have been written by the apostle James, and the letter to the Corinthians was written by Paul. Two distinct and different documents, two distinct and different authors, yet both found in the one New Testament of the Bible.
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Often in ancient times the name of the redactor (editor) would be ascribed to a book or manuscript especially when the original author(s) was unknown and/or when the collection of books involved several sources. Even today, books are classified by the name of the editor if they are collections from various authors.



Biblical scholars use a technical term for the person who in essence put together the various separate sources, elements, and books into a single entity. That person is a redactor, or editor. This editor is someone who is not the author, but who collects the works of several authors and connects them to one another. For instance, ancient and pious tradition claimed that Moses wrote some and gathered other fragments of the scrolls to form the Pentateuch, or Torah, the first five books of the Bible (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy).

The Greek word kanon means a reed used for measuring. Bible scholars used that same term to denote the authoritative list of authentic books of Scripture–in a sense, a measure of what is acceptable and what is not. Once the individual books of the Bible were written by either one or more authors, and after the redactor gathered them into groups and collections of writings, the last phase was to determine which books and collections would comprise the Canon of Scripture. No official list exists within the Bible; in other words, there is no index or table of contents in the inspired text, but some measure (kanon) or criteria needed to be established.

Bible Timeline

The Bible is a historical book in two ways. One, it is part of human history and it has a history in its development. There are stages when it was put together, translated, and promoted. The following dates relate to the writing of the book as a book. The Bible also describes and covers human events from the creation of the first man and woman all the way to the end of the world. It spans periods of history from antiquity to the classical era. Here are some significant dates for the development of the Bible as a whole:


Bible Development

1250 B.C.: Possible earliest date for writings from the Torah or Pentateuch.

250—150 B.C.: Translation of all Hebrew manuscripts into Greek Septuagint (LXX); Alexandrian (Greek) Canon established; 46 books in Old Testament.

A.D. 100 (COUNCIL OF JAMNIA): Hebrew (Palestinian Canon) established: 39 books in O.T.

A.D. 394: Saint Jerome translates and compiles first complete Bible in Latin with 72 books total, based on Septuagint Version.

A.D. 995: First Anglo-Saxon translation of New Testament.

A.D. 1384: Wycliffe Bible written in English.

A.D. 1450: Gutenberg invents printing press with movable type; Mazarin Bible is the earliest book printed from movable type (1455).

A.D. 1522: Martin Luther translates Bible from Latin into German and adopts the shorter and younger (Hebrew) Canon of the Old Testament (39 Books).

A.D. 1525: Tyndale’s English translation of New Testament.

A.D. 1535: Coverdale’s English translation of entire Bible.

A.D. 1609: Douay-Rheims–first complete English translation of Catholic Bible.

A.D. 1611: King James Version (KJV) with Apocrypha.

A.D. 1885: KJV officially removes Apocrypha.

A.D. 1973: New International Version is written.



Old and New Testament Dates

The Old Testament covers the antediluvian era (pre-flood of Noah time) to the patriarchal eras, to the Babylonian Captivity, but the New Testament covers a smaller amount of time. Note how the list of Old Testament dates spans nearly 2,000 years, whereas the New Testament list spans only 100 years. The reason for this? More was written in the New Testament times than in Old Testament period when written documents were extremely rare.

Relevant Old Testament Dates



	1800—1600 B.C.
	Patriarchs



	1600 B.C.
	Hebrews (Jews) in Egypt



	1250 B.C.
	Exodus



	1210—1020 B.C.
	Judges



	1020—1000 B.C.
	King Saul



	1000—961 B.C.
	King David



	961—922 B.C.
	King Solomon



	922 B.C.
	Division of Kingdom into North (Israel) and South (Judah)



	721 B.C.
	Conquest of Israel by Assyrians



	587—538 B.C.
	Conquest of Judah by Babylonians; Destruction of Temple




Important New Testament Dates



	A.D. 51—100
	New Testament (Gospels, Epistles, and Revelation) written in Greek



	A.D. 50
	Aramaic version of Matthew’s Gospel possibly written



	A.D. 51—52
	Paul’s Epistles, 1 and 2 Thessalonians possibly written



	A.D. 57—66
	Paul’s Epistles, Galatians, 1 and 2 Corinthians, Romans, Philippians, Colossians, Ephesians, Philemon, 1 and 2 Timothy, and Titus



	A.D. 60
	Mark’s Gospel possibly written



	A.D. 62
	Luke’s Gospel possibly written



	A.D. 69—70
	Greek (canonical) version of Matthew’s Gospel possibly written



	A.D. 70
	Destruction of Temple of Jerusalem



	A.D. 98—100
	Book of Revelation (Apocalypse) written by John




Antiquity

While reading the Bible, it is helpful to be acquainted with a little world history to keep things in context and perspective. Present-day Iraq is where the former Babylonian and Assyrian empires once hailed, just as current Iran used to be the seat of the Persian empire, and Lebanon the former Phoenicia. The Greeks and Romans came much later and are not even mentioned until the end of the Old Testament, while the Egyptians were around since 3400 B.C., some sixteen centuries before Abraham.

Modern Times

The land of the Bible is not just for history. Even today, world events, wars, treaties, peace initiatives, terrorism, economics, politics, and faith permeate the region where the ancient kingdoms of Israel, Palestine, Babylon, Assyria, Persia, Mesopotamia (land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in modern day Iraq), and so on once ruled vast armies, lands, and peoples. Global communities and international commerce, trade, and diplomacy connect the so-called New and Old Worlds, the East and West. Judaism, Christianity, and Islam remain active elements in the life and future of the descendants of Abraham, whether it be through Isaac, Ishmael, or Jesus.
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Reading the Bible will help you appreciate the modern region and its complex problems, and knowing the current turmoil will help you understand what also happened in the past.



How to Read the Bible

Some insist that the best and only way to read the Bible is from cover to cover, starting with Genesis and going chapter by chapter, verse by verse, until you reach the end of Revelation. There is benefit in that since that is how the Bible is arranged, and a consistent and thorough reading from cover to cover is a good approach, even if done only once in your life.

For most newcomers to the Bible, however, that might be a bit intimidating. If you belong to a church or religious group that uses a Lectionary (a book of Bible passages used for public worship), one alternative is to follow along in your personal Bible by reading the daily or weekly selections from Scripture assigned for that date. Over a period of three years on this plan, you will cover most of the Bible, whereas a day-by-day reading can be accomplished in one calendar year.

Choosing a Version of the Bible

When it comes to which version of the Bible to use, the length is not the issue, but rather how much you will get out of it. Finding a user-friendly but accurate translation and version may take a little time, but it is well worth it. Your faith tradition may influence your selection to some extent. Most Protestants feel very much at home with the King James, the New International, or the American Standard versions of the Bible; whereas Catholics prefer the Douay-Rheims, New American, the Jerusalem, or RSV-CE versions since they contain the Deuterocanonical books (seven books considered the Apocrypha in non-Catholic Bibles) for a total of forty-six for the Old Testament.


[image: ]

Commentaries try to bridge the gap between how the ancient Hebrew or Greek text read, and how contemporary language interprets these texts today. They also give you the benefit of many scholars’ thoughts over the centuries.



Using a good commentary and Bible dictionary is also helpful since there are many places, names, and terms that are difficult to understand, and even the best version can leave a reader with plenty of questions. Over the past two millennia, thousands of people have written on what the Scriptures mean to them and what the original text actually says.

Bible Study Groups

One is encouraged to read the Bible on his or her own for the sake of study, to read it again for the sake of prayer, and to tackle it a third time for the benefit of others. Bible study, be it three to five people in a home or a small group of ten to twenty in a congregation, can be of invaluable assistance to those who like and need the input of others. Discussing and even debating biblical teachings with others helps one appreciate his or her own faith all the more. When in a group or church setting, knowing the ground rules is important, however. Some Christians regard the Bible as the sole source of doctrinal and moral authority (called sola scriptura–meaning, “scripture alone”), while others regard it as the inspired, inerrant, and infallible Word of God, which, working alongside and in harmony with Sacred Tradition, composes the entirety of Divine Revelation. This view does not place the authority of the church over or above the Bible, but sees the Scripture as being entrusted to the guardianship of the church for all authentic interpretation.

Source of Worship

Many Christian churches use the Bible as the source for their public and weekly worship–often called the Sacred Liturgy. In some denominations, the preacher or pastor reads sections from the Bible and asks the congregation to follow along with their own Bibles. The minister has complete control over what passages are read and explained in the sermon.

Other churches have a modified Lectionary, with preselected sections for every Sunday of the year. In this way, the congregation reads most of the Bible over a period of a few years, and more importantly, consistently examines the same passages covered across the board in all churches who share that same Lectionary. Catholics, Lutherans, and Episcopalians, for example, share common passages from the Old and New Testaments, including the Gospels, and read them every week.

First-Time Reader?

One modest suggestion for first-time readers is to read the Bible fifteen to thirty minutes a day, at the same time every day of the week. How much material you cover will depend on how fast you read and comprehend. Another method is to read at least one chapter a day. After several weeks, you can easily progress and increase either the amount of time or the amount of text being read. It is not a contest, so reading to understand is the key here. At the back of this book, in Appendix B, are two suggested daily reading plans to cover the entire Bible in one year.
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It is not recommended that you watch movie versions (e.g., The Ten Commandments) before you read the actual biblical text, since you are being given an interpretation of the text based on how some director or producer interpets the story, rather than on what the actual words say as written in the Bible.



If you have children or grandchildren nearby, reading to them from a children’s version of the Bible or a kiddie Bible storybook will help them and you, for when you sit down to read the “grown-up” version, you will at least be familiar with some of the names and places.

Bible in a Movie?

The Ten Commandments, with Charleton Heston and Yul Brynner, is a favorite classic often viewed around a religious holiday, but many have never read the entire text of what Moses said and did and simply rely on what the movie depicts for them. Read Exodus first and then see the movie. You will appreciate it more and you will get something out of the text the next time you read it. You may even use your imagination differently than director Cecil B. De Mille did with the film version.

While entertaining and easy, watching a movie version of a biblical story gives you one person’s interpretation of what the text means. The writer, producer, director, and actors all contribute their part, but it is their own personal spin, as you might say.

The Book of Books

The Bible is a book of books and that should always be remembered. It is considered by many as God’s Word written by human beings. For believers, it contains revealed truths, as well as religious and moral values. It contains history, poetry, narrative, imagery, metaphor, parables, sermons, dialogues, genealogies, and many other types of genres and writing methods. There is no more diverse a book than the Bible.

The overall theme among many teachings, doctrines, and principles is one of covenant. The sacred pact God entered into with His Chosen People (the Hebrew nation) and the continuation and perfection of it in a second covenant between His Son and the church (the People of God) are the two main hinges of the Bible. It is divided into Old and New Testaments, and the word “testament” is just another term for covenant: “I will be your God and you will be my people” (Jeremiah 7:23). As you will see from the Bible, God, from Genesis to Revelation, has been, is, and shall be ever faithful to His covenant even if human beings continue to violate, break, or ignore their end of the bargain. [image: ]
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