INTRODUCTION TO THE BIBLE

Definitions

Bible:  from the Greek word “biblia” which means “books”; used of the Holy Bible because it is a collection of books

Canon:  another Greek word that means “measuring rod”; the official list of books in the Bible (not all churches have the same list).  The judgment that a book is canonical means that the church considers it sacred and inspired by God. 

Scripture(s):  sacred writings, refers to the Bible as a whole

Testament:  covenant, an agreement about how a relationship is structured;  the promise of God to God’s people

BCE:  Before the common era (referring to the time before Christ).

CE:  Common Era, the time since Christ’s birth.  Equivalent to AD which is an abbreviation for the Latin “Anno Domini” meaning “year of the Lord.”

Introduction


The Bible was written over a period of more than 1000 years.  Some of the earliest parts were written about 1250 BCE (for example, Exodus 15:21).  The last book written was II Peter, probably around 100-125 CE.


The Bible is not one book; it is an anthology or collection of books.  In one sense we can say that the Bible has only one author, the Holy Spirit.  However, the Spirit revealed to a variety of biblical authors and editors each of whom lived in a particular place and time.  Where and when they lived influenced how they recorded the word of God.  There are 66 books in the canon accepted by most Protestants:  39 in the Old Testament and 27 in the New Testament (see the accompanying sheet).  In addition, some churches (Roman Catholic and Orthodox) include 7 other books and additions to 2 others.  These form the Apocrypha or Deuterocanonical books.  As is usually the case, Lutherans (and Episcopalians) stand somewhere in between.  Luther regarded the apocryphal books as useful and important, but believed that church teaching should not be based upon them.


There were many books written that did not become a part of the Bible.  The canon of the New Testament scriptures is much more stable, having been fixed by the church in the early 4th century.  The canon of the Old Testament was not decided until after the Protestant Reformation in the 16th century.  This is what accounts for the major divisions of Christianity have “different” Bibles.


The Old Testament (the Jewish Scriptures) are written primarily in Hebrew, with small parts in Aramaic.  It is read from right to left; consequently, pages also turn from left to right.  Originally only consonants would be written down; vowels were understood.  The New Testament is written in Greek.  Both languages use an alphabet different from our own.

