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Bible 101:   
The Bible as a Book 

Sept. 19, 2021 
 
Mantra for Bible study at Redeemer:  Bible is a book of truth (about God), not a book of facts! 
 -- not accurate historical accounts; but history is used to tell the Old Testament stories (even 
the awkward ones:  wars, etc.) of how people saw God in their lives at that point in time 
 
Focus of Bible 101:  “foundational” stories 

• What we will read tells us about our relationship with God. 

• We will see the developing theology (the nature of God) as we move through the Old 
Testament and find parallels/references in the New Testament. 

 
The Bible isn’t a single book; the Protestant Bible is a collection of 66 books:  39 in the OT and 27 in the 
NT.  (If you’re curious:  See the separate handout that shows the books in the Hebrew Bible and in the 
OT of the Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant Bibles.) 

• different genres:  “history” (qualification noted above), poetry, hymns/prayers, prophecy, short 
stories, letters, etc. 

• books not organized in chronological order of time written 

• books not always written by the persons for whom the books are named and some of those 
persons may not have existed:  doesn’t affect validity of what was written; many written by 
disciples/followers of the person named 

• often more than one source within a single book (e.g., two creation stories) but usually known 
only if you can read Hebrew of OT or Greek of NT or you note different names used for God 

• editors/redactors refined texts over time 

• but, overall:  it is one story of God’s redemptive plan for humankind!  God’s will is salvation! 
 
Cautions about reading the Bible: 

• Inspired by God, but written by humans; ELCA congregations’ constitution:  “This congregation 
accepts [the Bible] as the inspired Word of God and the authoritative source and norm of its 
proclamation, faith, and life.”  

• Cannot take one passage in isolation from others:  context, context, context!  (otherwise, can 
use Bible to prove anything) 

• Be prepared for discovering something new each time you read a segment because we are in a 
different “place” each time:  we’re all on a journey to deeper faith. 

 
Connections to other cultures/scriptures: 

• Genesis chapters 1-11 are considered to be pre-history:  Creation, Adam/Eve, Cain/Abel, Noah, 
Tower of Babel = how people “explained” to themselves existence of the world (sun, oceans, 
plants, animals, humans, etc.), evil in the world, different races, different languages, etc. 

• A tangent:  similar pre-history stories in other cultures of the Middle East, e.g., Babylonia: 
https://www.cliffsnotes.com/literature/m/mythology/summary-and-analysis-
babylonian-mythology/the-creation-the-flood-and-gilgamesh 

• Another tangent:  pre-history stories from around the world:  https://historycollection.com/16-
incredible-ancient-creation-stories-from-around-the-world/7/ 

https://www.cliffsnotes.com/literature/m/mythology/summary-and-analysis-babylonian-mythology/the-creation-the-flood-and-gilgamesh
https://www.cliffsnotes.com/literature/m/mythology/summary-and-analysis-babylonian-mythology/the-creation-the-flood-and-gilgamesh
https://historycollection.com/16-incredible-ancient-creation-stories-from-around-the-world/7/
https://historycollection.com/16-incredible-ancient-creation-stories-from-around-the-world/7/
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• Among the many OT and NT individuals in the Qur’an (sacred scripture of Islam):  Adam, Eve, 
Cain, Abel, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Ishmael, Jacob, Joseph, Moses, David, Mary, John the Baptist 
– and Jesus who is considered by Muslims to be a great prophet. 

 
Progression from oral to written scripture: 

• Writing was invented in the Near East long before the Israelites started writing their scriptures:  
beginning with Sumerian pictographs as early as 3500 BCE (Before the Common Era), then 
Babylonian cuneiform, Egyptian hieroglyphics, and then Canaanite alphabet (when Hebrews 
were in Egypt).    

• Abraham/Isaac/Jacob and other nomads, the Hebrew slaves in Egypt, etc., had no need for 
written records; traditions, stories, and reports of events were handed down by word of mouth. 

• Although it is tradition that Moses wrote the first five books (Genesis-Deuteronomy), it is likely 
that written Hebrew didn’t occur until time of Saul/David/Solomon beginning about 1030 BCE 
when the Hebrew secular culture became more similar to that of their neighbors, requiring 
written records.  Until then, there wasn’t a “business” need for written records nor was there 
leisure time for developing “literature.”  An early Hebrew script was used until after the 
Babylonian Exile (6th century BCE) when an Aramaic script became more popular. 

 
Decisions on what should be in the Christian Bible:  Old Testament 

• Hebrew Bible:  scholars don’t agree about when final decisions were made about which books; 
some say as early as 140 BCE but others say not until 200 CE (Common Era) or later. 

• When the early Church was considering what would be its scriptures, there was general 
agreement that the Jewish scriptures had been produced under divine inspiration and 
contained the promise it believed was fulfilled in Jesus Christ.  Jesus was often “read into” 
those scriptures. 

• All the books of the Hebrew Bible were included in the Christian Old Testament although they 
are in a different order (see separate handout). 

 
Decisions on what should be in the Christian Bible:  New Testament 

• The first writings that would be considered Christian scriptures were the letters of Paul, written 
43-61 CE and circulated widely by the end of the 1st century.  Paul’s letters have little 
information about Jesus’ life. 

• Generally, the story of Jesus Christ’s life/healings/teachings was shared orally until the Gospel 
of Mark was written about 64 CE, followed by the gospels of Matthew, Luke, and John over the 
period of 80-110 CE.  The gospels didn’t become “authoritative” immediately; they weren’t 
mentioned as a whole in other Christian writings until the 2nd century. 

• Other writings came to be considered authoritative if they could be connected to an apostle 
(one of the 12 with Jesus) or if they were cited or at least mentioned in the writings of scholars 
and religious leaders, especially in the 2nd century. 

• By the middle of the 2nd century CE, an effort began to create a closed collection of Christian 
writings from among the many writings considered to be authoritative.  There were three 
councils between 393 and 419 CE to make these decisions about the OT and NT.  Many other 
writings being circulated were considered false or disputed. 

• Martin Luther tried to remove Hebrews, James, Jude and Revelation from the canon because he 
didn’t think they supported the doctrine of sola scriptura (supreme authority of scripture 
alone); none of his fellow reformers agreed with him.  But, in his German translation of the 
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Bible (1520-1534), he put these four books separately at the end of the New Testament.  (PSK is 
telling us of the valuable thoughts in James – including faith and works -- in current sermons.) 

 
Translations: 

• The first mass-produced book printed in Europe using movable-type was the Gutenberg Bible 
(in Latin) in about 1455 – you can see one of 3 perfect vellum copies at the Library of Congress. 

• From the Wycliffe Bible Translators website (https://www.wycliffe.org.uk/about/our-impact/): 
o “The full Bible is now available in 704 different languages, giving 5.7 billion people 

access to Scripture in the language they understand best. The New Testament is 
available in another 1,551 languages, reaching another 815 million people. Selections 
and stories are available in a further 1,160 other languages, spoken by 458 million 
people.” 

o “There are currently 3,945 languages with no Scripture.” 

• Among the more popular current English translations (from a Sept. 2017 PSK handout): 
o Good News Translation (1966/2001):  Uses simple, everyday language and is popular for 

children and those learning English 
o King James Version (1611):  The first version authorized by the Protestant church and 

commissioned by King James I for the Church of England. 
o New International Version (1978):  Considered to be a highly accurate and smooth-

reading version of the Bible  
o New Revised Standard Version (1989):  Preserves the best of the older versions while 

incorporating modern English (used by Redeemer in Sunday worship services) 
o The Message Bible (2002):  Paraphrases the original languages and offers a fresh and 

unique Bible-reading experience, by Eugene H. Peterson 
 
Genesis 1:1-2 (from Bible Gateway:  https://www.biblegateway.com) 
     GNT:  In the beginning, when God created the universe, the earth was formless and desolate. The raging 
ocean that covered everything was engulfed in total darkness, and the Spirit of God was moving over the water. 
     KJV:  In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth.  And the earth was without form, and void; and 
darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters. 
     NIV:   God created the heavens and the earth. Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the 
surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the waters. 
     NRSV:  In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, the earth was a formless void and 
darkness covered the face of the deep, while a wind from God swept over the face of the waters. 
     MSG:  God created the Heavens and Earth—all you see, all you don’t see. Earth was a soup of nothingness, a 
bottomless emptiness, an inky blackness. God’s Spirit brooded like a bird above the watery abyss. 

 
= = = = = = 
 
Read for Sept. 26, 2021:  Genesis 1-2 (Creation); Gen. 3 (Fall of Adam & Eve); Gen. 4:1-16 (Cain & Abel) 
 
Consider these questions as you read: 

• What was interesting and/or surprising for you? 

• What spoke to you about your past/present situation? 

• What do the verses say about your relationship with God? 

https://www.wycliffe.org.uk/about/our-impact/)
https://www.biblegateway.com/

