Bible 101
Session 6: February 21, 2019

The Apocrypha

Our class so far
• September 20 – How the Bible was written
•
•
•
•

October 18 – History in and behind the Bible
November 15 -- Torah
December 13 -- Prophets
January 17 -- Writings

• February 21 – The Apocrypha

Future Classes
• March 14 (Lent) – Mark and Matthew
•
•
•
•

March 21 (Lent) – Luke and Acts
March 28 (Lent) – Johannine Literature
April 4 (Lent) -- Letters of St. Paul
April 11 (Lent) – Other Letters

What is the Apocrypha
• The word's origin is the Medieval Latin adjective apocryphus, "secret, or noncanonical", from the Greek adjective ἀπόκρυφος(apokryphos), "obscure", from
the verb ἀποκρύπτειν (apokryptein), "to hide away”

• Generally used in the discussion of which books were to be considered part
of the Biblical canon

• A point of controversy during the Protestant Reformation
• Invite us to think about how the Bible was formed and constituted

Key Vocabulary
•
•
•
•
•

Apocrypha
Canon, canonical
Deutero-canonical
Vulgate
Septuagint

•
•
•
•

Diaspora
Hellenistic
Apocalyptic
Liturgical

A brief history
• Earliest Christians quoted from the Greek versions of Hebrew canon and
apocrypha without making any distinction.

• By the 4th c, Eastern (Greek) churches recognized a distinction between these
books, but continued to cite all of them as scripture
• Synod of Jerusalem in 1672, Orthodox churches explicitly designated several
apocryphal books as canonical.

• In the West, most of the books continued to be treated as canonical with some
disputes

• Jerome in the 4th Vulgate designated some books as apocryphal

Reformation
• Protestant thinkers needed to determine which books were authoritative for
doctrine, since all doctrine must be proved in scripture

• Purgatory, for instance, was based in part on 2 Maccabees 12:43-45
•

43 And

making a gathering, he sent twelve thousand drachms of silver to Jerusalem for
sacrifice to be offered for the sins of the dead, thinking well and religiously concerning
the resurrection,44 (For if he had not hoped that they that were slain should rise again, it
would have seemed superfluous and vain to pray for the dead,) 45 And because he
considered that they who had fallen asleep with godliness, had great grace laid up for
them.

Protestant Bibles
• Generally the Protestant view came to be: “We do not despise [them], but we do not
allow them divine authority with the others.”

• This was the view of the Anglican Church, which said in the 39 articles: “And the
other Books (as Hierome saith) the Church doth read for example of life and
instruction of manners; but yet doth not apply them to establish any doctrine.” The
Apocrypha was included in the Eucharistic lectionary, however.

• Puritans generally excluded the apocrypha and most protestant Bibles today do not
include them.

Catholic Bibles
• Council of Trent in 1546 gave the definitive Catholic teaching. The church
pronounces an anathema upon anyone who “does not accept as sacred and
canonical the aforesaid books in their entirety and with all their parts, as they
have been accustomed to be read in the Catholic church and as they are
contained in the old Latin Vulgate Edition.”

• Some books were denied canonical status: The Prayer of Manasseh and 1
and 2 Esdras

Context for the Apocrypha
• Period after the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BCE and the Exile in Babylon
•
•
•
•

Series of conquests by Alexander, the Seleucids, the Ptolemaics
Hellenistic (Greek) culture and language
Septuagint – Greek translation of the Old Testament
These books are the stories of Jews living in exile and Jews living in Palestine
under foreign conquest.

Description of the Books
• 1 Esdras
• (summary of 2 Chronicles 35-36, Ezra and Nehemiah);
• only ch 3-5 are new

• 1 Maccabees
• History of the Seleucid persecutions and rise of Maccabees

• 2 Maccabees
• “pathetic history” – use of dramatic emotional exaggerated storytelling

Description of the Books
• 3 Maccabees
• Misleading title – has nothing to do with the Maccabees
• Religious novel set in Egypt where the Jewish community was suffering under Ptolemy IV
• Plan to martyr the Jews by having 500 intoxicated elephants trample them to death
• Angels intervened and frightened the elephants into turning on the Egyptian soldiers

• 4 Maccabees
• Not a history at all, but a Greek philosophical treatise addressed to Jews on the supremacy
of reason

Short Historical Fictions
• Judith
• Like Esther, a story about how a courageous Jewish woman saves her people from enemies
who are set on destroying them

• The “Diaspora Novels”
• Tobit
• Thematically similar to Job with various folktale motifs (grateful dead, angel in disguise, dangerous
bride, demon lover)

• Bel and the Dragon and Susanna
• Detective stories where Daniel uncovers deception and exposes idols as false gods

Wisdom Books
• Wisdom of Solomon
• Strong Greek literary and philosophical influences
• Probably written in Alexandria, a center of the Greek-speaking diaspora

• Wisdom of Jesus son of Sirach (Ecclesiasticus)
• Composed in Hebrew ca 180 BCE
• Similar to Proverbs in style and content

Hymns, Psalms, and Prayers
• Prayer of Manasseh
• A hymnic lament of great feeling and literary skill

• Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Jews
• Modeled on liturgical psalms, as is

• Psalm 151
• A psalm celebrating David’s slaying of Goliath appended to the book of Psalms in
Greek manuscripts

Other Apocryphal Books
• Letter of Jeremiah
• Interestingly, there are no letters in the Hebrew Bible and many in the New Testament.
• This letter is from the Hellenistic period and may have influenced later Christian
writers.

• 2 Esdras
• Apocalyptic literature like Daniel and Revelation
• Metaphoric language, symbolic numbers, angelic messengers

