Introduction


Whether you recall the lessons of your Sunday School classes and can flip to your chapter of choice, or you have a paperclip on your index page, hopefully you recognize that knowing the Bible means more than memorizing the index list of books of the Bible. 


It takes several steps to go from knowing the list of Bible books, to knowing the applied meaning of what is in the books. You may have all the gifts for Bible scholarship, and the fist is the humility to realize that the whole text of scripture will not implant itself meaningfully overnight, or even over a single reading.
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This short book is laid out to take you through the basic steps that will draw you to a closer, personal, intellectual and spiritual understanding of the text. You will come to know a great deal of biblical history, you will also be drawn away from many assumptions concerning scripture, and drawn into the power of this deeply rich book, and unmatchable spiritual guide.

Choosing a Translation
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If you really want to really read the Bible put away the idea that one translated version is better than all the others. That likely will infuriate many of you because many Christians act as though the Bible landed on earth in the Shakespearian English of the long revered ‘authorized’ version [King James Bible]. However, if you really want to know the Bible you may want to take the time and the effort to get to know it in its original languages. 


The two main source languages for the Bible are Hebrew and Greek [Koine – 1st century common Greek]. However, other forms of Hebrew, and Greek as well as other languages Armenian, Coptic, Arabic, and Latin are needed to read the oldest sources we have for what we call the Bible today. The two main languages are Greek and Hebrew.


However, most people will not want to learn Greek and Hebrew in order to read the Bible and will opt for finding a good word-for-word literal translation. There are Bibles that have both the translation and the original language for the reader to see. These are called interlinear translations, and show the work of translators. The most well known literal translations into English known to date are the Revised Standard Version and the English Standard Version. Literal means that there has been real effort into matching not only the words, but the ordering of phrases, so that the original meaning is retained without much interpretation [all translation includes interpretation by its nature]. These are favoured [image: image3.jpg]


by academics. Most literal versions use both the authorized collection of original biblical source material as well as referencing newly discovered materials. 


The King James Bible and the American Standard Bible cusp as interpretative-literal translations; being mainly literal, but interpreted into certain cultural contexts/language. Still, these are understood to be literal translations.


Other versions or translations use the same or similar materials to the literal versions, but are translated phrase by phrase, rather than literally word for word. The intension is to give a sensible version of what is being said in the original language in a structure that is ‘readable’. These dynamic versions are really useful for public readings and personal devotions, and are becoming the most widely used beside the KJV. Examples of dynamic translations are the NIV and The [New] Jerusalem Bible.


Though not the most broadly used, paraphrastic or idiomatic translations/versions are the reason why there are such a vast variety of Bibles available. Most of them they are not true translations [with the exception of the Message and the Good News notably]. They are most often paraphrased readings of more literal translations into particular contexts. The Bibles are excellent for introducing people to basic Christian principles, but do not offer the same opportunity for deep understanding. As literal or dynamic translations. Examples of paraphrastic translations/versions of the  Bible include [not limited to]: Good News Bible, The Living Translation, The Message, CEV, HCSB,  GWT and many others.


How do you choose? 


Ask! Ask people in the church you attend, and friends and family, and find out what Bible they read, and most importantly why they read that version. Ask your minister, or a few ministers about what Bible is suited for you. 

A Bible is more than another book for the shelf. It is a guide for living, for living eternally. Having a strong presence of scripture in your life and in the life of your family is one of the most powerful of welcoming God into your life. 

Useful Websites[2009]

www.kencollins.com/bible-t2.htm

www.victorious.org/translat.htm

The Bible – A quick history of the book

The Bible, the Holy Scripture of the Christian faith, was not written in the form we now have it without variance. [image: image4.jpg]


It seems - through archeological discoveries and all available records - that the development of the body of scripture was far less fixed [many variations] than religious tradition seemed to indicate. However, some variation was always very clear; compare ‘quotes’ from in the New Testament of the Old Testament to some of those variations. [image: image5.jpg]




What we do know is that in the late fourth and early fifth century [382 to about 420 CE/AD]  the leaders of the western church gathered several times to develop an ‘authorized’ collection and translation of scripture into the common language [Latin; St. Jerome].  


Prior to then the accepted Bible had many variations, though many of them were very similar, and the differences in readings in source material is because of regional difference in language and cultural contexts. However, even in the texts of Qumran, a number of versions of Old Testament texts exist from an era when the same books were considered to be essential fixed or Canonized.
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To ‘Canon’ a text is to say that nothing needs or can be added to it. The Bible canon is then the 66 books of testimony spanning two eras of witness of God, and His love for us in creation. To these books several others are added as devotional/historical/scholarly material making up the apocryphal canon of texts. 
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 As archeology continues material showing these variations have appeared, as well as books that were never canonized into the authorized Bible.


Most of what is found are scarps of paper, velum, parchment or papyrus with portions of scripture written on it. These ancient sources support the moderns texts, showing that the Bible as we have it is essentially preserved authentically, with very little variation over thousands of years of transcription.  



[Pictures are of archeological finds from the first century and earlier of writings in Greek and Hebrew bibles]

Old and New Testaments – 

There are thirty-nine books in the Old Testament of the people of Israel and the Mesopotamian/Palestinian Middle East from pre-history (4000 BC[E]) to about 400 BC[E].


The Apocryphal texts, though not in the canon, are useful to fill in the period between the end of the Old Testament and the beginning of the New Testament. They recount some of the history of the time, but focus much of their attention on a small group within the Jewish Community called the Maccabees. Some of the Apocryphal texts are additions made to some of the other books of the Bible (i.e. Psalm 151).
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The New Testament and its twenty-seven books begin in the period around the birth of Christ 50-20 BC[E] and cover the rest of the next century. In its amount of writing it is only about a quarter the length of the Old Testament, but it covers only five percent of the time in history. The New Testament is commonly divided into two parts, the Gospels and the Epistles; or letters.
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