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What is
the Bible?

WE LIVE AT a time when man’s genius for learning and invention has brought the
world to the very brink of self-destruction. Yet the one clear message of hope and of
certainty in this most uncertain world, the message of the Bible, is almost
everywhere summarily dismissed from thoughtful consideration. Such a dismissal
seems to have been made without any real appreciation of what the Bible is all
about, how it has come to us, who wrote it, or when and why it was written. The
purpose of this issue of 'LIGHT on a New World' is to appeal to you to think again
whether such a dismissal is valid from a purely logical point of view, or whether the
sceptical pseudo-intellectualism of our times has pre-disposed us to a false
judgment, to pass a verdict without a true assessment of the evidence.

Let it be stated at the outset that the Bible itself claims unreservedly to be the
word of God. The prophets of the Old Testament begin many of their declarations
with such phrases as ‘Thus saith the Lord ... " or ‘The Lord said unto me . . ." In the
New Testament Peter writes:

‘For it was not through any human whim that men prophesied of old ; men they
were, but, impelled by the Holy Spirit, they spoke the words of God."

Or again, Paul says plainly:
‘ALL scripture is given by inspiration of God ... 2

When Paul, as quoted above, uses the word ‘scripture” he is obviously referring
to the Old Testament ‘writings’ because that is what the word literally means. Our
word Bible is from a Greek word meaning ‘books’. It is perhaps some measure of
its special nature that it is usually called the ‘Holy Bible" or sacred book.

A SPECIAL LIBRARY
This definition of the word Bible as a book. however, needs qualification, for it
is really a collection of books or writings; 66 separate books, bound into one

UI Peter 1. 21 (N.E.B.) I Timothy 3. 16
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volume. They are books on widely differing topics, from law to poetry, from history
and prophecy to teaching and practice, written by many authors from all manner of
backgrounds, including kings. herdsmen, lawyers, courtiers, fishermen. These
books were brought together gradually over a period of more than 1.000 years, yet
all are linked in harmony by a powerful theme—inexplicably so, apart from the
inspiration of which Paul speaks.

The volume itself is divided into two distinct sections known as the Old and
New Testaments; but the Old is really incomplete without the New, and the New
cannot be explained without the Old. The Old Testament scriptures, the holy books
of the Jewish people, were further divided by them into three parts—the Law, the
Prophets and the Writings. The Law consisted of the first five books of Moses the
Writings included the Psalms, Proverbs, Job, Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations,
Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah and the books of Chronicles. All the
rest were classified as the Prophets. It was this three-fold division that Jesus referred

to when he said:
‘All things must be fulfilled. which were written in the law of Moses, and in the
prophets, and in the psalms, concerning me ... "

Broadly speaking the Old Testament was written mainly in Hebrew and was
completed some 400 years before Christ. The New Testament was written in Greek
and was completed about 60 years after Christ rose from the dead.

It would not be unreasonable to ask at this stage: how do we know that the
most ancient Hebrew manuscripts of the Old Testament still extant faithfully
record the original writings of which there are none now available? This is a valid
question and in answer we make four points. The first is the almost superstitious
regard that the Jews had, and still have, for the exact letter of Holy Scripture,
so that their Scribes were scrupulously careful in making copies. For example,
to prevent any mistake they counted every word and every letter in every word
and if there happened to be a letter written in a different size from the others
in the text they were copying, they did not allow themselves to correct it—they
copied it strictly, small or large, just as it was. Secondly. we can make appeal to the
Samaritan Pentateuch (the five books of Moses) a record kept quite independently
from the Jewish, as the Jews had no dealing with the Samaritans, and find that the
text is for all critical purposes the same. The third appeal can be made to the Dead
Sea Scrolls—discovered in our times—which, although dating back to betore the
time of Christ, give added authority to the translation of Isaiah particularly as we
have it translated in our Authorised Version.

Finally the Hebrew Old Testament was translated into Greek about 200 years
before Christ. Most of the quotations made in the New Testament are in the words
of this translation—including the quotation that Jesus himself makes from Isaiah.

Luke 24. 44
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Greek papyrus, 3rd-dth century ap. of Hebrews 12, -1 Although this is o fragment
of a copy. the writing is beautifully clear, Thousands of such fragments exist
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This translation into the Greek is known as the Septuagint. from the tradition that
70 men were employed in the work. The Septuagint version provided the order of
the books of the Old Testament which is still found in our English Bibles today.

If we now consider the New Testament, some of the oldest Greek manuscripts
for this date back to the fourth and early part of the fifth century AD. They are:
* the Codex Vaticanus which is kept in the library of the Vatican;
® the Codex Sinaiticus. so named because it was found in the monastery of
St. Catherine on Mount Sinai by Tischendorf in 1844 and was purchased
by the British Museum in 1933; and

* the Codex Alexandrinus which was given as a present to King Charles I
by a Greek patriarch of Alexandria, and which may also be seen in the
British Museum.

In addition to these manuscripts and many other fragments going back to the
second century AD, there are in the works of the early fathers of the church many
quotations from the Scriptures, which provide a further proof of the authenticity
and accuracy of the text. From all these resources, the Bible has been accurately
translated into the languages of every country of the world and has exerted
immeasurable influence on successive generations.

WHY IS THE BIBLE IMPORTANT?

The Old and New Testaments together form an incomparable treasury of
writings far transcending any human works at all levels of human consciousness,
In the Bible alone is to be found the answer to the question—'Whar must I do to be
saved ?? In the Bible alone is to be found our knowledge of the One who is able to
effect this salvation.

It shall greatly helpe ye 10 understande Scripture,
if thou mark

not only what is spoken, or wrytten,

but of whom, and to whom,

with what words

at what time,

where,

to what intent,

with what circumstance,

considering what goeth before, and what followeth.

Miles Coverdale

*Meaning 70 in the Greek ‘*dcts 16. 30



The Bible
beginnings

THE PICTURE SO far then, is that ‘Holy men of God” wrote down God’s message as
they were impelled by the power of the Almighty.! These writings—mainly in
Hebrew before the time of Christ and in Greek after the time of Christ—were
copied and copied and recopied. Can we be sure that the copying was accurate?
The first article has referred to the fact that

a) The Jews had no dealings with the Samaritans but the Samaritans
adopted the Pentateuch (the first five books of the Bible) as their sacred
book. These two groups of people copied their books quite independently
and copies of the Pentateuch produced by the Jews can be compared with
copies that have come by the Samaritan route. If mistakes had crept in
these would show up at once.

b) The discovery in 1947 of the Dead Sea Scrolls provided copies of Old
Testament books dating from a couple of hundred years before Christ
and in ‘one jump’ gave us, for example, a complete roll of Isaiah several
hundred years older than the earliest copy that had been in existence. The

I Peter 1. 21
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The Dead Sea Scroll of Isaiah—
open at chapter 40

most ancient copies we had before 1947 could now be checked against a
copy that was very, very much older.

THE FIRST TRANSLATION

The great Greek Emperor, Ptolemy Philadelphus wanted to establish a library
in Alexandria and his chief librarian was instructed to include the sacred books of
the Jews. Because these were in Hebrew they had to be translated and the
translation of the Hebrew Old Testament into Greek is called the Septuagint. Just
as the Hebrew Scriptures were copied. so was the Greek translation: thus at the time
of Jesus the Old Testament could be read and studied from Hebrew or from Greek
MANUSCTipLs.

THE ORIGINALS HAVE DISAPPEARED
We no longer have the original writings of Isaiah. Jeremiah or Moses or of
any of the writers of the original books but because the copies are so numerous and
can be checked in the ways we have described, we can rely on the accuracy of the
early manuscripts that we do possess. The diagram opposite illustrates the ground
covered so far.



THE BIBLE BEGINNINGS

Two important developments affected the history of the Bible. The first is the
change in the way manuscripts were kept—from a scroll which could be easily
damaged over a period of time—to flat pages. A pile of flat pages fastened together
was called a Codex and was the ‘grandfather’ of all our modern books. There are
important Codices dating from the fourth and fifth centuries. They contain the
books of the Old and New Testaments in Greek (so the Old Testament is the
Septuagint version) and they are referred to on pages 17 and 19 of this booklet.

THE LATIN BIBLE

The second important development was really due to the fact that as the
Roman Empire spread, so the written language that was commonly used changed
from Greek to Latin. If the Bible was to be read and understood it now needed to be
in Latin. The full work of translation was undertaken by Jerome in the second half
of the fourth century. Jerome was secretary to the Pope and his translation had the
‘authority’ of the church although it was not entirely popular. Jerome translated
from the Greek but after going to Bethlehem and becoming a monk he studied
Hebrew with a Jewish Rabbi and worked from Hebrew manuscripts of the Old
Testament as well as from the Septuagint.

Jerome's translation into Latin is known as the Vulgate. The word is connected
with our word ‘vulgar’ which originally meant common or ordinary. So the Vulgate
was a translation made into the ordinary, common language of the time.

Old Testament
The original
writings in Hebrew
no lf:ngcr in
sxistence — Translated into
Greek
l (Septuagint)
Dead Sea «— Copied
Scrolls T
Copied Copied
BC
AD [ l
Copied s New Testament
b The original writings
in Greek no longer
in existence
including a l
complete roll Copied
of Isaiah
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It was as the Vulgate that the Bible came with Christianity to England with the
early missionaries like Augustine and Columba.

Parts of the Bible in Latin and Greek had already found their way to Africa by
this time, as well as to Europe.

THE BIBLE IN THE MIDDLE AGES
Outside the Roman Empire to the north were various Germanic tribes called
‘barbarians’ by the Romans. Christianity had spread to some of these like the
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Ostragoths as early as the third century. One of their bishops. Ulfilas, made a
translation of the Bible in the fourth century. Not many of their manuscripts
remain and none is complete but the most famous is probably the Codex Argenteus
or ‘Silver Codex’ in Uppsala in Sweden. This is written in silver and gold on purple
vellum.

The empire of the Slavs was extensive in Europe in the ninth century. Two
brothers, Cyril and Methodius left Thessalonica to teach them Christianity. They
devised an alphabet based on Greek letters in order to write their translation of the
Bible and a number of languages like Russian and Croatian use this ‘Cyrillic’
alphabet today. The Slavonic language of the translation of Cyril and Methodius
(‘Old Slavonic’) is no longer spoken today but it is used in Eastern Europe in the
Orthodox Church.

Peter Waldo, a merchant from Lyons, founded a religious community in the
Twelfth century known as the Waldensians. They were bitter opponents of the
established church and because of this they were greatly persecuted. They felt that
it was important that people should be able to read the Bible in their own language.
Although very little evidence remains of their translations it is believed that they
produced translations of the Bible or of parts of the Bible in Italian, German,
Provencal (the language of southern France), Piedmontese (spoken at that time in
northern Italy) and Catalan (the language of north-cast Spain).

So the Bible was available in an increasing number of languages in Europe
and beyond. In all these languages people were able to read the words of the apostle
Paul to Timothy:

“You remember that ever since you were a child. you have known the Holy
Scriptures, which are able to give you the wisdom that leads to salvation
through faith in Christ Jesus. All Scripture is inspired by God and is useful for
teaching the truth. rebuking error, correcting faults, and giving instruction for
right living, so that the person who serves God may be fully qualified and
equipped to do every kind of good deed.”?

13 Ke ame vidiwo kple ameble-
lawo la woayi dzi v3ditoe wu ana
amewo blem, eye amewo able
wo.” 14 Ke wo la no “nusiwo né-
srd, eye nékpo kakadedzi le wo
me la me; elabena énya amesi-
wo gbo neésr3e le, 15 eye esi tso
devime ke nénya poply kokoea-
wo la, woate nu ana nunya wo

hena agbexox> to xose, si le Kri-
sto Yesu me la me.” 16 'Ronla
sia nonla, si tso Mawu fe Gbogba
me la, enyo hd na nufiafia, na
mokaka, na dododo, na amehehe,
si le dzodzoenyenye me, 17 bene
tMawu fe ame la nade blibo, eye
wdand dzadzradodi hena do nyui
sia do nyui wowa.

II Timothy 3. 13-17 in Ewe—a language used in Dahomey. GGhana and Togo

I Timothy 3. 15-17 (G.N.B.)




The Bible
in English

THE FIRST TWO articles in this booklet have outlined the history of the manuscript
sources of the Bible. which as actual documents go back as far as the second
century BC for the Old Testament and the early second century AD for the New
Testament. No other book from antiquity has anything like this wealth of written
sources; it confirms very fully that the text we now have is a faithful and accurate
reproduction of what the prophets and apostles originally wrote.

The good hand of God has ensured the preservation of all this evidence, and
that hand may also be seen in three historical events of the Middle Ages which
materially promoted the translation of the Bible into the everyday language of the
common people in England and Western Europe. These were:

(1) the fall of Constantinople in 1453, which led to the revival of learning in
the West. and especially (in this context) to the spread of knowledge of
Greek and Hebrew amongst scholars;

(2) the invention of printing about the same time, by which books could be
produced in multiple copies without the slow and laborious effort of
hand copying with its inevitable risk of copyists” errors; and

(3) the Reformation, which gave an enormous impetus towards the goal of
translating both Testaments, so that ordinary people could compare
pulpit utterances with the inspired word of God.

10








































































