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BACK TO BASICS: (9) THE BIBLE - ITS COMPOSITION, CANON AND CONSOLIDATION (DAVID VILES)
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In the past God spoke ...

These first words of the Epistle to the Hebrews are remarkable. There is no obligation on God to speak -after all, the heavens already declared His omnipotence,1 His creation eloquently testified to His everlasting power and divinity.2 Nevertheless, He determined to do so. These opening verses go on to explain how this spoken revelation, supremely and finally uttered in the Person of the incarnate Word,3 was formerly transmitted through the prophets. The incarnate Word Himself extends this revelation to the whole corpus of the Jewish holy Scriptures - the Old Testament (OT) - "these are the Scriptures that testify about me".4

Turning to the New Testament (NT), we have the specific assurance of the incarnate Word to apprehensive disciples that a prime focus of the Holy Spirit's work is to teach and remind them of all that Christ had said, and would say, to them.5 It was the original disciples, and the apostle Paul to whom a special revelation was given,6 who went on to record this material under the Spirit's guidance.

The composition of the Bible

We can be confident therefore that what we have in both Testaments is truly the word of God and the ultimate revelation of all that we need to know for practical purposes. AH scripture, says Paul about the OT, is God-breathed ... so that the man of God may be thoroughly equipped for every good work.7 And yet the Bible is clearly not a work of dictation. The diverse personalities, fears, preoccupations and ambitions of a wide variety of writers across millennia are reflected and respected, and the whole is far greater than the sum of its parts. There is clear evidence of design, consistency and purpose, with internal corroboration of doctrine, prophecy and historical fact between its component books and across the Testaments. The process of this written revelation is mysterious, and was no doubt intensely personal to those to whom it was given; we are told that men spoke from God as they were carried along by the Holy Spirit 8 - clearly a process combining dynamism with purpose.

As all the original manuscripts were written on papyrus (of vegetable origin) or parchment (dried animal skins), we are reliant on a long succession of copyists for the texts we have today. So how can we be sure, knowing the errors of omission and addition inherent in any copying process over such vast spans of time, that we have reliable texts? Surprisingly, copies exist of parts of the Greek New Testament which predate the first authoritative collections of the Hebrew and Aramaic Scriptures. In fact, such was the impetus in the early churches to obtain copies of the Epistles and Gospels that the number of extant copies of all or part of the NT made before around 600 AD runs to about 5,000. This far exceeds the numbers of extant manuscripts of any other ancient text -even Caesar's Gallic War has come down to us in only ten good copies, the oldest being from the late 10th century.9 Because there are so many copies, the science of textual criticism has, down the ages, made it possible to detect and correct the minor textual corruptions to which the most careful copyists were (and are) prey.

When the English Revised Version was produced in 1884, the earliest manuscript of the entire OT available to the translators was the standard Jewish 'Masoretic' text10 in a copy dated 916AD. The reason for this late date lies in the extreme veneration of copies of the Jewish Scriptures by the rabbis - worn out copies were not retained and punctilious care was taken to avoid copying errors as far as humanly possible. Comparison with earlier copies discovered during the last century testifies to the accuracy of the copying process directed by generations of Jewish scholars to preserve the original Scriptures in Hebrew, which had long ceased to be the everyday language of the Jewish people. God is His own witness as to its reliability - "I am watching to see that my word is fulfilled."11

The canon of the Bible

When the risen Lord instructed His disciples during the forty days between His resurrection and ascension, He was careful to set God's eternal purpose in a context which would be meaningful to them. "Everything must be fulfilled", He said, "that is written about me in the Law of Moses, the Prophets and the Psalms."12 This clear statement surely satisfies His disciples in every age that these three types of OT writing - together comprising the OT as generally accepted by Jewish scholars of the time - are to be regarded as 'canonical',13 that is, reckoned as holy Scripture. Further, this statement underlines the essential continuity between the two Testaments - they are both about Him! The Lord, who was so incisive in identifying and censuring unscriptural Jewish traditions and practices, never questioned (and often referred to) the writings which had long been accepted as holy Scripture by the Jewish nation.

There were, of course, other writings - the Apocrypha - which by His time had not received this endorsement. These writings are of four types - historical, wisdom and ethical, apocalyptic, and religious fiction. While interesting, they were not accepted as authoritative by the Jewish religious establishment or, unlike the canonical OT, referred to by the Lord. The collective wisdom of Protestant Christianity has followed the Jewish tradition.  Turning to the New Testament, we are not presented with any strong rival claims to canonicity. The very few Gnostic texts which today attract a disproportionate amount of publicity14 and purported gospels and epistles are datable to the 2nd to 4th centuries AD, and are clearly at odds with the NT record. 

The widespread and rapid acceptance of the NT Scriptures in the early days of Christianity was attributable simply to their authority. The Epistles were widely copied, collected and circulated from the earliest times because Christians knew who wrote them and were convinced of their authority as men who had known (or seen) the Lord. The Gospels followed, because their authors made it their business to write authoritatively about all that Jesus began to do and to teach.15 Nobody imposed a canon of NT Scriptures on the early believing community - the two grew up organically together, no doubt under the guidance of Him who "will guide you into all truth. "16

The consolidation of the Bible

Since 1948, Biblical scholarship has been immensely assisted by the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls, enabling about 100 books of the Old Testament to be partially reconstructed from fragments17 dating back as far as the first century BC. Comparison of these ancient documents with the much later authoritative 'Masoretic' text shows remarkably few differences and, in some instances, has helped elucidate the meaning of difficult texts in the later version. The textual study of the huge number of fragments continues, and further elucidation will no doubt result. As for the New Testament, it is now possible for scholars to cross-check the text with evidence as old as the mid second century - again, there are few divergences from later copies.

Finally, one further key factor linking both Testaments is the famous Septuagint - a Greek translation of the OT and Apocrypha made around 200 BC. As well as throwing light upon the precise meaning of abstruse Hebrew expressions,18 the Septuagint provided the classical world with an accessible version of the Jewish Scriptures, just at the time when it was required by the exploding Christian mission. It is hard not to discern the providence of God not merely in the inspiration of Scripture, but also in its dissemination.

References: (1) Ps.19:1-2 (2) Rom.1:19-20 (3) Jn 1:1 (4) Jn 5:39 (5) Jn 14:26 (6) Gal.1:11-20 (7) 2 Tim.3:16-17 (8) 2 Pet.1:21 (9) See chap. 14 of F.F. Bruce: The Books and the Parchments, revised edition 1991, which includes a telling summary of the reliability of NT attestation and an explanation of how textual criticism works (10) Derived from the Hebrew word for 'tradition' (11) Jer.1:12 (12) Lk.24:44 (13) From the Greek word kanon, signifying a measuring rod or standard (14) And the attentions of novelists like Dan Brown (15) Acts 1:1 (16) Jn 16:13. When the Synod of Hippo in AD393 listed the NT canon, it was merely recording what had long been accepted as authoritative throughout most of Christendom (17) There is one complete book - a parchment scroll of Isaiah - which survived in the particular microclimate of the Qumran caves (18) One well-known example is the cognate Greek words which the Septuagint translators used to render expressions connected to the Hebrew word kipper (atonement), which extend our understanding of the meaning of these words and their connections in Hebrew.
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BACK TO BASICS: (10) THE BIBLE - READING THE BIBLE FOR ALL ITS WORTH (KARL SMITH)
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The watchman sat under the light at the front of the church hall, poring over his Bible. The sounds of night on the edge of an African city could be heard: the barking of dogs, the hum of crickets, and the occasional cry of a baby awakening in a neighbouring house. He had been learning to read at the church's adult literacy classes and at last he could read the Bible for himself.  Whilst we may take our ability to read for granted, we must never take for granted the privilege of being able to read God's own message in God's own words to us whenever we like.

Daily reading

We should all make time to read at least something from the Bible each day. Most find that first thing in the morning is the best time to do this.  I'm not at all a morning person, but I have discovered that if you listen to God before the Devil has a chance to speak to you through the many means at his disposal, you'll be better equipped to face the day with the right attitude. It is easier to begin the day with God than to try to reclaim the day for Him later on. Time spent with the Scriptures in the morning is a briefing from our commanding officer and is essential to find out what He wants us to do for the day. Ezekiel found that, In the morning the word of the LORD came to me.1 Isaiah, speaking for the Messiah, said, Morning by morning he awakens; he awakens my ear to hear as those who are taught.2 Sure enough, when we get to the Gospels, we find the Lord Jesus rising very early in the morning to spend time with His Father.3 Some call this their quiet time, but the name isn't important.  Whatever you call it, identify a consistent place for it in your daily routine and a place where you won't be interrupted.

Top tips: The following are some ideas people have shared with me about how to structure a quiet time. Different ones will help different people:

(1) Briefly ask God to help you understand the passage.

(2) Don't try to read too much at a sitting.

(3) Follow something systematically, such as a book of the Bible.

(4) Vary the Old and New Testament in your reading. A reading plan that takes you through the whole Bible in one or more years can be helpful.

(5) It might help to read a short passage slowly and more than once so that it sinks in. I personally find this of more value than reading pages and pages.

(6) Repeat the words to God, especially ones about Himself, His Son and His Spirit.

(7) Look for something about the character of the Lord Jesus to treasure through the day

(8) Look for a command to obey or an example to follow. It may be a negative example to avoid. Above all ask God to help you to obey it.

(9) Some keep a diary noting, in two or three sentences, what was in the passage they read.

(10) If a phrase or a verse has struck you, memorise it and repeat it to yourself
throughout the day.
Bible study

Your Bible reading does not work like a 'horoscope'. Each chapter you are reading is a part of the story of God's dealings with mankind. That's why a separate time of Bible study is important to get a sense of how each section relates to the whole.  At least once in your life, you should read the Bible right through from cover to cover. Read another chapter or two in your armchair instead of watching some rubbish on TV that you're not even interested in anyway, on a train or bus journey, while you're having a lie-in, just as you would read any other book. Start at Genesis and go through to Revelation. Only then can you be confident that you've read it all with a sense of the whole narrative.

More regularly, however, we need to sit down and look at the themes of the Bible. We can study a person's life, looking at the various passages that speak about him or her. We can study a place in the Bible, building up a picture of what happened there. We may want to work out what the Bible says about a particular issue we have encountered in our disciple life. On the other hand, we may wish to understand why the church does something in a particular way. We may wish to follow through a theme that has fascinated us, like the feelings experienced by the Lord Jesus, prayers of godly people or the house of God throughout history.

One tool that is very useful in anything like this is the cross-referencing system in many Bibles. The little letters next to phrases in some editions of the Bible refer you to other verses where the same word or phrase is used or which deal with a similar theme. Be aware that these are only the verses that have occurred to particular editors and may reflect their denominational background. There may be many other verses you can consider on the same theme. The references are not inspired by God like the Bible itself, but are put there by human beings to help us navigate our way round the Bible.

Another tool you can use is a concordance or list of words used in the Bible. This is a valuable way of finding all the places in Scripture that deal with a certain topic. You can also use a concordance to see how a word that has been puzzling us in one verse is used throughout the rest of the Bible. Very often this leads to a much clearer understanding of what it means. The Bible is a translation of Greek and Hebrew documents, no matter what language we read it in. Some concordances allow you to see which Greek or Hebrew word is being translated by every English word. This can be extremely useful for seeing that a particular word in our English Bible is normally translated by a different word in the Greek or Hebrew. You can then see where that Greek or Hebrew word is used elsewhere in the Bible in a book called a lexicon. Doing this links scriptures that we might not otherwise connect in our minds. Even for those of us not fluent in these ancient languages, we can still get a feel for the original text.

Other books can help us fill in the picture of what life was like at the time and see the Bible in context. Bible study has never been more accessible than in the current computer age. A number of programmes allow you to use a concordance in several different versions of the Bible at once, a click shows you which Greek or Hebrew word has been used and another click takes you to the lexicon. All of these can be kept open on the screen in front of you -much easier than keeping your finger in several pages of a book at once! Another click points you to relevant commentaries. It's God's Word just the same, whether it appears on the screen or the printed page. Nevertheless, whilst concordances, commentaries and lexicons are useful, we must repeat again that it is the Bible itself that is inspired. The rest are simply aids to help us understand it. There are now many versions of the Bible, but, for study purposes, readers in English should find the ESV or NASB particularly good as literal (nearly word for word) translations of the original languages, while other versions may contribute helpfully by trying to express in our modern language the ideas being conveyed by the historic writers.

What can we expect to find in the Bible?

... you have been acquainted with the sacred writings, which are able to make you wise for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for reproof for correction, and for training in righteousness, that the man of God may be competent, equipped for every good work.4

First, the Bible teaches us how to be saved. Then, by the various processes described here, it equips us for every good work. For the Christian, the point of reading the Bible is to help us to do good to others in this world and to glorify God. Worthwhile Bible study will eventually lead to a clearer understanding of God's will and give us something to obey practically. He won't reveal more until you've obeyed what He's already given you. We will never exhaust the riches of the Bible or get tired of learning its message to us.

References: (1) Ezek.12.8 (2) Isa.50:4 (3) Mk.1:35 (4) 2 Tim.3:15-17 ESV

Study Feature

(1) What tests, applicable to all ancient writings, when applied specifically to the Bible, show that by any objective standard, it deserves to be considered as authentic to the original?

(2) What was the significance of the discovery of the Dead Sea scrolls?

(3) Of course, the Bible is no mere ancient human writing. What exactly does 2 Pet.1:21 teach us about its divine authorship?

(4) What arguments give the most convincing assurance as to the canon of Scripture?

(5) Which of the Bible reading tips do you consider to be most helpful? Why?

(6) Which is your preferred Bible study method? Which other would you now like to try?

(7) Would you like to share a particular Bible study aid which you personally have found helpful?
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In 1995, a series of sixteen fictional novels began to be published, which, over the following twelve years, would amass total sales in excess of 65 million copies. Seven of the series have held the top slot on the New York Times Best Sellers list between 2000 and 2005. The 'Left Behind' series, by Tim LaHaye and Jerry B. Jenkins, has certainly propelled the subject of biblical end-times prophecies into the imaginations of main­stream literary fiction consumers over recent years.

Whilst clearly fictional in nature, these novels are nevertheless claimed to be based on teachings contained in the Bible. However, there is no full agreement amongst the various Christian denominations as to the 'true' interpretation of these biblical teachings. Whilst it is possible to establish certain future events as biblical 'fact', the precise detail and timing can be the subject of much speculation. Arguably, perhaps, the most astonishing event that will trigger the unfolding of a whole series of major prophetic events, will be the return of the Lord Jesus Christ.

The Lord Himself declared, "... I will come again and receive you to Myself..." clearly stating His intention to return for His disciples after going to be with His Father in heaven following His death and resurrection.1 In confirmation of this, the angel who appeared to the awestruck disciples on the Mount of Olives, immediately after they had witnessed the Lord ascend to heaven in the clouds, said, "This Jesus, who has been taken up from you into heaven, will come in just the same way as you have watched Him go into heaven."2 The apostle Paul also confirms this truth in 1 Thess.4:13-18, from which we glean the expression 'the rapture' (not a word found in the English translations of the Bible, but meaning 'taken up into heaven' from Latin 'raptus' - taken away).

Associated at some point with our Lord's return is something the Lord Himself describes as 'a great tribulation'.3 It's a time of unparalleled worldwide suffering, and oppression at the hands of someone identified in 2 Thess.2:3 as the man of lawlessness, who rises to such a position of global prominence and influence that he eventually sets himself up as being 'god', exalting himself above the one true God in a rebuilt 'temple of God' in Jerusalem.4 This fits with the Lord's description of the 'abomination of desolation' in Matt.24:15. The global acceptance of the authority of this 'man of lawlessness' will be sealed by the significance of the covenant that he will make with Israel at the start of the 70th week of Daniel's prophecy.5 According to Dan.9:27, the abomination of desolation will occur halfway through this 7-year covenant period.

When all this is linked to the coming of our Lord Jesus Christ and our gathering together to Him,6 a view emerges that the Lord's coming to the air for His Church does not take place until the man of lawlessness exalts himself in this way, at that time. Hence, in this 'mid-tribulation' view,7 the rapture can be precisely
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