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INTRODUCTION

How This Book Can Help You Read, Enjoy, and Learn More from the Bible

[image: ]

THE BIBLE CAN BARELY BE READ IN ONE YEAR, LET ALONE IN one sitting. And its complexity and richness certainly can’t be comprehended in one reading. The Bible merits study, and study requires guidance. But while there are plenty of Bible guides and literally thousands of books of commentary available to anyone who wants them, the plain fact is that most of us don’t. While we may be interested in learning more about the Bible, few of us aim to become scholars or amateur theologians. We want a grasp of the central characters and we want guideposts to mark the essential points we need to remember and understand.

This quizbook is designed to help you read the Bible. Our hope is that it will deepen both your pleasure in and knowledge of the Bible. To help accomplish this, it is organized into the same sections as the Bible itself, so that you or your study group can follow it in sequence with the Bible. There are no trick questions in this book (although some are tricky!). Every question and every answer has been designed to help you increase your knowledge of the Bible. In addition, the answers are designed for discussion purposes, making the answers as integral to your study as the questions.

The Bible continues to be far and away the best-selling book in the world. In the United States alone it sells 15 to 16 million copies a year. By comparison, the top best-seller on the hardcover list as I write has sold 1.6 million copies. The best-selling paperback has sold 4.2 million copies. Next year both these books will be forgotten, so there is no reason to even mention their names. But the Bible sells at a consistent rate of three to five times that amount every year.

Reviewing these astoundingly high sales figures for the Bible, an executive with the Christian Booksellers Association asked me rhetorically (and plaintively), “Where do they all go?” Another and perhaps more important question is, “Why do people want to read the Bible?” Or in the case where it is being bought as a gift for someone else, “Why do people think other people need to read the Bible?”

For believers, the answer is quite simple, but for everyone else it’s not. For nonbelievers, for semibelievers, for wanna-be believers, for the curious, for the doubters, for the once-agnostic-but-not-so-sure, for the pained and hurting, for the good seeking a definition of good, for the bad seeking a way out of bad, for the dispirited seeking spirit, for the disinherited seeking a home, for the libertine seeking restraint and the constrained seeking liberty, for the altar boy who became an inside trader, for the Sunday School teacher who’s four times divorced, for the teenager crying over an abortion and for the boyfriend who told her to do it—for all of weak and vacillating and immoral mankind, this book continues as a Blessing, a salve on the wound of conscience and a stairway to a better life.

Why does the Bible have so many readers? Because in this book God talks to people exactly like us.

Abraham is a Patriarch. But is that the same Abraham who was willing to have his wife sleep with someone else if it will save his skin? Israel continues the Covenant. But isn’t that Israel the same Jacob who deceived his father to get his blessing? Peter will publicly pronounce the good news on Pentecost and later die a martyr’s death. But isn’t that the Simon Peter who took the coward’s way out by denying Christ? Aren’t we all at some point in our lives compromisers, liars, cowards?

Where is the perfect person among us? He doesn’t exist. But in the Bible we find that all this imperfection is to a purpose. Perfection is promised, and perfection comes. And it is so radically different from how imperfect people conceived what perfection should be that it is slaughtered.

Someone has said that the Bible is a book with a thousand heartbeats. It throbs with life. With a keen eye to human behavior and with an ear that hears every false note, it reports the pathetic dispassionately and sweeps us up to the sublime with sparse words. This is a book that sees no problem in boring its reader with bureaucratic number crunching in one section before encountering a talking ass in another. More interestingly, this is a book that tells without embarrassment the worst stories about its greatest heroes. It is frank. It is often funny. And in many, many places it is poetry.

WHY I USE THE KING JAMES VERSION
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The King James Version is not only outmoded in its language but outdated in its scholarship. (Koine Greek, in which most of the New Testament is written in the earliest manuscripts, wasn’t understood by the King James translators, who used ancient Greek as best they could. Their best, as we shall see, was very good.)

In spite of its admitted limitations, I use the King James Version for two reasons. One, it is still the best-selling translation of the Bible and thus the Bible most people encounter and read; therefore its phrasing is the most familiar to the greatest number of people. Two, the grace and beauty of the Elizabethan writing rings with surer authority than any translation that has come since. This is why the King James Version is the only translation to be ranked among the world’s classics of literature.

On the question of authenticity, I turn to Reynolds Price, author of A Palpable God, who made his own translations of thirty passages from the Old and New Testaments. After learning Koine and closely reading the Latin Vulgate (which is close to being a primary source itself, since St. Jerome relied on manuscripts no longer in existence), Reynolds came to the conclusion that the King James Version holds truer to the original texts. He uses an incident recorded in Mark 5 to show why.

Jesus enters a house where there is a great wailing because the young daughter of the homeowner has died. Jesus says no, she’s only asleep, which causes the mourners to jeer at him until he walks over to her and tells her to wake up, which she does. In the King James Version, “he cometh into the house of the ruler of the synagogue and seeth the tumult” (Mark 5:38).


ERRANT BIBLES

The effort to publish a suitable English translation of the Bible was not without its pitfalls. Here are some of the more famous missteps.



	Edition
	Date
	Nickname
	Why It’s Called That





	Geneva Bible
	1560    
	Breeches Bible
	Genesis 3:7 reads, “They sewed fig leaves together and made themselves breeches.” Unlikely.



	Geneva Bible
	1562
	Placemakers Bible    
	Matthew 5:9 reads, “Blessed are the placemakers.”



	Bishops Bible    
	1568
	Treacle Bible
	Jeremiah 8:22 asks “Is there no treacle in Gilead?” (Gilead was famous for its balm.)



	Douay-Rheims
	1610
	Rosin Bible
	Its first edition had Jeremiah ask, “Is there no rosin in Gilead?”



	Bishops Bible
	1632
	Wicked Bible
	Dropping an important word makes the 7th commandment read, “Thou shalt commit adultery.”



	King James
	1702
	Printers Bible
	Instead of “princes” in Psalm 119, this edition reads, “Printers have persecuted me without cause.”






Note that Jesus sees. This is a physical act. Price points out that in the original languages the Bible is “unremittingly physical, like most other sane human narrations.” That is, action follows cause, and cause usually arises from an act of the senses, from a physical perception of some sort. “Failure to confront that reality,” Price writes, “is failure to tell the story, failure to confront and recreate (in a language like English, equally capable of the reality) the embarrassing and demanding corporeality of the original.”

Yet most contemporary translations cannot pass this simple test, as Mark 5 shows. The New English Bible says he “found a great commotion.” The New American Bible says he “was struck” by the noise. The Jerusalem Bible and J. B. Phillips say “Jesus noticed.” None of these is as direct or as convincing as the plain fact that with his own eyes Jesus sees the despair of the grieving family.

The translators of the King James Version, we need to remember, lived in a world technologically closer to the original writers than ours. Life was earthier and less abstract, and language follows life. Maybe their translation reeks with the same smells as the original because they were smelling the same smells.

But that’s not the only reason for its popularity. The King James Version is itself a triumph of the English language. To take only one example, let’s look at Matthew 6:28-29; in one of the most “modern” editions, The Bible in Today’s English, it is translated as:


And why worry about clothes? Look at how the wild flowers grow: they do not work or make clothes for themselves. But I tell you that not even King Solomon with all his wealth had clothes as beautiful as one of these flowers.



Now listen to the rendering from the King James Version:


Why take ye thought for raiment? Consider the lilies of the field,
how they grow; they toil not, neither do they spin: Yet I say unto you,

That Solomon in all his glory was not arrayed like one of these.



No wonder the King James Version echoes throughout English literature, from Milton to Faulkner to Toni Morrison, with an authority and a resonance unmatched in the language.

Of the modern translations, I recommend the New International Version. Although it is an entirely new translation from the original Hebrew, Aramaic, and Greek texts, its sponsors made a wise decision in retaining the language and style of the King James Version in the most familiar passages while correcting its many archaisms and bringing the vocabulary up to date. While it does not match the majesty of the King James Version, and at times falls far short of duplicating its cadence, it is the best attempt so far.

A HISTORY OF THE COVENANTS
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The Bible (from Biblia, books) could be retitled The History of the Covenants, and if we use the synonym testament for covenant, we can see that it already has been. The Old Testament records the first covenant with Noah and then the great covenant with Abraham, which will last with his seed forever. In the Law, in its histories, in its songs, and in its prophecies, it tells of the faith in the covenant, the abuses against it, the punishments, and the pleadings for redemption. In the New Testament the promises of the Old are fulfilled, and at the Last Supper a new and everlasting covenant is made.

The word “testament” comes to us from the Latin testes or testicles. It derives from the ancient Near Eastern custom of placing one’s hand on the other party’s testicles in making a solemn pledge, conveying not only the trust of the two parties but also that the pledge is binding on the future generations that will come from the seed of each man. We see this custom in two literal instances in Genesis. Abraham in his old age sends his eldest servant back to Haran to find a wife for his son Isaac. Before the servant leaves, Abraham requires that he “put his hand under the thigh … and sware” (Gen 24:9). Two generations later when Jacob is dying, he calls for his son Joseph and says to him, “… put, I pray thee, thy hand under my thigh …” (Gen 47:29). The Bible in Today’s English translates Jacob’s request less euphemistically as “put your hand between my thighs.”

When God made the great Covenant with Abraham (Gen 15), he employed another ancient custom, known as “cutting a covenant,” in which parties to the agreement would cut a sacrificial animal into two parts and walk between them. In this case one party—God—who is symbolized by a “smoking furnace and a burning lamp” passes between the animals Abraham has placed on the altar, perhaps reflecting that this is an unconditional covenant on God’s part, regardless of what Abraham does or doesn’t do.

As the Covenant undergoes renewal under Moses, it becomes more explicit and more detailed. Some scholars, including Meredith Kline in The Treaty of the Great King, maintain that the Ten Commandments and most of Deuteronomy are written in the style of ancient treaties, examples of which have now been unearthed on clay tablets in recent excavations. There is a preamble recounting the authority of the power making the treaty (“I am the Lord your God, Who brought you out of the land of Egypt”), a prologue describing the previous history of the relationship, stipulations and oaths, and instructions for implementing the treaty. This argument seems logical enough, and it is helpful in understanding the particular formulations used in the Mosaic law. Also, the Code of Hammurabi (ca. 1790 B.C.) gives an example of a working legal system in the ancient world where case law has been compiled over a hundred- or two-hundred-year period to guide judges in making decisions. While there are many similarities between Mosaic law and the Babylonian code which precedes it by about three hundred years, as might be expected between societies related racially and culturally, the Babylonian code and other legal “documents” of the period are almost exclusively civil. The Mosaic law, on the other hand, is almost exclusively religious and moral, codifying as it does a preexisting Covenant between God and his Chosen People.

ABOUT DATING AND AUTHORSHIP
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The questions of who wrote the books of the Bible and when they wrote them are difficult to answer with precision. From the late nineteenth century until a generation ago, the New Testament was generally dated much later than it is today. While the continuing debate shifts half a decade here and there, until new evidence is found it seems that the Gospel of St. Mark was written in the early to middle sixties by a disciple of Peter (who was martyred in A.D. 64) by the name of John Mark. The book was written for a Roman readership, as shown by its Latinisms in certain passages, and contains Aramaic expressions which betray a Palestinian background. Matthew and Luke, the two other Synoptic gospels, are commonly placed after A.D. 70. Matthew and Luke rely on Mark and seemingly also rely on another common source, which scholars have labeled the “Q Document.” Matthew contains many passages of the sayings of Jesus, most notably the Sermon on the Mount and the parables, which are unique to it and which have led to scholarly speculation that an early Aramaic version was compiled by the Apostle Matthew perhaps twenty to thirty years before the gospel named after him reached its final form. The Gospel of St. John seems almost certainly to have been written before A.D. 90, and because of discoveries at Qumran, where the Dead Sea Scrolls were found, some scholars now speculate that it was written much earlier, perhaps as early as A.D. 40. (For further discussion, see Chapter 6.) Its source was St. John, who seems to be “the beloved disciple” (although it’s never clearly stated in the gospel) and who was therefore the eyewitness on which the account relies, although the principal author may have been a disciple of John who acted as scribe and biographer.

The Old Testament, or more specifically the Pentateuch, has been subjected to intense scrutiny. Textual critics have identified five strands of writing in these five books: J, who seems to have written in the tenth century B.C. and whose initial comes from Jahweh, the name he employs for God (or Jahweh in the German spelling; Jehovah in earlier English renderings); E, or the Elohist, for Elohim—the plural name he used for God—who added considerable material in Genesis, Exodus, and Numbers; P, for the Priest or priestly school who wrote nearly all of Leviticus and the first account of Creation in Genesis; D, for the author of most of Deuteronomy; and R, for the Redactor, who performed the final editing that brought the five strands together. These strands are clearly visible in many cases, even to the layman—especially J, who is a vivid portrayer of character with an elliptic style and a sure instinct for the telling detail.

But the theory of the five strands, while coherent, leaves much unexplained. For example, it is clear that some passages are of very ancient origin, pre-Davidic and even pre-Mosaic, especially the great blessing (Num 6:24) and the “song of Deborah” (Judg 5:7). Stripped of the passages before and after it, Jacob’s account of seeing God “face to face” (Gen 32:24-30) is extremely primitive, perhaps rubbed down to its essentials by countless retellings from generation to generation. Also, it seems unlikely that even such a sophisticated and educated culture as Solomon’s Israel would have known of ancient practices which are clearly reflected in the Mosaic law and which, as we have seen, have only recently come to light through archeological discoveries. If J and E are dated correctly in the Solomonic or post-Solomonic era, they are as far removed in time from those ancient practices as we are from Christopher Columbus, in the case of Moses, or the Dark Ages, in the case of Abraham.

We are confronted with an even greater problem. Our contemporary ideas of historical evidence, sequential dating, individual ownership—not to mention individual creativity—are hopelessly distant from a tribal society whose collective memory retained in chants and stories its (mostly) unembellished ancestral record. That this record is ascribed to Moses, who liberated and refreshed it by liberating and restoring the tribe, and who undoubtedly during forty years in the desert contributed his portion to it, should not strike any objective person as unusual. (We routinely ascribe to our Founding Fathers ideas on political liberty which originated with Locke, Montesquieu, and the ancient Greeks.) What would be unusual would be for a tribal nation to wait a thousand years for writers to invent its history for it.

It seems once again, as in the case of the New Testament, that tradition may be more reliable than scholarship was once willing to concede. From these books we know more with greater authority about the founding of the Jewish people through the great covenant with Abraham and his progeny than we know about the founding of Rome and its early history fourteen hundred years later.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK AS A BIBLE STUDY GUIDE
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This book can be used either as a simple quizbook to test your Bible knowledge or as a study guide to follow in reading and learning about the Bible in greater depth.

As a quizbook it’s fairly simple. By keeping track of your correct answers, you will be able to measure your comprehension and retention of key Biblical facts. A knowledgeable student of the Bible ought to be able to answer 90 percent of the questions in each section correctly; the novice can use the questions and answers as touchstones of information and deeper exploration of the relevant sections.

As a study guide, the book is divided into chapters following the canonical organization of the Bible. At the beginning of each chapter, a short introduction to the books is followed by recommended readings and a quiz. At the end of the book, the answers to the quiz questions are given, and where appropriate, before the answer a specific reading is recommended, which the answer then explicates or expands on, citing specific chapter and verse.

The purpose of this book is to make the reading of the Scriptures enjoyable while being educational, but the responsibility lies with the reader to stop at each answer, read the relevant scriptural passage, and reflect on its meaning, using the answer as a supplemental aid to reflection. Some answers are short; some are almost self-explanatory. Others place the person or event into the larger context of the story of salvation. While there is only one “correct” answer to each question, there can be as many interpretations of that answer as there are readers (which, come to think of it, is why we have so many denominations). A discussion group under the guidance of an experienced teacher is always the best way to study the Bible and to ferret out from under its many layers of meaning the best understanding of its underlying message.

There have been many collections of questions and answers about the Bible, and there will be many more. Some are fun and games; others seem intent on tripping up their readers on minor characters or irrelevant numbers (who cares how long the second oldest man in Genesis lived?). The point of this edition is different. Its mission is to entertain you for a reason, and that is to deepen your understanding of the story of Redemption as revealed to us by the great gift of this Good Book.

The Bible is the place where the human and the divine meet, where they speak to one another, clash, irritate each other, and fall in love. Welcome to it, and have fun.

—Wick Allison
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CHAPTER 1

HOW WELL DO YOU KNOW THE GOOD BOOK?
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THIS INTRODUCTORY QUIZ IS A WARM-UP. IF YOU ARE FAIRLY familiar with the Bible, you ought to answer at least 23 of the 25 questions correctly. If you are coming back to the Bible after a long absence or if the whole experience is new to you, be lenient with yourself, although you’ll probably be surprised how well you do with a well-considered guess.

Answers begin on page 137.

1. The most frequently mentioned woman in the Bible is:


	Eve


	Virgin Mary


	Sarah


	Rachel




2. The most frequently mentioned man, after Jesus himself, in the Bible is:


	David


	Moses


	Abraham


	Paul




3. The longest book in the Bible is:


	Jeremiah


	Ezekiel


	Genesis


	Psalms




4. The shortest book in the Bible is:


	Second Epistle of John


	Epistle to Philemon


	Obadiah


	Nahum




5. The shortest verse in the Bible is ____________.

6. The shortest prayer in the Bible is ____________.

7. The Old Testament book most often referred to or quoted in the New Testament is:


	Psalms


	Daniel


	Isaiah


	Genesis





BIBLE STATS



	Number of words (total):
	845,000



	Number of words in the Old Testament
	647,000



	Number of words in the New Testament
	198,000



	Number of verses (total):
	31,173



	Number of verses in the Old Testament
	23,214



	Number of verses in the New Testament    
	7,959






8. What New Testament book relies on the most Old Testament books?


	Matthew


	Epistle to the Hebrews


	Luke


	Revelation




9. Among the “lost” books mentioned in the Bible but not included in it is:


	Book of Jasher


	Book of Zephaniah


	Book of Baruch


	Book of Judith




10. The Hebrew Bible does not include among the Prophets which of these books:


	Isaiah


	Ezekiel


	Jeremiah


	Daniel




11. After the books of the four major prophets come the writings of the so-called minor prophets. How many minor prophets are there?


	four


	ten


	seven


	twelve




12. The Book of Lamentations is included among the Prophetic Books of the Bible, even though it is not a prophecy, because it is thought to have been written by:


	Isaiah


	Ezekiel


	Jeremiah


	Daniel




13. What is the only book in the Bible that does not mention God?

14. The longest reign of any king in the Bible is by:


	David


	Manasseh


	Solomon


	Hezekiah




15. The shortest reign of any king in the Bible is by:


	Saul


	Herod Agrippa I


	Asa


	Zimri




16. Which two books in the Bible begin with “In the beginning …”?

17. What book of the Bible is a collection of five smaller books?

18. What is the most often used noun in the Bible:


	Lord


	water


	Israel


	wilderness




19. What is currently considered by scholars to be the oldest complete book of the Bible?


	Judges


	Exodus


	Second Samuel


	Deuteronomy




20. What is currently considered to be the latest book written?


	Revelation


	Epistle to the Hebrews


	Gospel of John


	Second Epistle of Peter




21. Who is traditionally believed to have written the first five books of the Bible?


	Joshua


	Ezra


	Moses


	Aaron





CHAPTER AND VERSE

The Bible wasn’t divided in chapters until circa A.D. 1200, when Stephen Langton, the Archbishop of Canterbury, first incorporated chapter divisions in the Latin Vulgate. His divisions didn’t always follow the sense of the text, but they are used mostly in their original form to this day, In 1551 Robert Estienne, printer to Francis I of France, first included verse numbers in an edition of the Greek New Testament, The Geneva Bible in 1560 was the first to include chapter and verse divisions for the entire Bible.



22. The Old Testament is, among other things, a history of the Hebrews. But two books have non-Hebrews as their main characters. Which are they?

23. Over fifty authors, some well known and some anonymous, contributed to the sixty-six books of the Bible, but one author is responsible for more books than any other single person. Who?

24. The Bible begins at the dawn of Creation and ends with the prophecy of the End Times. Which book of the Bible spans more time than all other sixty-five books put together?

25. The very last word of the Bible is ____________. (Don’t peek. Think about it.)


CHAPTER 2

THE PENTATEUCH
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Peruse the books of philosophers with all their pomp of diction. How meager, how contemptible are they when compared with the Scriptures!

—JEAN JACQUES ROUSSEAU








THE FIRST FIVE BOOKS OF THE BIBLE ARE THE PENTATEUCH (from the Greek penta, five, and teuchos, scroll). They are also known as the Books of Moses and make up the written Torah of the Jewish tradition. They recount the history of the first Covenants from the Creation, through the origin of the Jewish race with Abraham, to the death of Moses.

Of the five books, Genesis stands as one of the great literary and spiritual classics of all civilization. Like any classic, this book must be read over and over again for the reader to enter into some of its more elliptical passages, which capture with startling abruptness characters as rich and complex as any to be found in Shakespeare or Dickens. Original sin, committed in the Garden of Eden, sprouts up everywhere, even among the noblest of the Patriarchs. Murder, lust, jealousy, drunkenness, prostitution, boastfulness, and thievery lurk on every other page as mankind, a newly formed and therefore awkward actor, stumbles to play its part in the great story of Redemption.

The reader will encounter in Genesis two different stories of the creation of Adam, two accounts of the numbers of animals taken on the Ark, two stories of the Covenant with Abraham, and many other repetitions known among scholars as “doublets” The fact that these passages parallel and often complement one














MEMORABLE COMMENTS
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FAMOUS PEOPLE
[image: ]



	

	

	

	





	

	

	

	






	____Noah
	a. First city builder



	____Abel
	b. First hunter



	____Cain
	c. First shepherd



	____Nimrod
	d. First farmer



	____Shechem
	e. First shepherdess



	____Abraham
	f. First priest



	____Rachel
	g. S- First altar builder



	____Lamech
	h. First drunk



	____Melchizedek    
	i. First polygamist



	____Naamah
	j. First daughter mentioned



	____Tubalcain
	k. First prophet



	____Lot
	l. First craftsman



	____Enoch
	m. First bargainer



	
	First to commit incest



	
	First to be assumed into heaven



	
	First rapist






	

	

	

	





	

	

	

	





	

	

	

	





	

	

	

	











	I. Abraham______    
	a. Shechem



	II. Jacob______
	b. Benjamin



	III. Rachel______
	d. Abimelech



	IV. Joseph______
	e. Judah



	V. Simeon______
	f. Isaac



	VI. Tamar____
	g. Laban



	
	Pharaoh






	

	

	

	





	

	

	

	





	

	

	

	





	

	

	

	





	

	

	

	



WHAT AND WHY
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