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1
st
 Quarter Reading—Note 1 

You’re probably aware there are other writings besides the Bible that are regarded by some, or many, as 

being inspired writings, but there is one thing about the Bible that sets it apart from all the rest. As 

opposed to being just a litany of do’s and don’ts peppered with some life wisdom, it is in fact a 

collection of writings composed over many centuries by many authors but set against the backdrop of 

history. It is upon the historical fabric of time, events, people and culture that God has chosen to reveal 

Himself, and His plan to restore relationship with a fallen creation. It is within the dynamics of history 

that God has also provided a testimony to—and a test of—the Bible’s veracity. Therefore, the first 

quarter’s reading is intended to give you a historical perspective of the Bible story. We’ll begin this with 

Genesis but then insert the Gospel of John midway through in order to get ourselves focused on the 

principle character of the story, i.e., Jesus, the Christ, the Son of God, the Word that became flesh. 

As we begin our Bible reading there are a few things that are helpful to keep in mind about the Bible. 

The first is language. There are three primary languages that were used in writing the Bible—and 

English wasn’t of them. They were Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek. As anyone who is fortunate enough to 

be fluent in more than one language can tell you, it is that sometimes there is not a straight-forward, one-

to-one correspondence in the meaning of words—or thoughts—when translating from one language to 

another. This is because people of different cultures can describe things differently, even things common 

to other cultures, and therefore the translator must use their familiarity with both cultures to help in the 

translation. In the case of translating the three Biblical languages into English the problem is 

compounded somewhat by the fact that Hebrew and Aramaic are languages of Middle Eastern culture 

whereas Greek is a language of Western culture. This is one reason why there are more than one 

translations of the Bible. Some translations will attempt a word-for-word approach, e.g., the King James 

Version, others apply a thought-for-thought or paraphrased approach, e.g., the Good News Translation, 

and even others use a hybrid approach, e.g., the New International Version. Nonetheless, even though 

there are so many translations to choose from today, most—not all—are considered reasonably accurate 

and are intended to make the Bible easier to read or more culturally meaningful. For example, some 

cultures might not relate to well the herding of animals, so “the Lord is my shepherd” might not convey 

the same ‘thought’ as it has in other cultures. 

Another feature of the Bible that you’ll quickly notice is related to its diversity of literary styles and its 

heavy use of figurative language, i.e., figures of speech such as idioms, metaphors and hyperbole. Some 

of these literary styles can make for difficult reading at times because they read differently than what 

we’re accustomed to and from a cultural perspective we’re unfamiliar with. For the most part though we 

don’t have problems with the use of figures of speech because most languages make use of them and we 

understand the concept. We are also familiar with the fact that Jesus often made use of parables in His 

teachings to illustrate spiritual principles. Sometimes though we’ll come across a passage that doesn’t 

make sense because it’s not clear whether we are to interpret it literally or figuratively, (remember 

reading Matthew 5:29-30 for the first time?). Even Jesus understood the difficulty His own disciples had 

had with how to take His teachings, see John 16:25. Keep this in mind therefore and be patient with 

yourself as you read, and don’t get discouraged if you don’t understand everything you are reading. 
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In our reading of Genesis we’ll begin to encounter one of the cultural differences between East and 

West. That is the notion of how the chronology of events gets woven into the Biblical narrative. As 

Westerners, we are conditioned to expect events in a story to unfold in the same sequence as when they 

occurred. Whereas in the Middle Eastern culture of the Bible, timelines can get a bit muddled and I think 

this is even more of a problem for us in the US, and especially so today. In terms of existence and world 

history, we are still an infant country. We don’t have the same sense of time or connection to a land as 

most cultures, and our memory span is very short—which isn’t always a bad thing. Therefore, it is very 

common in the Bible to encounter a situation where an event or series of events are described in a 

general sense and then later to be reading about them again but with an emphasis on some portion that 

gives more details. The first two chapters of Genesis are a good example—you get the six days of 

creation in the 1
st
 chapter, then the 2

nd
 chapter goes back and gives more details about the 6

th
 day. So, as 

you read, if you seem to be losing your sense of where in time something is occurring and feeling as 

though you had just read this passage, just go with it. In time it won’t seem as awkward to you. 

What about the accuracy of our Bible translations? For the most part, this comes from the fact that there 

is a lot of consistency among the various manuscripts used in making the translations, especially those 

for the New Testament—which are so numerous as to make it the most attested to of ancient writings. 

As an example, until the discovery of what have become known as the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS), first 

discovered in 1947 by Bedouin shepherds and excavated over several ensuing years, there was some 

skepticism about the accuracy of the manuscripts used to translate the Hebrew Bible (i.e., Old 

Testament) since the oldest manuscripts for that text only went back to around 1000 AD. Whereas the 

DSS are dated to around 150-100 BC, and although most exist as fragments, there are enough fragments 

that the entire Hebrew Bible, except for the book of Ester, is represented. One scroll has the complete 

Book of Isaiah and is 24-ft long! Even more significant is that the number of discrepancies between the 

DSS and later manuscripts are extremely small given the 1100 year time difference—and none of those 

alter the traditional meaning. The task of translating the Bible into other languages and cultures 

continues even today by ministries such as Wycliffe Bible Translators. 

Finally, a brief comment about how the collection of writings making up the Bible came to be. The term 

used for this process is ‘canonization’, which the root word ‘canon’ itself refers to a rule or measuring 

stick. The key question asked of any writing being considered for inclusion into the Biblical canon was: 

is it an inspired writing? As the writings contained in the Bible were composed over a lengthy period of 

time, centuries for the Old Testament and decades for the New, the period of time before individual 

writings were accepted as inspired was even longer—the five books of Moses notwithstanding. God did 

not send down a list! While the history of development of the Old Testament canon is not well known, it 

seems to have been settled several centuries before the time of Jesus. In contrast, development of the 

New Testament canon is much better documented. Although there were several criteria used in 

evaluating the ‘inspired’ status of a candidate New Testament writing, the thing to be aware of is that the 

most important ones were: its early composition, i.e., within the first century; and its general acceptance 

and use by the individual churches. Not, as is often the claim, by the declaration of a body of men 

cloistered away whose motives were agenda driven. Indeed there were actions taken at some of the early 

church councils to explicitly identify those writings forming the Biblical canon, but those actions were 

more a matter of endorsing/formalizing what was already a de facto situation. 


