




The Hebrew Bible:  
A Contemporary 
Introduction to the 
Christian Old Testament 
and the Jewish Tanakh





SECOND 
EDITION

A CONTEMPORARY INTRODUCTION 
TO THE CHRISTIAN OLD TESTAMENT 
AND THE JEWISH TANAKH

THE HEBREW BIBLE

David M. Carr



This edition first published 2021
© 2021 David M. Carr

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted,  
in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, except as  
permitted by law. Advice on how to obtain permission to reuse material from this title is available at  
http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

The right of David M. Carr to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with law.

Registered Offices
John Wiley & Sons Ltd, The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK
John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, USA

Editorial Office
The Atrium, Southern Gate, Chichester, West Sussex, PO19 8SQ, UK

For details of our global editorial offices, customer services, and more information about Wiley products visit us at 
www.wiley.com.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats and by print‐on‐demand. Some content that appears 
in standard print versions of this book may not be available in other formats.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty 
While the publisher and authors have used their best efforts in preparing this work, they make no representations 
or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this work and specifically disclaim all 
warranties, including without limitation any implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular pur-
pose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives, written sales materials or promotional state-
ments for this work. The fact that an organization, website, or product is referred to in this work as a citation and/
or potential source of further information does not mean that the publisher and authors endorse the information or 
services the organization, website, or product may provide or recommendations it may make. This work is sold with 
the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering professional services. The advice and strategies 
contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You should consult with a specialist where appropriate. 
Further, readers should be aware that websites listed in this work may have changed or disappeared between when 
this work was written and when it is read. Neither the publisher nor authors shall be liable for any loss of profit or 
any other commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages.

Library of Congress Cataloging‐in‐Publication Data
Names: Carr, David McLain, 1961– author.  
Title: The Hebrew Bible: A Contemporary Introduction to the
   Christian Old Testament and the Jewish Tanakh/ David M. Carr.  
Other titles: Introduction to the Old Testament  
Description: Second edition. | Hoboken : Wiley, 2021. | Includes index. 
Identifiers: LCCN 2020039756 (print) | LCCN 2020039757 (ebook) | ISBN 
   9781119636670 (paperback) | ISBN 9781119636663 (adobe pdf) | ISBN 
   9781119636687 (epub)  
Subjects: LCSH: Bible. Old Testament--History. | Bible. Old 
   Testament–History of contemporary events. | Bible. Old 
   Testament–Introductions. 
Classification: LCC BS1130 .C37 2020  (print) | LCC BS1130  (ebook) | DDC 
   221.9/5–dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020039756
LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2020039757

Cover Design: Wiley
Cover Image: © Historical Picture Archive/Contributor/Getty Images 

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Set in 9.5/12pt STIX Two Text by SPi Global, Pondicherry, India

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

http://www.wiley.com/wiley-blackwell


v

Contents

List of Figures vii

List of Maps ix

Main Discussions/Outlines of Biblical Books x

Preface xiv

Acknowledgments xvii

List of Abbreviations xix

Overview of the Historical Period xx

Timeline xxii

Prologue: Multiple Bibles, Versions, and Translations 1

 1 Studying the  Bible in its Ancient Context(s) 19

 2 The Emergence of Ancient Israel and its First Oral Traditions 35

 3 Beginnings of the Monarchy and Royal and Zion Texts 59

 4 Interlude: Echoes of Past Empires in Biblical Wisdom,  
Love Poetry, Law, and Narrative 77

 5 Narrative and Prophecy Amidst the Rise and Fall of  
The Northern Kingdom 101

 6 Micah, Isaiah, and the Southern Prophetic Encounter with Assyria 123

 7 Torah and History in the Wake of the Assyrian Empire 139

 8 Prophecy in the Transition from Assyrian to Babylonian Domination 165

 9 Laments, History, and Prophecies after the Destruction of Jerusalem 177

 10 Torah and Trauma 199

 11 The Torah, the Psalms, and the Persian-Sponsored Rebuilding of Judah 227

 12 Other Texts Formed in the Crucible of Post-Exilic Rebuilding 249

 13 Hellenistic Empires and the Formation of Multiple Scriptures 265

Glossary 287
Index 301





vii

0.1 Scholarly edition of the same text as in Figure 0.2. 7

0.2 One of our earliest manuscripts of the book of  
Isaiah. 12

1.1  Ancient visitors to Egypt from the East (Canaanites?) 26

2.1 Part of the hill country of central Israel. 37

2.2 Typical pillared house of the Israelites. 38

2.3 Tablet containing a letter from Abdi‐heba. 40

2.4 Stela listing Egyptian conquests. 43

2.5 Animals feeding on trees. 46

3.1 Artist’s reconstruction of Solomon’s Jerusalem. 61

3.2 Scribe standing before the king of a small neighboring 
kingdom. 67

3.3 Student exercise tablet. 68

3.4 Letters inscribed into the surface of a stone. 69

3.5 The “Gezer Calendar.” 70

4.1 Copy of the Egyptian Instruction of Amenemope. 83

4.2 The Hammurabi stela. 86

4.3 Tablet of the Gilgamesh Epic containing the flood  
narrative. 91

4.4 Titian’s painting of Adam and Eve taking the apple. 93

5.1 One of the ivory carvings found in Samaria. 106

5.2 Detail from a wall‐sized panorama of the defeat of the 
town of Lachish in Judah. 107

5.3 Panel from the Black Obelisk of the Assyrian king  
Shalmaneser III. 108

5.4 Ivory spoon found at Hazor. 115

Figures



viii Figures

5.5 Pillar figurines of a sort common in archaeological 
remains of the eighth century. 117

5.6 Drawing and inscription found at a desert trading post 
called Kuntillet Adjrud used by eighth‐century  
Israelites. 118

6.1 The Sennacherib prism. 125

6.2 Judean seals from the time of Isaiah and Micah. 132

7.1 Seals and other images from the late seventh 
century. 143

9.1 Ashes and arrowheads left from the Babylonian attack on 
Jerusalem. 179

9.2 Reproduction of part of the magnificent temple of  
Ishtar. 181

10.1 The exilic L source or Lay source is much like this  
conglomerate rock. 203

10.2 Silver amulet, dating to just before the fall of 
Jerusalem. 218

11.1 Relief from the Persian capital of Persepolis. 228

11.2 The Cyrus cylinder. 230

13.1 Copy of the Hebrew book of Ben Sira found near the 
Dead Sea. 268

13.2 Coin from the time of the Hasmoneans. 276



ix

0.1 The ancient Near East. xxiv

1.1  The land of Israel and its surroundings. 24

1.2 The major routes of the ancient Near East. 27

1.3 The reach of three of the major empires that dominated 
Israel and/or Judah. 29

2.1 Areas of the hill country occupied by the Israelites and 
Judeans. 44

5.1 The neighboring kingdoms of Israel and Judah. 103

7.1 The Judean kingdom after the fall of the north. 141

9.1 The journey to Babylon. 180

11.1 Judah as a province of the Persian empire. 231

13.1 The expanding kingdom of the Hasmoneans. 275

Maps



x

Where to Find Basic Information on Biblical 
Books
Below is a list of where you can find basic discussions of books (or major parts 
of books) in the Hebrew scriptures, with the books listed here in the order that 
they appear in the Jewish Tanakh (//Hebrew Bible), followed by some deutero-
canonical books. The page given in bold number(s) indicates where you can 
find a “Basics Box” that provides major information about a biblical book. This 
includes an outline, information about the time(s) in which the book was writ-
ten, and (usually) a discussion of a major issue in interpretation of the book 
or text. in addition, some other pages are provided where you can find more 
information on different biblical books.

Genesis 52–3, 237; cf. 49–51, 88-97 

Exodus 238–9; cf. 54–6

Leviticus 214

Numbers 239

Deuteronomy 150; cf. 145–50

Joshua 153; cf. 145–50

Judges 154; cf. 153–4

1–2 Samuel 155; cf. 65–6, 154–6

1–2 Kings 157; cf. 156–7

Isaiah 191, 257–8; cf. 130–7, 190–6, 257–61

Jeremiah 172; cf. 168–74

Ezekiel 188; cf. 186–9

Hosea 116; cf. 113–21

Amos 112; cf. 110–13

Jonah 255; cf. 255–6

Micah 129–30; cf. 126–30

Nahum 166; cf. 166–7

Zephaniah 168; cf. 167–8

Haggai 250; cf. 250–1

Zechariah 251; cf. 251–3

Main Discussions/Outlines 
of Biblical Books



xiMain Discussions/Outlines of Biblical Books

Psalms 73, 243–4; cf. 70–4; 241–6

Job 254

Proverbs 84; cf. 82–6

Ruth 256

Song of Songs/ 
Solomon, Canticles

79; cf. 78–80, 280

Ecclesiastes/  
Qoheleth

82; cf. 80–5, 280

Lamentations 183; cf. 182–3

Esther 279

Daniel 272; cf. 270–2

Ezra-Nehemiah 278–9; cf. 252–3; 277–9

1–2 Chronicles 277

2 Maccabees 274

Ben Sira/Sirach 269–70

Enoch 268–9

Judith 274

Textual Criticism 6
Tradition History and Transmission History
African American Biblical Interpretation

41
55

Poetic Analysis
Afrocentric and Womanist Interpretation of the Bible
Source and Redaction Criticism

75
80
89

Feminist Criticism and History of Interpretation/Biblical Reception
Comparison with Non-Biblical Texts

93
96

The Joseph Story and Literary Approaches 105



xii Main DiscussiOns/OuTlines OF BiBlical BOOks

Postcolonial Criticism 148
Trauma Studies and the Bible 184
(Study of) Intertextuality 193
Insights from History of Religions 219
Ecological Biblical Criticism 220
Form Criticism and Genre 242

What is in Special Topics Boxes?

These boxes offer extra information relevant to the broader discussion. 
Some pull together relevant dates for a period, while others show par-
allels between texts, or summarize information on a theme or question 
that relates to the topic at hand. This information is not optional or 
superfluous. Instead, these boxes highlight topics that are worth focused 
attention.

Contents of the Hebrew Bible/Tanakh/Old Testament 4
Bible Abbreviations, Chapters, and Verses 11

The Origins of Chapters and Verses
Overview: Order of Main Discussions of Biblical Books

12
21

Visualizing (the Possible Ancestors of) Ancient Israelites
ad, bc, bce, and ce

26
28

The Name of Israel’s God: Yahweh/the LORD 31
What Was Earliest “Israel” and Who Were “Judges”? 39
History and the Books of Joshua and Judges 40
The Name “Israel” 46
Labels (e.g. “Psalm of David”): What They (Don’t) Tell Us
Contrasts and Parallels between Biblical and Mesopotamian Flood 
Narratives

69
90

Significant Dates: The Northern Kingdom (“Israel”) 108
Hosea and the “Book of the Twelve Prophets” 120
Significant Dates: Judah under Assyrian Domination
A View from the Assyrian Imperial Court: The Annals of 
Sennacherib

124
126

Isaiah 6 and the “Call Narrative”
Comparison: The Covenant Code and Deuteronomy

133
145

Overview: The Three Pilgrimage Festivals in the Covenant Code 
and Deuteronomy 146
Proverbs and Deuteronomy 147
The Conquest and Ancient Holy War 152
Forced Labor for Exiles Under Nebuchadnezzar 181
The Divine Council 190



xiiiMain Discussions/Outlines of Biblical Books

Traditions that Moses Wrote the Pentateuch 201
The Story of Jacob at Bethel as an Example of the Addition of 
Promise to an Older Story
J (the “Yahwistic Source”), E (the “Elohistic Source”) and the 
 Documentary Hypothesis

205
211

Which Texts Were Part of the P Source? 215
Significant Dates: The Persian-Sponsored Restoration of Judah 235
The Emergence of “Judaism” 267
Significant Dates: The Rise of the Hasmonean Kingdom
The Dead Sea Scrolls

273
282



xiv

This book introduces students to the books of the Hebrew Bible as shaped in 
the crucible of the history of Israel and Judah, as well as in the varied inter-
pretations of later Jewish and Christian communities. A prominent theme 
throughout is the way the books of the Bible reflect quite different sorts of 
interaction with past and present empires that dominated the ancient Near 
East. At first both students and professors may find this approach jarring, since 
I do not begin with Genesis and do not proceed through biblical books in order. 
The group of texts introduced early on in this textbook is quite different from 
the Bible they now know. Moreover, this textbook incorporates advances in 
Pentateuchal criticism over the past decades that are unfamiliar to both stu-
dents and many professors. Yet I can say on the basis of my and others’ experi-
ence teaching this approach that the picture of the Bible’s development comes 
into focus as the narrative of its formation unfolds. At the outset, I highly 
encourage readers to consult the charts at the beginning of this introduction 
(pp. xx–xxiii) that provide an overview of major periods in Israelite history and 
texts connected to those periods. By the end of the process, students should 
find meaning in aspects of the Bible that they once overlooked, even as they 
also understand that much of the power of the Bible has been its capability to 
transcend the original contexts in which it was written. Moreover, through dis-
cussion of the history of Jewish and Christian interpretation of “Focus texts” 
at the end of each chapter, students will gain a taste of how faith communities 
have used the Bible in creative, inspired, and sometimes death‐dealing ways to 
guide and make sense of their lives.

I have been helped by many people in writing this textbook, first and fore-
most my wife, Colleen Conway. Versions of these chapters were originally 
written for a combined introduction to the Old and New Testaments that is co‐
authored with her, Introduction to the Bible: Sacred Texts and Imperial Contexts 
(also published by Wiley‐Blackwell), and so she has read multiple versions of 
them, taught them in her courses, and offered many suggestions for improve-
ment. Several colleagues  –  Benjamin Sommer, Kent Reynolds, Mark Smith, 
and Marvin Sweeney – went way beyond the call of duty to read and suggest 
revisions to excerpts from the manuscript relating to areas of their expertise. I 
cannot say that I incorporated all of their suggestions, but I can affirm that this 
book is much stronger thanks to their gracious help. In addition, my students 
over the past two years have read earlier drafts of this textbook and suggested 
corrections. Some students and teaching assistants who have offered a particu-
larly large volume of helpful corrections are Mary Ellen Kris, Candice Olson, 
Lizzie Berne‐DeGear, Laurel Koepf, Meagan Manas, and Todd Kennedy. My 
thanks to all for their generous help in this project.

The date framework given in this textbook follows that of Anson Rainey 
and Steven Notley’s The Sacred Bridge: Carta’s Atlas of the Biblical World  

Preface to the First 
Edition



xvPreface to the First Edition

(Jerusalem: Carta, 2005). In many cases specific dates are uncertain, but Rainey 
and Notley provide a recent, solid framework to start from on an introductory 
level. Unless otherwise indicated, the Hebrew and Aramaic translations of bib-
lical and additional texts here are my own.

As with any such textbook, there is plenty of room for improvement. In 
particular, I am acutely conscious of the multiple ways in which virtually eve-
rything that is written here could be footnoted, qualified, and balanced with 
other perspectives. At particular points, such as my treatment of Pentateuchal 
source criticism, I explicitly summarize alternative perspectives that students 
may encounter when reading other resources. But inclusion of all alternative 
perspectives would have turned this into quite a different book, and one – I 
suggest  –  that would be much less suited for introducing students to aca-
demic study of the Bible. This introduction provides one general outline of 
the Hebrew Bible, which students can then supplement, correct, and balance 
in their future studies. All that said, I certainly invite all possible suggestions 
for correction and improvement so that any future edition of this textbook will 
be better.

David Carr

 New York

PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION
I am happy to have this opportunity to update and revise this Introduction after 
using and receiving feedback on the first edition over the past decade. This 
new edition includes corrections and a number of updates to reflect develop-
ments in recent scholarship. These revisions are too numerous to mention, but 
are illustrated by the inclusion of several new “More on Methods” boxes that 
discuss African American Biblical Interpretation, Afrocentric and Woman-
ist Interpretation of the Bible, Feminist Criticism and History of Interpreta-
tion/Biblical Reception, Trauma Studies and the Bible, and Ecological Biblical 
Criticism. This list reflects my ever‐increasing consciousness of the importance 
for white male scholars like myself to recognize the impact of my social loca-
tion on my writing and how I and my students must learn from the work and 
insights of colleagues of color. Readers are particularly encouraged to read 
those scholars’ work directly, and I have provided some initial suggestions of 
resources to do so.

One of the primary aims of the first edition of the Introduction was to pro-
vide a relatively concise textbook so that students would have more time to 
read biblical texts as well. Though this revision includes substantial new mate-
rial, I have worked to keep the overall book compact. In addition, users should 
note some new exercises and chapter review questions that focus on analysis 
of the Bible itself, including a series of questions oriented to the discussion of 
“Focus texts” featured in most chapters. Overall, I have endeavored to cite bib-
lical passages by the numbers that appear in widely used English translations 
(e.g. NRSV, NIV; though note that some important English translations, e.g. the 
New Jerusalem or New Jewish Publication Society versions, follow the Hebrew 
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versification, which diverges slightly for some biblical passages). Also, users of 
this book are encouraged to consult my own website, www.davidmcarr.com, 
for links to some non‐biblical texts discussed in this book, explanatory videos, 
and other materials related to this textbook.

Overall, I hope to have provided a “Contemporary” Introduction to the 
Hebrew Bible and highlighted this in the revised title of the book. Moreover, 
the main title was revised to focus on “Hebrew Bible” rather than just “Old Tes-
tament” in order to reflect the way that this book emphasizes academic study 
of the Bible and not just one (Christian) confessional approach to its subject 
matter. It should be emphasized, however, that this second edition preserves 
a focus on the impact of successive empires on the Hebrew Bible/Old Testa-
ment/Tanakh, even though it no longer includes the previous subtitle “sacred 
texts and imperial contexts.”

Finally, I have been profoundly helped in this revision by the feedback 
provided by colleagues and numerous classes of students at my institution, 
Union Theological Seminary in New York City, especially the Fall 2019  section 
of my Introduction to the Old Testament. I want to offer specific thanks to 
several colleagues for sharing bibliography and/or reading drafts of sections 
and suggesting revisions, including Charles Carter, Thomas Dozeman, Esther 
Hamori, Mahri Leonard‐Fleckman, Robert Rezetko, Jerusha Rhodes, William 
Schniedewind, and my wife (and fellow biblical scholar) Colleen Conway. I 
dedicate this revision to my beloved parents, Adrienne and John Carr, both of 
them teachers and lifelong learners, even as I now mourn the loss of my father 
two years ago.

David Carr

 New York

http://www.davidmcarr.com
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David 
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tion of 
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kingdom 
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Rise and 
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syria
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nation 
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syrian 
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Josiah’s 
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De-
struc-
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Persian 
victory, 
waves 
of 
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rebuild-
ing of 
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Nehe-
miah’s 
rebuild-
ing of 
the wall
Divorce 
of 
foreign 
wives 
under 
Ezra 
and 
eleva-
tion of 
Torah

Hel-
lenistic 
rule 
Hel-
lenizing 
crisis
Hasmo-
nean 
king-
dom
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to the 
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to the 
south 
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cah and
Isaiah

Forma-
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Deuter-
onomy 
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Early 
proph-
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books
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and 
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Timeline

Important texts are noted in boldface.

bce SOUTH (Judah) NORTH (“Israel” in narrower sense)

1300 (Waning Egyptian domination of Canaan)  
Spread of villages in Israelite hill county
Merneptah Stela mention of “Israel”

1200 Battles of hill‐country Israelites with neighbors
Oral exodus traditions
Oral ancestral traditions

1100 Oral victory traditions
Saul’s “chieftainship”

David (Hebron; 1010–1002)
1000 David (Jerusalem; 1002–970)

Royal psalms, Zion psalms
Solomon (Jerusalem; 970–930)

Proverb collections
(early form??) Non‐P primeval narrative

Rehoboam (Jerusalem) Jeroboam founds northern monarchy
900 (early form of written) Jacob narrative, 

Joseph novella, and exodus‐Moses 
narrative
Song of Deborah (written form)

Omride dynasty (880–841)
Jehu’s coup (841)

800 Jeroboam II (782–753)
Amos

Isaiah (early prophecy) Assyrian domination of Israel begins (745–)
Syro‐Ephraimite war (735–734) Hosea
Assyrian domination of Judah (734–)

Micah, Isaiah (later prophecy)
Assyrian destruction of Israel (722)

Hezekiah (715–686)
Hezekiah’s rebellion and reform (705)

700 Sennacherib’s attack and mysterious withdrawal (701)

Manasseh (686–642)
Amon (642–640) (Waning of Assyrian power)
Josiah (640–609)

Zephaniah
Josiah’s reform (623)
Josianic edition of Deuteronomy, 2 Kings, etc.

(Fall of Nineveh, Assyria’s capital)
Nahum
Jeremiah
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Domination of Judah by Babylonia
600 First wave of exiles (597)

Ezekiel’s early prophecy
Destruction of Jerusalem and second wave of exiles (586)

Lamentations and Psalm 137
Ezekiel’s later prophecy

Third wave of exiles (582)
Exilic additions to Deuteronomy, 2 Kings, and other Books

Non‐P/L Pentateuchal source (incorporating exilic‐modified forms of 
older non‐P primeval history, Jacob‐Joseph story, exodus‐Moses 
story, and Deuteronomy)

Priestly Pentateuchal source

Second Isaiah
Persian conquering of Babylonian empire (539)

First wave of returnees (~538)
Another wave, beginning of Temple restoration (532)

Another wave with Zerubbabel, completion of Temple rebuilding (520–515)
Haggai and Zechariah (1–9)

500 Nehemiah’s return and governorships (445–425)
(rebuilding wall, purification of priesthood)
Nehemiah memoir

400 Return with Ezra, divorce of foreign wives, elevation of Torah (397–)
Combined (P and non‐P/L) Pentateuch
Narratives of Temple‐rebuilding and Ezra
Third Isaiah
Psalter (final, Torah‐oriented version of the book)

Greek conquering of Persian empire (332)

300 (Shifting domination of Palestine by Greek Ptolemies 
(Egypt) and Seleucids (Mesopotamia); 332–142)

Early parts of Enoch

1–2 Chronicles

Wisdom of Ben Sira (Sirach)

200 Jason purchase of high priesthood, attempt to Hellenize Jerusalem (174)

Menelaus purchase of high priesthood (171) and Judean rebellion against him

Daniel

Antiochus Epiphanes IV campaign to eradicate observant Judaism and beginning of 
Hasmonean‐led rebellion against Hellenistic rule (167–)

Purification and rededication of Temple (164)

Hasmonean independence and rule (142–63)

Ezra‐Nehemiah, Esther

1–2 Maccabees, Judith

100
CE Roman takeover of Palestine (63)

Destruction of the Second Temple (70)
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Prologue: Multiple Bibles, 
Versions, and Translations

CHAPTER OVERVIEW

This prologue helps you learn the basic characteristics and background 
of the Bible that you will use across the course. As you will see, not all 
Bibles are the same. Judaism and different forms of Christianity include 
different books in their Bibles. Also, ancient manuscripts of the Bible 
diverge from one another, and contemporary translations follow differ-
ent manuscript readings and translation practices. By the end of this 
chapter you should know the differences between the Bibles of Judaism 
and Christianity, as well as the relationship of the Islamic Qur’an to both 
sets of scriptures. You will also learn about how study of different read-
ings of ancient manuscripts of the Bible, “textual criticism,” and advances 
in knowledge of ancient languages have led to major progress in trans-
lation of the Bible since the King James Version was completed in 1611. 
Finally, you will learn some basic things to keep in mind in choosing and 
using an up‐to‐date English translation of the Bible.

The Hebrew Bible: A Contemporary Introduction to the Christian Old Testament and  
the Jewish Tanakh, Second Edition. David M. Carr. 
© 2021 David M. Carr. Published 2021 by John Wiley & Sons Ltd.
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The Bible as a Complex Product of Many 
Hands
We start here with your Bible – the book that you hold in your hands. A major 
aim of this chapter, and this introduction as a whole, is to give you a deeper 
appreciation of the way this seeming simple book is actually the complex prod-
uct of centuries of human work. The last stages of that work are already obvi-
ous when you take a closer look at a Bible you hold in your hands. Notice the 
type of cover it is packaged in (unless you are working with a digital copy!). 
Take a look at the typeface used for the biblical text and various aids that are 
provided for you as a reader (depending on your particular Bible): paragraph 
divisions, headings for different Bible passages, and maybe some cross‐refer-
ences to other Bible passages or brief explanatory notes. None of these aspects 
come from ancient manuscripts. They are aids that the publisher of your Bible 
provides to you as a reader.

These parts of your Bible, however, are just the first set of ways that your 
Bible has been worked into the form you have it now. Take, for example, the 
chapter and verse numbers in your Bible. None appear in ancient manuscripts. 
They were added to the text over a thousand years after it was written. Or con-
sider the translation in your Bible. The biblical texts were originally written 
in Hebrew, Aramaic (an ancient language similar to Hebrew), and Greek. We 
will see in this prologue how every translation of these ancient texts involves 
significant style decisions, reasoned guesses, and compromises. In addition, 
we have multiple handwritten copies of ancient biblical manuscripts. These 
ancient copies disagree with each other. As a result, a translator must not just 
decide how to translate a given biblical verse. She or he also must choose which 
manuscript reading to translate in the first place. And all this does not even get 
into the centuries‐long process that produced these ancient Hebrew, Aramaic, 
and Greek biblical texts, or how they were collected into specific scriptural col-
lections by Jews and Christians. That long process will be the focus of much of 
the rest of this introduction.

For now we are focusing on some of the elements that were added to those 
texts in the Bible before you, many of which distinguish one Bible that you 
might find from another. These include what books are included and in what 

1) Using the parallels provided at the end of the chapter in Appendix 1, 
compare the translations (and paraphrase) of Isa 52:13–15. What dif-
ferences do you notice?

2) Take a look at two pages of a biblical book in your Bible. Make a list 
of all types of elements on those pages aside from the actual text of 
the Bible. Using the discussions in this chapter, identify where those 
elements came from

EXERCISES
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order, what kind of translation is used, and how translators chose, for a given 
phrase or word, to follow a reading in one ancient manuscript versus another. 
This prologue discusses these elements in turn, aiming to help you be a more 
informed user of your Bible.

The Different Scriptures of Judaism 
and Christianity
To begin, it is important to recognize that the Bibles of different faith 
communities contain somewhat different books, put those books in different 
order, and call their Bibles different things. Your Bible reflects one of those 
collections or a mix of them. These are often referred to as different “canons” 
of the Bible, with “canon” meaning a collection of books that are recognized 
as divinely inspired scripture by a given religious community. Such books are 
recognized as “canonical.”

In Judaism, the scriptures are called the “Tanakh” (with the kh pro-
nounced like the ch in Bach). Tanakh is a word formed out of the first letters of 
the Hebrew names of the three main parts of the Jewish Bible: Torah (Gen-
esis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy), Neviim (“prophets”), 
and Ketuvim (“writings”). See the box on p. 4 for an overview of the contents of 
each of these three parts. Judaism focuses particularly on the Torah, other-
wise known as the Pentateuch, with most synagogues reading the Torah’s 
five books all across the year, starting with Genesis at the outset of the Fall 
(the Jewish New Year) and concluding with Deuteronomy 12 months later. 
Jews certainly read other parts of the Tanakh, for example singing psalms 
(part of the “Writings”) and reading portions of the “Prophets” to accompany 
the Torah reading. Nevertheless, the Torah takes pride of place within the 
Jewish Bible, while other parts of the Tanakh are often seen as commentary 
on it.

The Christian version of these scriptures, the “Old Testament” (OT), is part 
of a two‐part Bible that also includes specifically Christian scriptures, the New 
Testament (NT). The Christian Old Testament is organized differently from 
the Jewish Tanakh. Though both the Tanakh and the Christian Old Testament 
start with the biblical narrative‐historical books of Genesis to 2 Kings, the 
Christian Old Testament follows those books with the parallel narration of that 
history in Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah. It then sequences the other biblical 
books in the order of their traditional authors, starting with the book of Job (an 
early Edomite sage), and moving through Psalms (David as traditional author), 
Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Song of Songs (Solomon as traditional author), and 
on to the major (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel) and minor (Hosea, etc.) prophets. 
As in the case of the Jewish Tanakh, the ending of the Christian Old Testament 
is revealing. It concludes with the last chapter of Malachi, a prediction of the 
second coming of Elijah (Mal 4:5). This ending leads nicely into the first book 
of the New Testament, the Gospel of Matthew, which describes the coming of 
John the Baptist, who is clothed like Elijah and prophesies the coming of Jesus 
(Matt 3:1–6).
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Jewish Tanakh

Torah

Prophets (Neviim)

Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers,
Deuteronomy

(Pentateuch)

(Historical Books)

(Poetical Books)

(Prophets)

Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers,
Deuteronomy

Former prophets
Joshua, Judges

1-2 Samuel
1-2 Kings

Joshua, Judges,

1–2 Samuel
1–2 Kings

Isaiah
Jeremiah

Ezekiel

Hosea, Joel, Amos,
Obadiah, Jonah,
Micah, Nahum,
Habakkuk,
Zephaniah, Haggai,
Zechariah, Malachi

Latter prophets

Major prophets

Minor prophets/
book of the twelve

Isaiah
Jeremiah
Ezekiel

Hosea, Joel, Amos,
Obadiah, Jonah,
Micah, Nahum,
Habakkuk,
Zephaniah, Haggai,
Zechariah, Malachi

Writings (Ketuvim)

Five festal scrolls

Psalms
Proverbs

Ruth

1–2 Chronicles
Ezra-Nehemiah

(Pentateuch)

(Historical Books)

Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers,
Deuteronomy

Joshua, Judges,

1–2 Samuel
1–2 Kings

Ruth

1–2 Chronicles
Ezra-Nehemiah

Esther (with additions)
1–2 Maccabees

Tobit
Judith

(Pentateuch)

(Historical Books)

Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers,
Deuteronomy

Joshua, Judges,

1–2 Samuel
1–2 Kings

Ruth

1–2 Chronicles
Ezra-Nehemiah
1 Esdras (2 Esdras in
Russian Orthodox)

Esther

Job
Psalms
Proverbs

Job

Song of Songs

Lamentations

DanielRuth
Lamentations
Ecclesiastes

Ecclesiastes
Song of Solomon

(Poetical Books)

(Prophets)
Isaiah
Jeremiah

Ezekiel

Hosea, Joel, Amos,
Obadiah, Jonah,
Micah, Nahum,
Habakkuk,
Zephaniah, Haggai,
Zechariah, Malachi

Job
Psalms
Proverbs

Lamentations
Baruch

Letter of Jeremiah

Daniel (with additions)

Ecclesiastes
Song of Solomon
Wisdom of Solomon
Sirach

Esther (with additions)
1–3 Maccabees

Tobit
Judith

(Poetical Books)

(Prophets)
Isaiah
Jeremiah

Ezekiel

Hosea, Joel, Amos,
Obadiah, Jonah,
Micah, Nahum,
Habakkuk,
Zephaniah, Haggai,
Zechariah, Malachi

4 Maccabees (appendix)

Job
Psalms (with Psalm 151)
Proverbs

Lamentations
Baruch

Letter of Jeremiah

Daniel (with additions)

Ecclesiastes
Song of Solomon
Wisdom of Solomon
Sirach

Esther

Daniel
Ezra-Nehemiah
1–2 Chronicles

Protestant OT

Contents of the Hebrew Bible/Tanakh/Old Testament

Roman Catholic OT
(italics = not in Tanakh)

Eastern Orthodox OT
(italics = not in Tanakh)

You also should know that there are differences between the books included 
in different Christian Old Testament collections. The Protestant Old Testament 
contains the same books as the Jewish Tanakh, though in the above‐noted dif-
ferent order leading up to the New Testament. The Roman Catholic Old Testa-
ment includes some additional books such as 1 and 2 Maccabees, Sirach, and 
the Wisdom of Solomon. The Ethiopic church recognizes the book of Enoch as 
part of its Old Testament, and various forms of Orthodox Christianity likewise 


