
In Beginning Biblical Studies, Dr. Marielle Frigge, OSB, reveals herself as a superb 
teacher. Grounded in solid scholarship and written in graceful prose, her textbook 
informs and guides those unfamiliar with the Bible; in contrast to many textbook writ-
ers, she avoids the temptation to overwhelm her readers with data. 

—Mary C. Boys, SNJM, Dean of Academic Affairs 
Union Theological Seminary in the City of New York

Sr. Marielle Frigge’s book is an excellent introduction to the study of the Bible. She 
presupposes nothing but conveys a great deal. No matter what the students’ back-
grounds, this introductory text will speak to them all. The glossaries, maps, charts, and 
other visuals are very helpful. Students and readers who work through her book will 
have a solid foundation in modern biblical studies. 

—Fr. Hugh Feiss, OSB, STD 
Coordinator, Benedictine Distance Learning

The readability is pitch-perfect. Rarely have I found a textbook author who is so con-
sistent in communicating with entry-level students. The precision and clarity of the 
author’s prose should reassure any professor that his or her students are being challenged 
to think, yet in a language that they can comprehend. The author maintains a clear rec-
ognition of and sensitivity to interfaith and ecumenical distinctions throughout. Well 
done!

—Donald Rappé  
Mount Mary College, Milwaukee
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7

I magine that a friend comes to you, thrilled 
after hearing the leader of a new Christian 

sect declare, “I am the Lamb of God described 
in the Bible’s book of Revelation, and I will show 
you the way to the good life and prosperity!”

Or picture this: A farmer receives a mailing 
from “Reverend Mike” guaranteeing economic 
security with the pledge, “Are you having prob-
lems getting a fair price for your farm produce? 
Your economic situation will improve! God prom-
ises this in Deuteronomy 28:8: ‘The Lord will 
command the blessing upon you in your barns, 
and on all that you undertake; he will bless you in 
the land that the Lord your God is giving you.’  ”

Or again, imagine you hear a frustrated par-
ent threatening a naughty child in the toy store. 
“You’d better behave, if you want to be a good 
Christian and go to heaven! Remember what 
Jesus said in Matthew 5:48—you must ‘be perfect 
therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.’  ”

None of these incidents is fiction. The bibli-
cal references noted above do appear in the Bible, 
and people have used them as described. People 
quote the Bible to “prove” all kinds of things. 
Politicians quote the Bible to support expanding 
military budgets, while pacifists support antiwar 
protests using the same book. Death penalty 
proponents offer arguments from the Bible, and 
so do those who oppose it. Proabortionists and 
antiabortionists both use the Bible to support 
their arguments.

How can the same book lead to clearly 
contradictory conclusions? How can those who 
regard the Bible as the foundation of their faith 
understand and evaluate such claims? Obvi-
ously, different believers approach these writings 
differently. To begin, one needs to understand 
what the Bible actually contains, the historical 
contexts in which it was written, its key themes, 
images, and concepts, and various approaches to 
its interpretation.

“ Ignorance of Scripture
is ignorance of Christ.”

— sAInt Jerome

Even people who do not claim Jewish or 
Christian faith recognize that the Bible has influ-
enced nearly two thousand years of Western civi-
lization. Much of the great art, literature, music, 
and drama of the Western world have been 
inspired by the Bible. Numerous critical political 
events, even wars, have been based on its contents. 
Many notions foundational to U.S. democracy 
have their beginnings in biblical laws dating back 
twenty-five hundred years: the right to a fair 
trial, fair compensation for labor, equality for all 
under the law. Understanding the Bible can offer 
insights into oneself and others as human, as per-
son of faith, as American, or all of these.

Foreword
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8  Beginning Biblical studies

usIng thIs Book

In no way is this book intended to serve as the 
only, or even as the major, textbook for an intro-
ductory course in biblical studies. It is meant to 
provide entrance to and support for the most 
important text, the Bible itself. If a literature 
teacher wishes to acquaint students with the 
works of Shakespeare, he or she will surely pro-
vide basic historical, cultural, and literary infor-
mation about Elizabethan England, as well as 
the author’s vocabulary and modes of thought. 
But to begin to understand Shakespeare’s writ-
ings, students must study some of the author’s 
own works. I am convinced that any student 
making an initial acquaintance with the Bible is 
best served by a similar approach.

For students, therefore, I offer this reas-
surance: if you have never opened a Bible or 
heard a single biblical verse, have no fear. This 
book is written with true beginners in mind 
and so assumes no knowledge of the contents 
and origins of the Bible or its major events, 
characters, and themes. Many a beginning 
student, at first exposure to the Bible, has 
remarked to me, “It’s like learning a foreign 
language.” For such reasons, each chapter begins 
with a list of key words and concepts to focus 
the reader’s attention, and brief overviews 
introduce various sections, followed by further 
explanation and discussion. Occasional repeti-
tion intends to help students learn important 
new concepts gradually, as the concepts are 
encountered in various parts of this book and 
in the biblical texts.

Fellow teachers most likely have class-
room experience of what recent research reports. 
Though twenty-five million Bibles are sold annu-
ally in the United States, half of graduating high 
school seniors identify Sodom and Gomorrah as 
husband and wife, more than half of Americans 

don’t know that the Passover account is in Exo-
dus, and 60 percent cannot name even half of 
the Ten Commandments. Teachers and preach-
ers might debate whether these are the most 
relevant polling questions, but at the very least, 
they indicate that many of those millions of 
Bibles remain unread. Perhaps more distress-
ing is research indicating that even those who 
attend weekly religious services have difficulty 
describing the basic salvation story of the Bible. 
Because of such contemporary realities, in these 
pages I have attempted to keep the most unini-
tiated students of the Bible in mind. For them, 
even a footnote in a study Bible can be useless. 
For example, what can the following statement 
possibly mean to someone with no exposure 
to the Bible: “This verse reflects the postexilic 
period’s growing interest in eschatology”? A 
foreign language, indeed. 

For such reasons, I have presented, in broad 
strokes, sufficient context to help students 
begin to read the Bible with some understand-
ing of its major content, intent, and perspec-
tives. Teachers will find, therefore, that a great 
deal is intentionally not included here, and 
many issues are presented in brief and simple 
terms. The book is deliberately brief for another 
reason: to allow teachers to cultivate student 
understanding with selected biblical texts best 
suited to their students, in their specific context. 
Any course that introduces students to an entire 
library of sacred books can help them under-
stand its basic background, vocabulary, and con-
tent. But “a foreign language” cannot be learned 
in one course; increased fluency comes with 
further study and practice. It is my hope that 
this book can assist those who use it to begin 
learning the language of the Bible—a language 
frequently used in Western culture and by more 
than two billion persons worldwide who regard 
it as sacred scripture. 
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Foreword  9

Biblical book and verse references: 

Gen 11:1–9 the first number indicates chapter 
11 in the book of Genesis, and numbers after 
the colon refer to verses 1 through 9 within that 
chapter (some sources use a comma instead of a 
colon: Gen 11, 1–9) 
Gen 12 book of Genesis, all of chapter 12 
Gen 1–3 book of Genesis, all of chapters 1 
though 3
Gen 37:1—50:26 book of Genesis, chapter 37 
verse 1 through chapter 50 verse 26

Style Note oN BiBlical aNd HiStorical refereNceS

Abbreviations for historical periods and dates:

BCE “before the Common Era,” seen in many 
works as BC (before Christ); BCE refers to time 
before the birth of Jesus
CE “Common Era,” seen in many works as AD 
(meaning anno Domini, Latin for “year of our 
Lord”); CE refers to time after the birth of Jesus
ca. Latin for circa, meaning “approximately”; 
dates from ancient times often can be approxi-
mated at best
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11

t he word bible, from the Greek biblia, literally 
means “books.” The Bible is actually a kind 

of library, a collection of many small books con-
taining material that was passed on first by word 
of mouth, then in writing. In written form, these 
books were often recopied and edited or reedited 
over many generations or even centuries.

This “library” of the Bible reflects faith 
that developed and changed over long periods 
of time. The material that was passed on and 
written down contains stories, poems, prayers, 
and many other kinds of literature about cer-
tain events in the lives of an ancient people who 
came to believe in one God, Yahweh. These 
ancient Hebrews (also called Israelites, and later 
Judeans and Jews) believed that their God chose 
to be revealed in the events and experiences 
of their life as a community. They described 
becoming a people as a community of faith 
through the event of the Exodus, their escape 
from slavery in Egypt and beginning of a new 

life of freedom in Canaan. Through this expe-
rience, the people of Israel came to believe that 
this God wished to be in a special relationship 
with them, and so they thought of themselves as 
the “chosen people of God” and named Yahweh 
“the God of Israel.”

For more than a thousand years before the 
birth of Jesus, the Israelites repeatedly strayed 
from and returned to their God, Yahweh. They 
had many kings who allowed or even encour-
aged worship of other gods. On the other hand, 
there were also a few kings who, like the proph-
ets, called for a return to the one God who, they 
believed, had chosen them. Through centuries 
of their life with Yahweh, the Israelites came 
to believe that at some future time, their God 
would enter into human history in a way that 
would bring a new and better state of affairs, a 
time when God would rule, and people would 
respond to God’s will and ways. This new era, 
they believed, would be brought about through a 

BIBle And BIBles
1

Key terms and concepts

Bible tanak
revelation old testament 
Hebrew Scriptures New testament

C H A P T E R
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12  Beginning Biblical studies

specially chosen agent of God, an “anointed one” 
(messiah in Hebrew; christos in Greek).

“ Long ago God spoke to our 
ancestors in many 

and various ways by the proph-
ets, but in these last days he has 

spoken to us by a Son . . .”
— heBrews 1:1

After centuries of this hope and expecta-
tion, Jesus of Nazareth appeared, proclaim-
ing that the “reign of God,” the awaited time of 
fulfillment, had arrived. After Jesus’ death (and, 
according to his followers, his Resurrection), 
some Jews believed that he was indeed the one 
they had been hoping for—God’s chosen agent, 

the Messiah, bringing a new age of God’s rule. 
Other Jews could not accept that a self-appointed 
teacher from Nazareth who had been crucified by 
the Romans as a political criminal could possibly 
be God’s chosen agent. Those who did believe 
thought of themselves as a “new Israel,” a people 
who had experienced in Jesus a new liberation 
from slavery—the slavery of sin and estrange-
ment from God. They continued to proclaim 
this message to other Jews and then to non-Jews 
(Gentiles). In time, these believers’ stories and 
memories of Jesus and what he meant to them 
were passed on, first by word of mouth and then 
in writing.

The Bible, though often considered a single 
work, is a collection of many books containing 
many different aspects and accounts of this long 
journey of faith. Because it involves about two 
thousand years of continuous experience of one 
God and ongoing reflection on that experience, 

NameS aNd imageS of god iN tHe HeBrew ScriptureS

the Bible portrays a god who is at once tran-
scendent and immanent, that is, a god who is 

above and beyond human reach and comprehen-
sion and also a god who draws near and can be 

experienced by and among human beings. thus, 
in addition to the revealed name of Israel’s god, 
Yahweh (“I Am”), the Bible has many different 
names and images of god, including the following:

strong one most high lord of hosts (warrior)
righteous one Ancient of days shepherd
compassionate one shield rock
Faithful one nursemaid Beloved
holy one of Israel redeemer Fire 
god of our Ancestors Vinegrower Breath
Almighty king healer
midwife Father mother
Judge Potter creator
lawgiver teacher lord
storm Avenger cloud
Protector of orphans lover womb-love
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chapter 1 Bible and Bibles  13

the Bible contains various views of God and 
names for God: Yahweh, Elohim, El Shad-
dai, Adonai, El Elyon, and many other names 
or titles. Similarly, the Bible contains differ-
ing points of view on many biblical themes and 
ideas. The biblical books were written over cen-
turies, in several languages (Hebrew, Greek, and 
a little Aramaic), by different persons or groups 
in various times and cultures. As a result, these 
books also contain many different kinds of liter-
ature. In the Bible one can find poetry, religious 
history, parables, proverbs, myths, legends, sagas, 
law codes, and prophetic oracles, for example.

For Jews and Christians, God and how God 
relates to humankind is made known in this col-
lection of books called the Bible. Thus, Jews and 
Christians regard the Bible as revelation, God’s 
self-manifestation through realities of the created 
world. The English word revelation translates 
Hebrew and Greek words meaning “uncovering” 
or “unveiling.” The definition given here, “self-
manifestation,” emphasizes that, in Jewish and 
Christian understanding, God takes the initiative; 
God is the one who chooses to be “uncovered” or 
made known to humankind. The second part of 
the definition, “through realities of the created 
world,” stresses that God is “unveiled” in and 
through persons and events of human experience. 
In the Bible the primary mode in which God is 
made known is history, the unfolding story of 
a particular faith community and its reflection 
upon historical events as revelatory experience 
of God. Although Christians believe that God is 
still being made known today through their daily 
lives, they consider the Bible as the definitive rev-
elation of God and God’s will for all creation.

JewIsh BIBle And chrIstIAn BIBle

The Hebrew Scriptures form the part of the 
Christian Bible called the Old Testament. Tes-
tament is another word for covenant, a kind of 

sacred promise (explained in more detail later 
in this chapter). The Old Testament contains 
accounts of the creation of the world, the origin 
of the Israelites as a “chosen people,” and God’s 
interaction with Israel up to about a half-century 
before the time of Jesus. These books form the 
entire sacred scriptures, or Bible, for followers of 
Judaism to this day. For them, there is as yet no 
new covenant or testament; the covenant given 
through Moses, the great Hebrew leader, law-
giver, and prophet, still stands, and Jews today 
still await the coming of a Messiah and the 
promised intervention of God in human history.

Christian Bibles contain both Old Testa-
ment and New Testament; for this reason, some 
people use the term Judeo-Christian Bible. Chris-
tians preserve the Old Testament because they 
believe that these writings prepare for and lead 
up to the revelation of God in Jesus. The New 
Testament contains books that proclaim belief in 
Jesus as the Messiah expected in ancient Juda-
ism, the fullest revelation of God to humanity.

the heBrew scrIPtures: 
the chrIstIAn old testAment

Jews today refer to their sacred scriptures as the 
Tanak, an anagram formed from the first let-
ter of the Hebrew names for the three major 
divisions of the Hebrew Scriptures. These sec-
tions, in order of importance, are the Torah 
(“Instruction” or “Law”), Nevi’im (“Prophets”), 
and Kethuvim (“Writings”). Torah is a Hebrew 
word that most fundamentally means “instruc-
tion” or “teaching” but is usually translated into 
English as “law.” The first part of the Hebrew 
Scriptures is therefore sometimes called the 
“Law of Moses.” In Greek, this first section 
is called the Pentateuch, which means “five 
books”—Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Num-
bers, and Deuteronomy. They contain the most 
important teachings and beliefs of the Jewish 
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14  Beginning Biblical studies

toraH (essential instruction, 
also called “law”)

NeVi’im (prophets) KetHuVim (writings)

genesis
exodus
leviticus
numbers
deuteronomy

Joshua 
Judges
1 & 2 samuel 
1 & 2 kings

Isaiah
Jeremiah
ezekiel
the twelve
 hosea
 Joel
 Amos
 obadiah
 Jonah
 micah
 nahum
 habakkuk
 Zephaniah
 haggai
 Zechariah
 malachi

Former 
Prophets

latter 
Prophets

Psalms
Job 
Proverbs
ruth
song of songs
Qoheleth (ecclesiastes)
lamentations
esther
daniel
ezra–nehemiah
1 & 2 chronicles

Bible and so also represent the most significant 
part of the Christian Old Testament.

Briefly stated, the Torah or Pentateuch pres-
ents the origins of human life in general and the 
beginning of Israel in particular. Genesis con-
tains stories about the creation of the world and 
the human race. Much of the book focuses on 
the patriarchs (early ancestors of the Israelites) 
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob (later renamed Israel), and 
Joseph, with special attention to Yahweh’s prom-
ises to Abraham: that he would be the father of 
many descendants and that these descendants 
would inherit the land of Canaan as their own 
possession. Exodus tells the story of Yahweh’s 
deliverance of the Israelites from slavery in 
Egypt, the people’s long trek through the Sinai 

Desert on their way to Canaan, the “Promised 
Land” of their new freedom, and the covenant 
relationship established between Yahweh and 
Israel through God’s spokesman, Moses. Exo-
dus also contains some of God’s teaching that 
the Hebrews agreed to observe, including the 
Ten Commandments. Leviticus elaborates many 
laws concerning community life and public ritual 
worship (also called cult). Numbers contains sev-
eral census lists (a “numbering” of the people) 
and additional stories of the Israelites’ journey 
in the Sinai Desert. The last book of essential 
instruction, Deuteronomy, is presented in the 
form of final instructions Moses gives imme-
diately before the Israelites are about to enter 
Canaan. It repeats, in somewhat different form, 

tHe HeBrew ScriptureS or Tanak
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chapter 1 Bible and Bibles  15

many of the covenant laws found in the book of 
Exodus; this is why it bears the name Deuter-
onomy, Greek for “second law.”

The second most important section of the 
Old Testament, the Prophets, is often described 
as a commentary on the Torah because the 
prophets’ major role was to encourage the Isra-
elites to be faithful in their covenant relationship 
with Yahweh as described in the Pentateuch. 
This section includes books of the major proph-
ets (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel) and twelve minor 
prophets. Three additional writings are included 
in this section (Baruch, Jonah, Daniel) because 
they are related in some way to Israel’s prophets.

The third division of the Old Testament, 
the Writings, contains two major types of mate-
rial: the so-called historical books and wisdom 
writings. The historical books are not history 
in the modern sense but rather religious his-
tory: an interpretation of events in Israel’s his-
tory intended to bring out their significance for 
Israel’s faith. Wisdom writings include wise say-
ings, psalms (poetic prayers), and ancient forms 
of what might be called religious philosophy.

new testAment

The New Testament is the specifically Christian 
portion of the Christian Bible. It is sometimes 
called the Second Testament because for Jews, the 
Hebrew Scriptures are not “old”; rather, they pres-
ent the first and only testament, the covenant that 
still guides believing Jews today. The New Testa-
ment consists chiefly of four Gospels and a num-
ber of letters (also called epistles) but also includes 
the lengthy Acts of the Apostles and a work much 
discussed today, the book of  Revelation.

At the beginning of the New Testament one 
finds the four Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, 
and John. The word gospel means “good news,” 
indicating that these books intend primarily to 
proclaim faith that Jesus is the Messiah the Jews 

had hoped for, and more—a universal savior, sent 
by God to offer humanity a new way of being 
with God. These accounts contain some memo-
ries of actual events in the life of Jesus, but they 
are above all concerned with proclaiming faith in 
Jesus as the Messiah (Christ) of God who begins 
God’s reign.

Following the Gospels is the longest book of 
the New Testament, Acts of the Apostles. Acts 
presents an account of how the early Christian 
community grew, carrying out its mission to pro-
claim Christian faith first in Jerusalem and then 
to the whole known world. The letters, by the 
apostle Paul and other early followers of Jesus, 
were written for the instruction of various Chris-
tian communities that were established in the 
first century CE. The last book of the New Testa-
ment, Revelation (Apocalypsis in Greek), was writ-
ten during a Roman persecution of Christians at 
the end of the first century. It is a highly sym-
bolic, visionary account of the struggle between 
the powers of evil and Christ and his followers 
and the ultimate triumph of God’s reign.

A fragment of John’s Gospel from the Rylands Papyrus, 
dated ca. 125 CE and the oldest-known New Testament 
manuscript. 
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16  Beginning Biblical studies

tHe cHriStiaN BiBle

old teStameNt New teStameNt

peNtateucH
(Hebrew toraH,
instruction or “law”)
genesis
exodus
leviticus
numbers
deuteronomy
writiNgS
Historical books
Joshua
Judges
ruth
1 & 2 samuel
1 & 2 kings
1 & 2 chronicles
ezra
nehemiah
** tobit
** Judith
* esther
** 1 & 2 maccabees
Wisdom books
Job
Psalms
Proverbs
Qoheleth (ecclesiastes)
song of songs (song of solomon)
** wisdom (wisdom of solomon)
** sirach (ecclesiasticus)

propHetS 
Isaiah 
Jeremiah 
lamentations
** Baruch 
ezekiel 
* daniel
hosea
Joel
Amos 
obadiah 
Jonah 
micah 
nahum
habakkuk 
Zephaniah
haggai
Zechariah
malachi
eastern orthodox add:
1 esdras
3 maccabees
4 maccabees
Psalm 151

goSpelS
matthew
mark
luke
John
actS
Acts of the Apostles
letterS
romans
1 & 2 corinthians
galatians
ephesians
Philippians
colossians
1 & 2 thessalonians
1 & 2 timothy
titus
Philemon
hebrews
James
1 & 2 Peter
1, 2, & 3 John
Jude
apocalyptic
revelation

 * sections of this book only in catholic Bible
 ** Books only in catholic Bible 

Summary

proteStaNt BiBle catHolic BiBle

ot:  39 books (same content 
as hebrew scriptures)

nt: 27 books
total: 66 books

ot:  46 books (same content as 
greek canon, explained in 
chapter 2)

nt: 27 books
total: 73 books
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chapter 1 Bible and Bibles  17

Notice that though the order and grouping 
of books differ from that of Christian Bibles, 
all of the content of the Hebrew Scriptures is 
included in the Old Testament section of both 
Protestant and Catholic Bibles; Catholic Bibles 

contain additional material found in the Greek 
collection of Old Testament books (see chart, 
“The Christian Bible”). Further variations in the 
content of Christian Bibles will be outlined in 
chapter 2.

For reflection and discussion

 1. Explain what Christians mean by referring 
to the Bible as “revelation.”

 2. Explain what a member of the Jewish faith 
today would describe as his or her Bible.

 3. In a Christian Bible, what are major differ-
ences in content between the Old Testa-
ment and the New Testament?

 4. Explain the basic difference in content be-
tween a Catholic Bible and a Protestant Bible.

 5. The sidebar earlier in this chapter lists 
many different names and images of God 
in the Bible. Choose three of these and 
describe what the image or name implies 
about what God is like or how God acts.
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