
An Episcopalian’s Guide to the Bible 
 
Schedule of Topics 
May 11: What does the “original” say? 
- Biblical languages/culture 
- finding the original manuscripts 
May 18: How did we get the Bible(s) we have today? 
- how translations happen in theory 
- the “best” Bible translations 
May 25: Why do we read the Bible? 
- who has the authority to say what it means? 
- what intentions do we have when we read the Bible? 
 
Bible verses of the day:  
See what large letters I make when I am writing in my own hand! -Galatians 6:11 
 
For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of a letter, will 
pass from the law until all is accomplished. -Matthew 5:18 
 
Our main question today: how can we read the original text? 
 
What is the original text? 

- Stone/clay tablet (like what Charlton Heston has in The Ten Commandments) 
- Papyrus/parchment manuscript 
- Oral tradition 
- Changes, corruptions, additions, erasures all happen over the centuries 
- Textual criticism attempts to find the changes and see what the original text was 
- The meaning of the text is not significantly changed by the variation found in the 

manuscripts 
- Masoretic text – the canonical version of the Hebrew scriptures  
- Dead Sea Scrolls – Hebrew scrolls with Biblical and non-Biblical texts, written from 408BC to 

318AD 
- Septuagint – translation of the Hebrew scriptures into Greek, it was the Bible used by the NT 

authors 
 
Discussion questions: 

- What would happen if we found the original manuscripts (autograph)? 
- How do we decide which manuscripts are reliable? 
- How do we decide which manuscripts are true? 

 
How can we know what was originally meant? 

- Original context: history, politics, archeology, climate, agriculture…. 
- We, in 21st century California, have to explicitly learn what the original audience knew 

implicitly 
- Biblical languages (Hebrew, Greek, Aramaic)  
- My controversial opinion: knowing “a bit” of Greek or Hebrew is not helpful: knowing the 

meaning of a word in the context of a passage, a word chosen centuries ago, requires more 
than looking it up in a lexicon. Additionally, especially with Hebrew, modern Christians tend 



to appropriate later Jewish culture that developed independently from Christianity – the 
meaning of a Hebrew word in contemporary Judaism is not necessarily a meaning available 
to contemporary Christianity. 

- But…there are resources (books, websites, etc.) that make it possible for English speakers to 
work with Biblical languages. It is possible to make connections between passages using a 
concordance, and a good lexicon can provide nuance to the range of meanings a word can 
carry. 

 
Discussion questions: 

- Where can we get the implicit cultural knowledge that the original audience had without 
earning a PhD in Biblical studies? 

- What is important about going back to the original languages? 
- How can we avoid using Biblical languages as tokens for an exotic or academic flavor in our 

discussions?  
 
Does it matter if Paul or Moses didn’t actually write the books we say they did? 

- By looking at redundancies, contradictions, and changes in vocabulary or style, we can try to 
figure out if the passage was written by the person whose name is at the top of the page 

- Pseudepigrapha: texts that falsely claim to be written by someone, or that are attributed to a 
historical figure  

- Documentary hypothesis – The Pentateuch is a compilation of different sources (cf. Creation 
happens in a different order in Gen 1 vs 2) 

- Q source: Matthew and Luke copied from Mark, and also from a lost source, now called Q  
- Paul didn’t write all of the letters attributed to him. 1/2 Timothy and Titus are widely 

considered pseudepigraphal. 
 

Discussion questions: 
- Do the texts have less authority if someone else wrote them? 
- Are they less true if they were written later? 

 
 
Resources: http://jlharmon.com/bible-guide  

http://jlharmon.com/bible-guide

