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3  
“A Look Back”  
(a really, really short review of where we’ve been so far) 
 
4  
Last week Bill talked with you about part of the world behind the text:  
the cultural part that forms part of the context, (the word literally means 
something you read or understand together with the text to give it more 
meaning).   
 
And Bill showed us how that’s true in terms of some of the major political parts 
of 1st C Jewish culture by talking to us about the King: Herod, the ruling council 
of Elders: the Sanhedrin, and the Judges: who could be the Sanhedrin, the 
Herodian King, or the Roman procurator (and in the case of Jesus’ trial as Bill 
said, all 3 get involved).  
 
5  
The week before Bill, Tyler talked with you about a different part of the world 
behind the text, the historical part.   He gave you an overview of 400 years of IT 
history and 4major eras of Jewish history that fit into those 400 years: the 
Persian era, the Greek era, the era of Jewish Independence and the Roman era.  
He also talked about of some of major historical events that helped shape the 
development of Jewish culture in each of those 4 eras. 
 
6  
And the week before that, I led off our course on TWOTNT by introducing you 
to the idea of “3 worlds”: the world behind the text, the world inside the text 
and the world in front of the text. I also told you that in this 6-week class we 
were going to be focusing on the world behind the text and I tried to give you 
some examples of how doing that can help you or anyone understand the 
meaning of NT more completely.  So, that’s a “look back” at where we’ve been.   
 
7  
Now, where are we going tonight?  Well tonight I’m going to be talking with 
you about another part of the world behind the text, another part of the 
cultural context of the NT.  Bill talked politics.  Tyler talked history.  I’m going to 
talk books!  Because books form a large part of any culture and books and 
fragments and scrolls and notes and all kinds of writings have come to us out of 
the IT and the 1st C.  So, before I move on, let me say a few words to you about  
 
The Benefit of Knowing About IT and 1st C Books 
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There are 2 primary paths we can take to study and learn more about the 
culture of groups of people in ancient history:   
 
8  
The first path involves the discovery and study of the physical remains of a 
culture.  Archaeology does that.  It seeks to find the physical remains 
ancient peoples left behind; remains of buildings, or art, or inscriptions, or 
whatever else we can find. 
 
9  
The second path involves the discovery of the literary remains of a culture.  
Then comes reading, deciphering and studying those remains (books, 
scrolls, fragmentary payrii, and any other kinds of literary remains we can 
find in writing that comes from the IT period and the 1st C). 
  
10  
So tonight, I want to try and sketch out (and I do mean sketch out) the 
scope and contents of the literary remains that have come to us out of the 
IT period and the 1st C.  I’m going to do that because the books that and 
writings that come of this period are the ones the writers of the NT were 
most likely to know.   
 
But when I say that, remember what you’ve learned so far about Jewish culture 
in the IT and 1st C.  It didn’t exist in a vacuum all by itself without being influenced 
by other cultures.  It was part of a cultural mix of Jewish and gentile influences.  
So, in terms of literature that means Persian, Greek, and Roman writings 
containing history, biography, historical fiction, legends, novels, romance novels, 
poetry, philosophy, religious writings – it’s all part of the cultural background of 
NT to some extent.  
 
(What do I mean by that?  Well what I’m trying to do is let you know that 
“extent” is what scholars of the NT talk about and write about and sometimes 
disagree about and even about.  Sometimes the extent of influence is clear.  
Sometimes it’s not.  Sometimes it’s possible.  Sometimes it’s probable.  And now 
that all of you are becoming students of the IT and NT periods, you just need to 
know that.) 
 
But to get back to my point, I was telling you that Persian, Greek, and Roman 
literature influences Jewish literature and it certainly does.  One of the ways that 
shows up very clearly is in the way Jewish writers react to positively and 
negatively to gentile influence in their writings  
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11  
Some writers like Philo (who we’ll talk about more in a minute) lived among 
Greeks, Romans, and Egyptians in the very cosmopolitan city of Alexandria. And, 
as you’ll see Philo welcomed the opportunity to interact with other cultures 
appreciating their wisdom and try to demonstrate to them the virtues of Judaism 
and the values that Jews people and gentiles shared.  
 
12  
Other writers like “The Teacher of Righteousness” of the Essenes including the  
community at Qumran where the DSS come from wanted nothing to do with 
“the yoke of the gentiles” and its cultural influence on Judaism.  
 
And there’s lots of “in between” too, from Jewish writers whose books stand in  
between the “Teacher” on one side and Philo on the other.   
 
Something else to say as we get started.  I’m going to talk with you tonight almost 
exclusively about Jewish literature.  There’s a lot of it, as you’ll see!  Some of it began 
as words spoken/heard that were written down later.  Some of it was written first, 
then was talked about.  But we’re not going to consider the process that produced it 
very much tonight.  Instead what I’m going to do is sketch out for you as I said an 
overview of Jewish literature.  And if want to get more than a sketch there are 2 
books, I would recommend to you. 
 
13 – TWO BOOKS TO READ & FOLLOW UP - 14 
 
So now let’s start talking about the 6 Major Collections of Jewish Literature 
 
15  
Collection #1 - The Apocrypha, 
 
The Apocrypha is a collection of between 12 and 18 books of different 
lengths and different genres/different kinds.   
Here’s a quick sketch of what kind of books are in the Apocrypha 

 1 and 2 Maccabees are historical books that describe the Jewish revolt 
against the Syrian-Greek ruler Antiochus Epiphanes, and their history 
contains both fact and legend.  

 There books which supplement the HB/OT - 1 Esdras provides another 
account of events that happened after the return from exile that are 
described in the OT in 2 Chronicles Ezra, and Nehemiah.   
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 There are books more like what we would call today legends or works 
of historical fiction - books like Tobit, Judith, Susanna, and Bel and the 
Dragon  

 There are books of teaching/instruction like Proverbs in the OT.  These 
are called the Wisdom of Solomon and Ecclesiasticus or the Wisdom 
of Ben Sira  

 There are devotional / liturgical books /Psalms - the Prayer of 
Manasseh, the Prayer of Azariah, the Song of the Three Young Men, 
Psalm 151 

 There’s are letters like the Letter of Jeremiah 
 And there’s an apocalyptic book 2 Esdras 

 
So, why are these books important?  Well for one thing they all come from 
the latter half of the IT period and predate the NT (except for parts of one 
of them: that’s the Apocalypse 2 Esdras.   
  
Second, they help us understand the world behind the text of the NT, the 
world out of which the NT developed.  But beyond that, they also influence 
the NT in subtle but still significant ways. 
What do you mean by that Jim?  How? 
 Through allusions and at least one citation  
 In terms of recurring ideas and themes 

 
So, the real value of the A lies in the fact that it gives us a good idea about how the 
developing HB/OT was being used, interpreted, imitated and supplemented by 
Jewish authors who in one sense felt free to do that.   
 
16  
But when I say that they “in one sense they felt free to do that” there’s an 
important thing to remember!  In all the places where the influence of the 
Apocrypha shows up in the NT, it’s never given the kind of authoritative 
introduction that is given to citations or allusions from the HB/OT.  
 
For example, OT materials in the NT are often introduced with words like 
this: “all this took place in order to fulfill the words” and then a direct 
attribution will be made to a book/author in the HB.  And you just don’t find 
that kind of thing happening when material from the Apocrypha is being 
used in the NT  
(I’m going to say more about that, and about why the A is called 
Deuterocanonical, a “second canon” a little later.  And when I do, I’ll also 
tell you why the A is included in some Christian bibles & not others.)   
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17  
Collection #2 The Pseudepigrapha of the OT 
The PSP is a much larger collection of books (60+) and even more diverse. (Sibylline 
Oracles).  Some books are very shot.  Others are very long.  Some are probably 
written before the NT, some at the same time, and some after the NT.  Like the A 
they influence the NT through allusions and recurring ideas/themes that echo their 
content   
 
But there’s also one clear citation (though not a quotation) of a book of 
Pseudepigrapha called 1 Enoch in Jude 14-15.  Jude says “It was also about 
these that Enoch, in the seventh generation from Adam, prophesied, saying, 
“See, the Lord is coming with ten thousands of his holy ones, to execute 
judgment on all, and to convict everyone of all the deeds of ungodliness.”    
 
The value of the Psp is the same as the Apoc but it also shows us a greater variety 
of ways that Jewish culture responded to the “yoke of the gentiles” and expands 
our understanding of the nature and diversity of literary genres like apocalyptic 
literature.  
 
18  
Collection #3 The Dead Sea Scrolls/The Qumran Scrolls 
The DSS consists of more than 800 books and fragments that were discovered in 
caves beginning in 1947 in the wilderness of Judea south of Jerusalem near a place 
called Khirbet (Aramaic for “hill-ruins”) Qumran.  They had been hidden there by 
the Essenes (a group you’ll hear more about next week from Tyler) during the time 
of the First Jewish war which began in 66AD (and incidentally that may connect 
with the number 666 in Revelation in a way kind of like the way Jesus speaks of the 
need to forgive sins 70 times 7!) 
 
Anyway, one of the really important things about the DSS is that they are written in 
Hebrew and Aramaic and they contain scrolls, significant parts of scrolls and 
fragments of scrolls that can be reliably dated from c. 168 BC to sometime between 
66 and 70 AD.   
 
The scrolls contain all kinds of literature.  For example, The Isaiah Scroll contains 
the entire book of Isaiah.  It’s the oldest copy of Isaiah in the world by a long shot. 
Others scrolls help us picture community life, how the Essenes viewed other Jewish 
groups and the community’s take on how God would end the world and judge the 
peoples. 
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How do they help us understand the world of the NT and influence its authors?  
Again, through allusions, recurring themes/ideas from the scrolls that are echoed in 
the NT and maybe, maybe through a link to the life of John the Baptist!  
 
 
19  
Collection # 4 The works of Philo, 
Philo was born c 15-10BC while Herod the Great was still alive and reigning 
over Israel.  He is in terms of date, a rough contemporary of Jesus.  But his 
life was very different!   
 
For one thing Philo lived and wrote in the Jewish diaspora in Alexandria in 
Egypt a cosmopolitan city where Judaism and Greek culture intermingled 
and interacted freely and respectfully.  For another his family had both 
status and wealth.  He was a prolific author and wrote at least 35 books, 
many of them essays interpreting the OT scriptures using allegory to 
demonstrate the parallels between the OT and Greco-Roman philosophy.   
 
Actually, Philo tries to explain Judaism in almost everything he writes in a 
way that will make it understandable and attractive as a philosophy, a 
religion and a way to Greeks and Romans.  His influence on the NT is less 
than the collections we’ve talked about so far.  But his allegorical approach 
to the interpretation of the OT is also found at least once in Paul’s writing in 
the allegory of Galatians 4 where Hagar stands for the law and Sarah for 
grace.  
  
20  
Collection #5 The works of Josephus,  
Josephus is born during the reign of the Roman emperor Caligula in 37 or 38 
AD.  His father came from a priestly family and his mother claimed royal 
descent.  As a young man he studied Jewish law, thought of becoming a 
Sadducee, a Pharisee or an Essene, and traveled to Rome.   
 
When the first Jewish war against Rome began in 66 AD Josephus became a 
commander in Galilee.  But after his forces were surrounded, he 
surrendered and told the Roman General Vespasian he would someday be 
the Emperor.  He was imprisoned until his words came true and then 
released.  He wrote 2 historical books The Jewish War and Jewish Antiquies, 
an autobiography and a defense of Judaism against its gentile accusers. 
 
21  
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Collection #6 The Targums & Rabbinical Literature 
These are both collections of multiple books.  The Targums are Aramaic 
paraphrases of the Old Testament.  They originated in synagogues, but how 
early is a matter of discussion among scholars.  All agree though that some 
certainly come from the 1st century and are relevant to the wording of some 
NT texts that cite the OT and some of the paraphrases introduce ideas that 
may be echoed in the NT.   
 
22  
Rabbinical Literature is a generic name used by scholars to denote Jewish 
literature that contains comments on the Mosaic laws (Mishnah) or on the 
rest of the OT (Midrash).  Like the Targum these comments originate from 
the studies, insights, and teaching of rabbis in the synagogues between the 
1st and the 6th C, most written after the NT. 
 
But parts of this material, some of the comments (for example in books like 
Pirke Avot/Aboth (Teachings of the Elders) predate the 1st century.  Other 
collections are found in the Misnah (which collected comments collected 
and written down from before the time of the writing – so some may come 
from the 1st C – the Mishnah dates from the early 3rd century or around 
200AD), the volumes of the Jerusalem Talmud (first compiled around 350 
AD), the Babylonian Talmud (compiled during and in the century after the 
Jerusalem Talmud) and early midrashim and early parts of the Tosefta and 
Gemara.  
 
So those are the 6 major collections of Early Jewish Literature outside the 
OT and the NT 
 
23  
But wait - there’s even more! 
Magical texts, medical texts, common texts about common subjects,  Greek and 
Syriac and Latin translations of the OT whose wording sometimes show up in 
the wording of the NT and even more often in the footnotes of a modern bible 
as you’re reading it.  But that’s enough to give you a sketch, a very simple 
outline of Jewish literature.   
 
So, before we go on, let me tell you a story.   
(My Ph.D. story) 
My questions for Jimmy: Where? And Why? 
The Where ? I asked: Where do you want me to start?   
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24  
And he said: …  
 
 
 
But what about my Why?  And I need to be honest with you.  I didn’t ask this 
one, but I was thinking it?  Why would I want to start there?  Why would I want 
to read the Apocrypha?  I know that’s how I felt.  And I know it’s how a lot of 
people feel because, well, frankly, it’s not in the Bible.     
 
SO, why is that?   
 
To answer that, as finish up tonight, I want to ask and answer 2 questions. 
Where does that name Apocrypha come from, what does it really mean?  And 
Why aren’t the books of the Apocrypha in our bibles?  (I know I’ve already 
hinted at the answer to that, but I want to give you a little more of an answer). 
 
25  
Q1 - Where does that name Apocrypha come from?   
 
Actually, it comes from 2 Greek words because as you know if you’ve ever 
watched My Big Fat Greek Wedding “Every word in English comes from a Greek 
word!    
 
26 
Now the word Apocrypha is doubly blessed because it comes from 2!  Apo in 
Greek means “out/out of” and krupto: it’s a verb that means “to hide”.  So, Apo 
– krupto, “to take out of hiding”   
 
27  
But where were the books that ended up in the Apocrypha hiding?  Well, the 
short answer is they weren’t!  Any literate Jew like Philo/Josephus would know 
about them and have read about them.   
 
28  
But scholars estimate the rate of literacy in Israel was probably less than 10%.  
So many would not know about them because they had read them, but 
probably would have heard about some of their ideas/themes and maybe 
heard somebody paraphrase a line or two.  That’s probably why the NT so often 
is influenced by the Apocrypha in those 2 exact ways! 
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The ideas contained in the A books were certainly “in the air” of conversation in 
the first century, kind of like hearing about a sermon by Tyler you missed 
hearing in person in a conversation with friends.   
 
 
BUT, (and this is an important but) they were never read alongside the Law or 
the Prophets in the synagogues, though the rabbis may have commented on 
them as rabbinical literature may reflect sometimes.  
 
And for Protestants like us, they were and still are hiding from our bibles 
because the canon of the Hebrew Bible as it developed never included the 
books of the Apocrypha. So, at the time of the Reformation Protestants chose 
the 39 books in the Hebrew Bible and rejected the deuterocanonical books that 
by then were in Catholic bibles. That’s the short answer.   
 
29  
But it’s part of a bigger back-story.  I can’t tell you all of it but here’s part of it  
 
30  
First of all, you need to know that Protestants, Roman Catholics, Orthodox and 
Coptic Christians, all agree: 27 books belong in the canon, the NT (canon’s 
another Greek word that means “measuring stick” because the 27 books called 
the NT mark out, measure and define what is Christianity what Christians 
believe and practice.  They provide the boundaries of orthodoxy and show 
what kind of diversity exists in Christianity and what kind of beliefs and 
practices are heretical (another English word that comes from a Greek word 
that means “different”.)   
 
31  
But, (and here comes another part of the story) all Roman Catholic Christians, 
Orthodox, Coptic, and even a couple of Protestant Christian denominations 
(Lutherans and Anglicans/Episcopalians) include other books alongside the 27 
in their Bibles, and they call these books Deuterocanonical books that form a 
“second/secondary kind of canon”   What’s a second canon?  Well, I think 
Greek Orthodox Christians say it best.  They call the Deuterocanonical books 
Anagignoskomena.  It means “things that are known or recognized as worthy to 
read.” 
 
Why did these books get to be worth reading to many Christians and not 
others?  Well, basically because the NT canon was a category whose 
boundaries were fluid with different books being recognized as canonical or 
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non-canonical by different bishops in different parts of the Roman empire … 
 
32  
 
Until the bishop of Alexandria, a man named Athansisus wrote an Easter letter 
to the churches in and around Alexandria that were under his authority.  In that 
letter Athanasius gave his churches a list of books he “canonized” and he used that 
word.  The list includes exactly the same 39 books of our OT bible today and exactly 
the same 27 books as our NT, BUT it also included the books of the Apocrypha.  
And that date 367 is one that scholars use to begin to talk about a fixed NT canon 
rather than a fluid one.   
 
Now don’t get the wrong idea about that word fluid!  As early as the second 
century, and probably around 170 AD a list of 23 of the 27 books that are now in 
our canon was in circulation.  We have a copy of that list.  
 
33  
It’s called the Muratorian canon (after an Italian scholar named Ludovico Antonio 
Muratori who discovered it Italy in the 17th century).  So, it’s important to know 
that less than 100 years after the NT books were written, most were already 
recognized as canonical in Italy and probably more widely.   
 
Still, even after Athanasius canonized the Apocryphal books for Alexandrian 
Christians there were doubts in Italy and beyond about books including books like 
Revelation or Hebrews or James.  These doubts led to other bishops in other areas 
making their own canons including all, some, or none of books of the Apocrypha.  
 
34  
So, in 382 AD Pope Damascus called a council in Rome which ratified the  
canonized list of Athanasius.  Then he asked a man named Jerome to make an  
authorized Latin version of all the books of the OT, NT, and A (kind of like  
the King of England, James commissioned the English version the KJV).   
 
That Latin version became known as the Vulgate (which in Latin means common).  
So, Jerome did that.  But what you need to know is the books of the Apocrypha had 
never been translated into Latin (the language of Rome and the church in the 
western Roman empire before that time.  They had always existed instead in the 
common language of Alexandria, Constantinople and the eastern Roman empire.   
 
Jerome in his first Vulgate separated the books of the A into a 3rd section, but later 
in his life revised his translation and included the books of the A alongside the 
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books of Genesis through Malachi as part of the OT.  And that led Roman Catholics 
to consider them canonical.  
 
That belief was ratified during the Reformation in the Catholic counter-reformation 
by the Council of Trent.  And so the Latin Vulgate in its second edition remained the 
official Bible in Roman Catholicism until 1943 when Pope Pius XII issued an 
“encyclical” Divino afflante Spiritu that allowed Catholic Bibles to be based on 
Greek texts or on the Vulgate. 
 
35  
But at same time as the Council of Trent, the Reformers had already begun to back 
behind the Vulgate to “the Canon of the ancient church and the 39 books of the 
Hebrew Bible” as their Canon.  So, although Lutherans and Anglicans included the 
Apocrypha in their Bibles as books worthy to be read, they were not included in the 
OT but set in a separate section as Jerome had originally done. 
 
However, the big majority of other churches that emerged in the Reformation 
including Presbyterian churches did not include the A books in the bibles they read 
and published.  And although they didn’t prohibit individuals from reading or 
studying them, they did speak out strongly against any use of the A in worship or 
public teaching. 
 
36  
The Westminster Confession of Faith is typical in what it says about the Apocrypha.  
“The books commonly called Apocrypha, not being of divine inspiration, are no part 
of the canon of the Scripture, and therefore are of no authority in the Church of 
God, nor to be any otherwise approved, or made use of, than other human 
writings.” 
 
37  
However, the Belgic Confession that comes out of the Reformed tradition in the 
lowland countries of Europe allowed the Apocrypha to be used in worship.  “The 
church may certainly read these books and learn from them as far as they agree 
with the canonical books.  But they do not have such power and virtue that one 
could confirm from their testimony any point of faith or of the Christian religion.” 
 
If you want to read further about any of this, I recommend the 2 books and 2 
websites (on the slides) 
 
www.earlyjewishwritings.com 
& 
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www.torreys.org/bible/ 
 


