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PREFACE
This book introduces students to the books of the Bible as
shaped in the crucible of the history of Israel and the early
church. A prominent theme throughout is the way the
books of the Bible reflect quite different sorts of interaction
with empires that dominated the ancient Near East and
Mediterranean. At first some students and professors may
find this approach unusual, since we 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. So why have
we chosen this approach? There are many advantages. On
the basis of our experience with using this approach we
have seen that the picture of the Bible’s development
comes into focus as the narrative of its formation unfolds.
By the end, 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 discussion of the history of
Jewish and Christian interpretation of focus texts toward
the end of many chapters, 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. Given the already large scope of this
Introduction, we have focused on texts included in the Old
and New Testaments, with a particular emphasis – in the
case of the Hebrew Bible/Old Testament – on books
included in the scriptures of Judaism and various forms of
Christianity. This meant that we could not give sustained
attention to apocryphal/deutero-canonical books of the Old
Testament, or to the range of non-canonical early Christian


