
 
Why study the Bible as background to an English/American Literature course? 

 
The Bible is arguably the single most widely read and influential document of Western 
Civilization.  Most of us have heard of Adam and Eve, of Cain and Abel, and of Noah and 
the flood. We label people as “scapegoats” or call them a "doubting Thomas." We speak of 
politicians who can't read “the writing on the wall.” We utter “crusty” old platitudes like 
"spare the rod and spoil the child" and preach sublime maxims like "whatever you wish 
that people would do to you, do to them." We draw all of these words and images from the 
Bible. The Bible pervades our culture. Despite its pervasiveness, though, most public-school 
educators today shun it. The Bible is for them a banned book.  Fortunately, at Beaver 
Local, our Administrators and School Board Members realize the significance of this text 
in relation to virtually all other works in Western Literature.  We will be examining this 
text not as a “religious” document, but as a document providing us with the insight 
necessary to understand virtually every other literary work in Western Civilization.  Lucky 
for all of you, this is the year we examine the Old Testament.  The Old Testament is filled 
with exciting stories, characters, plots, and themes that can be appreciated on a truly 
literary level.  Please complete the assignments below with the same detachment 
(regardless of your religious views) as you would if you were studying science fiction or 
Greek mythology.  Thank you— Mrs. Hendricks 
 

 
Don’t just take my word for it: 
 

The high literary value of many parts of the Bible has been almost universally 
recognized.  Many English authors, including Milton, Wordsworth, Scott, and Carlyle, 
have paid tribute to Biblical literature. . . .  The influence of the Bible upon English 
literature is [extremely] pervasive. . . .  [In fact] few great English and American writers 
of the seventeenth, eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries can be read with 
satisfaction by one ignorant of Biblical literature. . . .  Novelists of the twentieth-century 
America are increasingly turning to the Bible for themes and plots; among the many 
examples are Hemingway's The Sun Also Rises, Faulkner's Light in August and A Fable, 
and Steinbeck's The Grapes of Wrath and East of Eden. 

         --from  A Handbook to Literature by C. Hugh Holman 
  

No one in the English-speaking world can be considered literate without a basic 
knowledge of the Bible.  Literate people in India, whose religious traditions are not based 
on the Bible but whose common language is English, must know about the Bible in order 
to understand English within their own country.  All educated speakers of American 
English need to understand what is meant when someone describes a contest as being 
between David and Goliath, or whether a person who has the “wisdom of Solomon” is 
wise or foolish, or whether saying “My cup runneth over” means the person feels 
fortunate or unfortunate.  Those who cannot use or understand such allusions cannot fully 
participate in literate English. 
  --from The Dictionary of Cultural Literacy by E. D. Hirsch, Jr. 

 



 
 
 
Which version of the Bible should you read? 
By far, the most important and influential of English Bibles is the "Authorized" or King James 
Version (translated in 1611).  It is a revision of the Bishops' Bible and was sponsored by King 
James I, who took over after Elizabeth I, and ruled while Shakespeare was writing plays in 
London.  Approximately fifty leading Biblical scholars and writers of the time worked on this 
project, and together, they produced the most widely read English Bible to date.  If you do not 
have this version, you may use the Revised Standard Version, The New English Bible, or The 
New American Bible--all of which can be found in your local library.  (Note:  If you are unable 
to go to the library, perhaps a friend could loan you a text.   
 
What should you learn from your reading?   

“Just the facts.”  We need not concern ourselves with the religious aspects of this 
work.  Our goal is to guarantee that you become more sophisticated readers who 
are able to understand references and allusions to these characters/events when 
found in your other readings. 

 
Background to the Bible as Literature: 
 
I. Structure 

A. The Bible is divided into two sections 
1. The Old Testament* (contains 39 books) 

a) Makes up approximately ¾ of the Bible   
b) The first five books are the Pentateuch (or the Books of Moses; or the Torah) 

and are sacred to three religions -- Jews, Christians, and Moslems. 
c) Comprised of prophesies, history of the Israelites, and excellent short stories 

2. The New Testament (contains 27 books) 
a) Chronicles the life and teaching of Jesus 
b) Explains the “early church”  
c) Explains what is to come in the future 
*Testament, in this sense, means “covenant”—a solemn agreement or contract 
that establishes a formal relationship with mutual obligations. 

B. Three “groups” of books in each testament 
1.  Both begin with historical books 

       2.  Both end with prophetic books (Note: there is only one of these in the  
New Testament) 

3. In the middle are poetic books (Old Testament) and epistles, or letters  
      (New Testament) 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 

C. Major Authors--the Bible is an anthology (one work written by numerous  
 authors) 
1. Moses (author of the first five books:  Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus,  

Numbers, and Deuteronomy) 
2. David (believed to have authored many of the Psalms) 
3. Solomon (book of short sayings of wisdom, some from King Solomon) 
4. The apostles (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John), authors of the first four  

books of the New Testament, primary biographers of the birth, teachings, and 
death of Jesus of Nazareth. 
Note:  John is also the author of the final book of the Bible, Revelation 

                   5.  Paul (author of letters explaining the church and Christ) 
 

Genesis Background Information & Overview 
 
Pentateuch=Torah 
Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy  
First five books (teachings) of the Old Testament 
 
“Authors” 
Some sources are labeled as: 
Yahwist=J 
Elohist=E 
Priestly=P 
Deuteronomic=D 
There is not one author 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Ch. 1-11 
 Primeval History 
  Unknown setting, generally in the Eastern world 
 
Ch. 12-50 
 Historical Account 
  Recognizable place names 
  Time is generally historically correct 
 
Patriarchs 
 Adam 
 Noah 
 Abraham 
 Isaac 
 Jacob 
 Joseph 
Chapters 
1-3 Creation and Original Sin 
4-5 Evil and sin spread 
6-9 Evil and sin overwhelm the world, God begins again 
10-11 People multiply again, sin persists 
 
12-25 Abraham is chosen to receive God’s blessing 
 
21-27 Abraham’s son Isaac inherits the promise and passes it on 
 
27-36 + 48-50 Jacob receives the promise bears 12 children who 
will eventually become Israel 
 
37-50 Joseph brings the promise to Egypt 
 



 
 

The Genesis Tree of Patriarchal Families 

 
 


