
RELIGIOUS STUDIES 101 
THE BIBLE: TEXTS AND CONTEXTS 

 
Professor Milton Moreland 

Rhodes College 
Fall, 2006 

 
I can be reached at my office — Clough 404, office phone: 843-3379,  
home phone: 309-8821 (before 9:00 PM, please); E-mail: morelandm@rhodes.edu. 
 

Office Hours: Students should feel free to consult with me about the course and their 
work. This works best if you talk with me before or after class, or send me an e-mail so 
that we can arrange a mutually convenient time for us to meet.  
 
I will be in my office Monday, Wednesday & Friday 9-10 AM, Tuesday and 
Thursday 10-11 AM, and by appointment.  

 

1.  COURSE DESCRIPTION 
Religious Studies 101 is designed as the introductory course in the “Life: Then and 

Now” sequence. As such, it has several aims:  
 

• to introduce you to the academic study of the Bible (this differs from a 
“confessional” approach that is often offered by the church).  

• to introduce you to the contexts -- historical, religious, literary, and social -- in 
which the various texts of the Bible arose.  

• to introduce the study of the idea of “canon” and the processes by which the 
Jewish and Christian biblical canons were formed.  

• to introduce you to hermeneutics, the method of biblical interpretation over 
history and within various cultural contexts.  

 
A primary objective of the course is to enable you to appreciate the wide range of 

written material that has been collected in the book we call the Bible. During the semester 
we will examine the Bible as literature, as narrative, as philosophy, as history, as 
revelation, and as myth. As literature, the Bible has influenced the whole history and 
development of ‘Western’ literary tradition. As narrative, it has provided the basis of the 
‘Western’ culture’s stock of stories, influencing and shaping both the arts and society. As 
history (or historiography), it has shaped the understanding of the meaning of the past for 
many generations. As scripture, it has provided the religious images and mythical 
structures which have been perceived as truly meaningful by Jews, Muslims, and 
Christians. As a combination of all of these, the Bible has been a source of significance 
throughout the ages and still can be, even for "non-religious" individuals. 

No knowledge of the Bible, especially as a subject of academic study, is presumed. 
The class will consist of several types of instruction: information-giving (lecture, 
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background); intensive reading and study of the primary and secondary texts; response to 
and discussion of the ideas contained and questions raised by these texts; and testing of 
the knowledge gained. 

2.  ACTIVITIES OF PARTICIPANTS 
1) Attend class sessions and participate in the course dialogue. You must be 

prepared to speak in class and lead class discussions.  
2) Read assigned books and articles.  
3) Complete the written assignments and two reports. 
4) Participate in one midterm exam and a final exam. 
5) Complete quizzes throughout the semester. 
6) Complete journal entries in advance of each class meeting, and turn in 

journal when called on throughout the semester. 

3.  DETERMINATION OF FINAL GRADE 
A grade will be based on the percentage of the total number of points accumulated during 
the semester.  Grades will be given as follows: 
 

A (95-100) C (73-76) 
A- (91-94) C- (70-72) 
B+ (87-90) D+ (67-69) 
B (83-86) D (63-66) 
B- (80-82) D- (60-62 
C+ (77-79) F (below 60) 

4.  HONOR CODE and PLAGIARISM 
All work for this course is to be done under the auspices of the Rhodes Honor Code. If you have 
any questions about plagiarism (and how to avoid it), please ask me or consult with the staff at 
the Writing Center. Carelessness in documenting sources, even if not technically plagiarism will 
be penalized as the instructor deems appropriate. 

5.  INCLUSIVE LANGUAGE 
The following “Inclusive Language Policy Statement” is in effect in all Religious Studies 
classes: 
 

In accordance with the editorial policy and practice of the majority of publications in our 
field, and consistent with the policy of official Rhodes publications, the department of Religious 
Studies will require students in their written work to avoid the use of the term “man” (including 
also “men,” “mankind,” “family of man,” “brotherhood,” and the compounds of “chairman,” 
“clergyman,” etc.) as a generic term, and to use inclusive terms (e.g., “human being,” “human,” 
“humanity,” “humankind,” “people,” “minister,” etc.) to designate both individuals and groups. 
[This applies to humans only and not to the deity.] 

Consistent with this policy, the pronoun “he” is not regarded as generic. Sound policy is 
to use appropriate pronouns when the antecedent is known. The MLA Handbook is 
recommended as a guide to good inclusive style for both editors and authors. 
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Quotations are of course to represent the original exactly. Translations are to reflect as 
precisely as possible the translator's understanding of the original text with regard to gender. 

6.  REQUIRED TEXTS 
John Riches, The Bible: A Very Short Introduction. Oxford University Press, 2000.  
 
Bart D. Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus: The Story Behind Who Changed the Bible and Why. 
Harper SanFrancisco, 2005. 
 
L. Michael White. From Jesus to Christianity. HarperCollins, 2004. 
 
John S. Kloppenborg, et al. Q-Thomas Reader. Polebridge Press, 1990. 
 
The New Oxford Annotated Bible (NOAB). With the Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical 
Books. New Revised Standard Version. 3d ed. Michael D. Coogan, ed. New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2001. [This is the best modern English translation now 
available, and is the primary version of the Bible that will be used in this class.] 
 
Required Readings on PDF (Adobe Reader) distributed by e-mail attachments: 

• Alberto Manguel, A History of Reading (Penguin, 1996), pp. 177-85; 261-77  
• The Epic of Gilgamesh, Tablet XI, Translated by Andrew George. 
• Frank M. Cross, “Light on the Bible from the Dead Sea Caves,” pp. 156-66 in 

Understanding the Dead Sea Scrolls (Vintage, 1992). 
• William Schniedewind, How the Bible Became a Book, pp. 64-117 (Cambridge, 

2004). 
• Kyle McCarter, “The Patriarchal Age,” pp. 1-31 in Ancient Israel (Biblical 

Archaeology Society, 1999). 
• Larry Stager, “Forging an Identity,” pp. 90-111 in Oxford History of theBiblical 

World. 
• Simon Price, “The History of the Hellenistic Period, pp. 315-37 in Oxford History 

of the Classical World (Oxford, 1986). 
• Lee I. Levine, “The Age of Hellenism,” pp. 231-64 in Ancient Israel (Biblical 

Archaeology Society, 1999). 
• Adam Nicolson, pp. 82-83 in God’s Secretaries (HarperCollins, 2003). 
• The Acts of Paul and Thecla. 
• Infancy Gospel of Thomas. 

 
Recommended: 
Susan Niditch, Oral World and Written Word: Ancient Israelite Literature. Westminster 
John Knox Press, 1996. (Referred to as OWWW in Reading schedule.) 

7. NOTE ON READING ASSIGNMENTS: 
The secondary readings for this semester make references to texts from the Bible. When a 
modern author (like Riches or Ehrman) refers to a biblical text or story, you must look up 
that text and read it in order to be fully prepared for the class discussion. I do not list 
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every text from the Bible that we will discuss in class. Read the secondary material 
carefully and examine all the references so that you will be able to contribute to the 
discussion.  
 
Additionally, the NOAB provides short introductory essays to all the books of the Bible. 
In preparation for class discussion, quizzes and exams, you need to read the introductory 
essay for each of the biblical books that we are reading.  
 
In the reading schedule you will find a short comment or question related to the journal 
entry for each class session. These prompts are intended as a basic starting point for your 
journal entry. You need to expand on these topics and include notes on the reading that 
go beyond the “Journal Question.” 

8.  GRADED ASSIGNMENTS 
The most important requirement of this course is active involvement, by which I mean 
reading the assignments and interacting with them critically in class discussions and 
written work. Completing the following requirements will constitute the final grade: 
 

• Midterm Exam, 20% of the final grade (October 9). 
• 1 final exam, 25% of the final grade. 
• Active participation in class activities and discussions, 15% of the final 

grade. 
• Reading and Discussion Journal, 15% of the final grade. 

You will receive instructions for each journal entry during the class session prior 
to the next due date. Entries will be based on the reading for the next class 
session. You will be expected to use your journal entry to stimulate class 
discussion. 

• 2 Reports, 10% of the final grade. 
Topics for these 5 page reports are based on two books that we will read this 
semester. The first report will be based on A Very Short Introduction to the Bible. 
The first report is due on Sept. 6. The second report will be based on the book 
Misquoting Jesus. The second report is due on Dec. 6. 

• Quizzes, 15% of the final grade. 
There will be 6 in-class quizzes or written responses to particular questions that 
will be related to the specific day’s reading. Quizzes usually will be administered 
during the first 10 minutes of class time on the days listed on the course schedule 
(9/8, 9/15, 9/27, 10/13, 10/27, 11/8). If you are late to class of if you miss class on 
a quiz day, you will not be allowed to take the quiz.  

 
All exams, papers, quizzes and journal entries are due on the dates specified (either the 
dates listed in the syllabus or the dates I announce in class).  NO EXTENSIONS OR 
EXCEPTIONS OTHER THAN THE FOLLOWING: If you are absent from class for 
travel to athletic competitions or for other college-sanctioned purposes, your name must 
be on a list submitted by your coach or other responsible person, and you are expected to 
make up all the work missed. If you know that you will be traveling prior to a test, you 
need to make preparations to study for that exam ahead of time. If you are missing a test 
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on the scheduled date because of athletic or other approved college travel, you need to 
schedule a time to make up the test, preferably prior to the scheduled date. The only 
other possible exceptions are serious personal illness or death in the family.  
 

9.  ATTENDANCE POLICY AND DUE DATES: 
The lectures and classroom discussions are critical components of the learning process; 
therefore, regular attendance will be expected of all students. If you miss one class, you 
will miss a large portion of material. More than four unexcused absences will 
adversely affect your grade. Only absences for travel to athletic competitions or other 
college-sanctioned events are considered “excused.”  
 

10.  ACCOMMODATION OF SPECIAL NEEDS: 
I make every effort to accommodate special needs of students with respect to speech, 
hearing, vision, seating, or other concerns. You should consult the Office of Student 
Disability Services (SDS) at Rhodes College (x 3994, Tuthill Hall) if you have any needs 
or concerns. 
 

11. COURSE SCHEDULE (SUBJECT TO CHANGE) 
 
Wednesday, August 23 ● Introduction to the Academic Study of the Bible 
 
Friday, August 25 ●  
Orality, Literacy, Authority 
 

Reading: Alberto Manguel, A History of 
Reading, pp. 177-85 (PDF); Gilgamesh, 
Tablet XI (PDF). 

Question for Journal: 
 
 

Describe how the scribe’s ability can be thought of as “magical.” 
Additionally, how does the scribe have the ability to modify the 
past? 

 
Monday, August 28 ●  
The Texts of the Bible 
 
 
 

Reading: Frank M. Cross, “Light on the Bible 
from the Dead Sea Caves,” pp. 156-66 in 
Understanding the Dead Sea Scrolls (PDF); 
"The Canons of the Bible" in NOAB, pp.453-
460 [Essays]. 

Question for Journal: 
 

Describe at least two ways that the Dead Sea Scrolls help us 
understand the transmission and copying of biblical texts. 
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Wednesday, August 30 ●  
Israel and Judah in Literature and 
History, part 1 
 

Reading: handouts on historical periods and 
terms; “Cultural Contexts: Ancient Near 
East,” in NOAB, pp. 507-14; and “Timeline,” 
in NOAB, pp. 526-33 [Essays]. 

Question for Journal: 
 
 

Draw a map of the Ancient Near East on which you locate and 
identify at least 20 places that are mentioned in the reading. Use 
the maps in the back of the NOAB as a guide. 

 
Friday, September 1 ● Israel and 
Judah in Literature and History, part 2 
 

Reading: “Cultural Contexts: Persian and 
Hellenistic,” in NOAB, pp. 514-519; The 
Bible: A Very Short Introduction, pp. 1-53. 

Question for Journal: Why was the Persian Period a time of growth in Judah?  
 
Monday, September 4 ● Labor Day: No Class 
 
Wednesday, September 6 ●  
How the Bible was Written 

Reading: The Bible: A Very Short 
Introduction, pp. 54-142. 

Report on The Bible: A Very Short Introduction due today.  
 
Friday, September 8 ● Quiz 1 
The Scribes of Judah: King Hezekiah’s 
Court 

Reading: Schniedewind, How the Bible 
Became a Book, pp. 64-90 (PDF); II Kings 
17-20.  

Question for Journal: 
 

What impact did the destruction of the northern kingdom of 
Israel have on the southern kingdom of Judah?  

 
Monday, September 11 ●  
The Scribes of Judah: King Josiah’s 
Court 

Reading: Schniedewind, How the Bible 
Became a Book, pp. 91-117 (PDF); II Kings 
21-25. 

Question for Journal: 
 

What social, political, or economic reasons did Josiah have to be 
interested in a monotheistic movement in Judah? 

 
Wednesday, September 13 ●  
Patriarchal Narratives: Introduction 

Reading: Kyle McCarter, “The Patriarchal 
Age,” pp. 1-31 in Ancient Israel (PDF). 

Question for Journal: 
 
 

Why do scholars think the narratives in Genesis and Exodus 
were first written down around the time of the Babylonian 
Exile? 

 
Friday, September 15 ● Quiz 2 
Patriarchal Narratives: Tribal Ancestors 

Reading: Genesis 12-28. 
 

Question for Journal: 
 

Why were stories of united family origins (Abraham as the 
forefather) important for the ancient inhabitants of Judah? 
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Monday, September 18 ●  
Patriarchal Narratives: Stories of Moses

Reading: Exodus 1-15; Larry Stager, 
“Forging an Identity,” pp. 90-111 (PDF). 

Question for Journal: 
 

Why is the story of a mass escape from Egypt such a powerful 
story for the people of Judah? 

 
Wednesday, September 20 ● Stories 
of the Distant Past: “Settlement” 
 

Reading: Joshua 1-11 & Judges 1-5; Larry 
Stager, “Forging an Identity,” pp. 112-131 
(PDF). 

Question for Journal: 
 

Compare and contrast the story of the “settlement of Canaan” 
that is narrated in Joshua with the story that is found in Judges.  

 
Friday, September 22 ●  
Stories of the Distant Past: Monarchy 

Reading: I Samuel 1-19. 
 

Question for Journal: 
 

According to the author of the Deuteronomistic History, why do 
the people of Judah prosper or suffer? 

 
Monday, September 25 ●  
Legal Language on the Books 

Reading: Exodus 19-22; Leviticus 19; 
Deuteronomy 5-6, 19-21. 

Question for Journal: 
 

Describe two of the most interesting laws that are discussed in 
today’s reading. Do you think these laws were strictly enforced? 

 
Wednesday, September 27 ● Quiz 3 
National Literature in Exile 

Reading: Jeremiah 39-41, 52; Ps. 137; Ezra 1-
5; 2 Kings 24-25 

Question for Journal: 
 

How did the people of ancient Judah rationalize the destruction 
of their homeland by the Neo-Babylonians? 

 
Friday, September 29 ●  
Judean Cosmology & Primeval Stories 

Reading: Genesis 1-9; Susan Niditch, Oral 
World and Written Word, pp. 25-38. 

Question for Journal: 
 
 

Explain two key theological ideas that are found in the opening 
chapters of Genesis. How do these stories describe the belief in 
divinities among some people of ancient Judah? 

 
Monday, October 2 ● Theodicy  Reading: Job; Jeremiah 4-6; Habakkuk. 
Question for Journal: 
 

Compare the theology of Job’s friends (Eliphaz, Bildad and 
Zophar) to that of the prophets of Judah. 

 
Wednesday, October 4 ●  
The Persian Period: Boundaries 

Reading: Ezra 4-6, 9-10; Nehemiah 13; Ruth. 
 

Question for Journal: 
 

Regarding the idea of who can be a full member of the people of 
Judah, compare the story of Ruth to the mandates of Ezra/Neh. 
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Friday, October 6 ●  
The Persian Period 

Reading: Jonah; Isaiah 56-66- 
 

Question for Journal: 
 

How does the theology of the book of Jonah compare or contrast 
to that of the books of Ezra, Nehemiah and Ruth? 

 

Monday, October 9● Midterm Examination 

 
Wednesday, October 11 ● Hellenism 
and Hellenization 
 

Reading: Simon Price, “The History of the 
Hellenistic Period,” in Oxford History of the 
Classical World, pp. 315-37 (PDF). 

Question for Journal: 
 

Describe at least three ways that Greek culture came to dominate 
other ancient cultures. 

 
Friday, October 13 ● Quiz 4 
Responses to Empire 
 

Reading: I Maccabees; L. Levine, “The Age 
of Hellenism,” pp. 231-64 in Ancient Israel 
(PDF). 

Question for Journal: 
 

Describe the major conflict in 2nd century BCE Judean culture 
over the relationship with Hellenism. 

 
Monday, October 16 ● Fall Recess: No Class 
 
Wednesday, October 18 ●  
Hellenism and Judaism 

Reading: 4 Maccabees; Aristotle, selections 
from the Ethics (PDF). 

Question for Journal: 
 

How and why does the author of 4 Maccabees use classical 
Hellenistic moral conventions to describe Judean heroes? 

 
Friday, October 20 ●  
Translations and Translators 
 
 

Reading: Septuagint (selections); Letter of 
Aristeas (selections); A. Nicolson, God’s 
Secretaries, pp. 82-3; A. Manguel, A History 
of Reading, pp. 261-77. 

Question for Journal: To what extent is a translator of the Bible actually an interpreter?
 
Monday, October 23 ●  
 

Reading: White, From Jesus to Christianity, 
pp. 1-8, 439-58. 

Question for Journal: 
 

For “orthodox” Christian theologians, what were the major 
criteria for including a book in the “canon”? 

 
Wednesday, October 25 ●  
Pax Romana 

Reading: White, From Jesus to Christianity, 
pp. 11-39. 

Question for Journal: How did the ‘Herodian’ rulers reshape the culture of Judea? 
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Friday, October 27 ● Quiz 5 
Gods Old and New 

Reading: White, From Jesus to Christianity, 
pp. 40-92. 

Question for Journal: 
 

Why does White state that in the Roman world, “the claims of 
early Christians may well have sounded very familiar”? 

 
Monday, October 30 ●  
Christian Scribal Traditions, part 1 

Reading: Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus, pp. 1-42.
 

Question for Journal: 
 
 

Explain Ehrman’s claim that “despite the fact that early 
Christianity was by and large made up of illiterate believers, it 
was a highly literary religion.” 

 
Wednesday, November 1 ●  
Paul’s Mail, part 1 

Reading: Galatians; White, From Jesus to 
Christianity, pp. 143-68. 

Question for Journal: 
 

Describe what you think the opponents of Paul in Galatia were 
teaching. Why was Paul so upset by their instructions? 

 
Friday, November 3 ●  
Paul’s Mail, part 2 

Reading: I Corinthians. 
 

Question for Journal: 
 

What were Paul’s ideas about marriage? How did his 
eschatological ideas affect his social teaching? 

 
Monday, November 6 ●  
Paul as Hero 
 

Reading: The Acts of Paul and Thecla (PDF); 
White, From Jesus to Christianity, pp. 401-
03. 

Question for Journal: 
 

Compare the characterization of Paul in today’s reading to the 
teachings of Paul in I Corinthians. 

 
Wednesday, November 8 ● Quiz 6 
Paul against Himself 

Reading: I Timothy; White, From Jesus to 
Christianity, pp. 426-33. 

Question for Journal: 
 

Compare the teaching of Paul in today’s reading to the ideas 
about Paul in The Acts of Paul and Thecla. 

 
Friday, November 10 ●  
Sayings of Jesus: “Q” 

Reading: Sayings from the Synoptic Gospels 
in Q/Thomas Reader, pp. 31-74. 

Question for Journal: 
 

What are the most surprising or intriguing sayings of Jesus in 
this “Q” collection? 

 
Monday, November 13 ●  
Sayings of Jesus: “Thomas” 
 

Reading: Gospel of Thomas in Q/Thomas 
Reader, pp. 128-54; White, From Jesus to 
Christianity, pp. 301-04. 

Question for Journal: 
 

What are the most surprising or intriguing sayings of Jesus in 
this “Thomas” collection? 
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Wednesday, November 15 ●  
Jesus in Christian Literature 

Reading: Gospel of Mark (NOAB); White, 
From Jesus to Christianity, pp. 231-38 

Question for Journal: 
 

Describe the character of Jesus in this narrative gospel. Do any 
of the actions or sayings of Jesus in this story surprise you? 

 
Friday, November 17 ●  
Christian Scribal Traditions, part 2 

Reading: Ehrman; Misquoting Jesus, pp.45-
99; John 7:53-8:12; Mark 16. 

Question for Journal: 
 

Describe the role that Erasmus played in helping to establish the 
text of the Greek New Testament. 

 
Monday, November 20 ●  
Christian Scribal Traditions, part 3 

Reading: Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus, pp. 127-
75; I John 5:7-8; Hebrews 2. 

Question for Journal: Describe the key theological motivations that caused scribes to 
change the text of the New Testament. 

 
Wednesday, November 22 ● No Class, Thanksgiving 
 
Friday, November 24 ● No Class, Thanksgiving 
 
Monday, November 27 ●  
Jesus in Christian Literature 

Reading: Infancy Gospel of Thomas (PDF). 
 

Question for Journal: 
 

Why were early Christians interested in telling stories about 
Jesus as a child? 

 
Wednesday, November 29 ●  
Jesus in Christian Literature 

Reading: Gospel of Matthew 1-7; Gospel of 
Luke 1-6. 

Question for Journal: 
 

Make a list of the events surrounding the birth and childhood of 
Jesus in Matthew and a separate list for the events in Luke. 

 
Friday, December 1 ●  
Jesus in Christian Literature 

Reading: Gospel of John  
 

Question for Journal: 
 

Why do you think this gospel does not have a story about the 
birth and childhood of Jesus? 

 
Monday, December 4 ●  
The Apocalyptic Impulse  

Reading: Revelation 
 

 
Wednesday, December 6 ●  
Christian Scribal Traditions, part 4 

Reading: Ehrman, Misquoting Jesus, pp.207-
218.  

Report on Misquoting Jesus due 

 10



Prof. Moreland  RELS 101, Fall 2006 

today.  
 
Final Exam Schedule: 
Class time   Exam time
MWF 10 AM   Wednesday, Dec. 13, 8:30 AM 
 
MWF 11 AM  Friday, Dec. 8, 1 PM 
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