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Preface

The Bible, like all great literature, is for all times; it is more relevant to modern life than
the newspaper. The English journalist Malcolm Muggeridge puts it humorously: “News is old
things happening to new people.” Great literature transcends both time and place because it
gives us a window to some reality we would not know or feel without it. To state it another way,
literature emphasizes the pattern of meaning in human experience. As poets and storytellers
have long recognized, the deepest truths may only be expressed in symbols, metaphors, and
stories; this makes them more true, not less true, touching the imagination and emotions,
along with the intellect. It is not surprising, then, that the Bible is a thoroughly literary book.
Its stories are often profoundly moving and its poems things of beauty.

Perhaps many readers will say with the British Romantic poet, philosopher, and
theologian Samuel Taylor Coleridge: “in the Bible there is more that finds me than I
have experienced in all other books put together [and] ... the words of the Bible find me
at greater depths of my being; ... whatever finds me brings with it an irresistible evidence

»1

of its having proceeded from the Holy Spirit.”" For this and other reasons, many share
Coleridge’s opinion that the Bible is the greatest book of all time. Its ideas and language
have transformed personal lives, world history, and every area of human thought. The
Bible is unquestionably an important book, but it is not always an easy book to read. Part
of the Bible’s power, as well as its challenge, comes from its literary approach. Though
unified around the theme of God’s redemptive purpose in human history and individual
lives, it has come to us in many different literary forms.

But the Bible is not exclusively a literary book. It also contains a great deal of history.
At the same time, it is theology. It claims that all merely human attempts to reach God
fail. The Bible is the story of God’s infallible attempt to reach humanity. We find there
the long history of God’s “reaching down” to draw us up. This is the Bible’s truth claim,
in summary. But to accurately interpret its theology, the reader must know the forms and
figures in which the theology is communicated, and those are very often literary.

The Bible is an Eastern book that has come to the West and around the world
in translation; yet, I can think of no truly great book in English literature that is not
greatly influenced by the Bible. Indeed, many of the best English literary works engage

1 Samuel Taylor Coleridge. Shorter Works and Fragments. 2 vols. Ed. H.J. Jackson and ]J.R. de J. Jackson.
Princeton: Princeton UP, 1995, p.112.
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the biblical text directly, like Milton’s epic Paradise Lost; George Herbert’s lyric poems;
Nathaniel Hawthorne’s novel The Scarlet Letter, T. S. Eliot’s play Murder in the Cathedral;
or C. S. Lewis’s popular Narnia stories, which have recently been made into movies. Even
works which do not engage the text directly are often impossible to understand without
a knowledge of the great themes and events of the Bible. For example, in Shakespeare’s
tragedy Hamlet, to understand why Hamlet does not carry out his plan to kill
Claudius — the man who has stolen his throne, murdered his father, and incestuously
married his mother — we must know what Hamlet believes from the Bible about prayer,
salvation and damnation, heaven and hell, repentance and forgiveness. The number of
footnotes that would be necessary to understand the motivation and ambiguities of such
a decision is beyond practicality. Clearly, we must know the Bible from reading it for
ourselves if we are to understand this and other important literature.

The same is true for many great literary texts in other languages. Dostoevsky’s
Brothers Karamazov begins with the epigraph (a quotation) from the Bible, thereby
announcing its theme that, paradoxically, giving up control of our lives to Jesus results
in goodness for others and fulfillment for ourselves: The epigraph reads: John 12:24, the
words of Jesus: “Except a corn [grain] of wheat fall into the ground and die, it abideth
alone: but if it die, it bringeth forth much fruit.” Similarly, Dante’s Divine Comedy is rooted
in Biblical themes and number symbolism, especially the number three for the trinity (God
as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit). Even books like the French Voltaire’s Candide, which is a
satire on Christianity, depends upon an understanding of the Bible and Christian history
for its humor. An important secondary reason for studying the Bible, then, is the essential
help it gives to understanding other great world literature.

Opver the centuries, people from around the world have read the Bible for theological,
historical, literary, and personal understanding, as well as for pleasure. Professor Huang
has made a historic contribution to literary and biblical studies, first, with his Chinese
translation of Leland Ryken’s Words of Delight: A Literary Introduction to the Bible (Peking
University Press); then, with his teaching of A Literary Introduction to the Bible; and, now,
this welcome textbook for academic study. It was my privilege to have Professor Ryken
as a colleague for thirty years of my career and Professor Huang for two, so the honor of
writing a foreword for this volume is very great. My sincere wish is that this textbook will
have the wide readership it deserves.

Wayne Martindale
Professor of English Emeritus
Wheaton College (Illinois)



Foreword

The very word “Bible” comes from the Greek “biblia,” meaning little books, and
the Bible is, literally, a collection of little books. The earliest books of the Bible go back
beyond 1200 BC, the latest date from the middle of the second century after Christ. Thus
the collection spans fourteen centuries, a coverage broader than an anthology of English
literature beginning with Beowulf and ending with an author of the twenty-first century.
The Bible can be read as an anthology of literature because it contains not only such
narrative categories as hero story, Gospel, epic, tragedy, comedy, and parable, but also such
poetic genres as lyric, psalm, epithalamion (wedding poem), and many others. Besides,
we also find prophecy, visionary writing, apocalypse, pastoral, encomium (praise), oratory,
drama, satire, and epistle in the Bible. Apart from its theological and cultural significance,
the Bible surely serves as a valid and exciting literary text.

The Bible is both the all-time best seller and by far the most translated book in the
world. For English-speaking people the most significant translation is the Authorized on
King James Version (K7V) completed in 1611. We know that it is the K7} that Milton
and Bunyan knew, and the the pilgrims brought with them on Massachusetts, and the
American pioneers carried westward. Consequently it is the K7V that has most strongly
influenced English and American thought and expression. But in this textbook, with the
consideration for contemporary readers in China, we use the New International Version,
a popular version available in China with its Chinese translation and a dramatized audio
version published by Zondervan in Hong Kong in 2001.

The Bible has been pervasive in its influence on Western writing. From the works of
Caedmon in the seventh century to the works of contemporary writers, the Bible has been
instrumental in shaping the content and style of much of English literature. To present
this influence would require volumes, but each introduction to the separate chapters that
follow focuses on some key literary elements embodied in the Bible. With the limited
space of this textbook, I start with a general introduction to reading the Bible as literature,
attempting to approach the Bible as an anthology, an experience, a text, a style, literary
archetypes, and as a course to meet the increasing demand of general education for
undergraduate programs in China.

Chapter One of Babel offers a close reading of the opening stories of the Bible,
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including the stories of the creation of the world, the life in paradise, the fall, the flood and
building of the Tower of Babel in Genesis. Chapter Two deals with such key elements of
biblical stories as setting, plot, and character. The setting of biblical stories is explored here
as atmosphere, symbol, and culture; the plot in Abraham’s story is sampled to explain plot
conflict and suspense, foils (opposites), and plot unity in a biblical story; the development
of character is approached with a detailed discussion of the characterization of Jacob in
Genesis 25:19-35.

Chapter Three discusses the elements of biblical hero stories, exploring the
struggles and triumphs of human race in the six ordeals in the first six chapters in the
book of Daniel, a story of success and virtue rewarded. In Chapter Four, epic elements
are illustrated with an interpretation of the epic of the Exodus (Ex 1-20) in the Old
Testament; while in Chapter Five, the elements of tragedy are presented with a reading of
Samson’s life, birth, marriage, vengeance, and death. Chapter Six explores the charm of
biblical poetry. Apart from such biblical poetic elements as thinking in images and figures
of speech like metaphor, simile, hyperbole, apostrophe, personification and parallelism,
different genres of biblical psalms have been presented with introductions to lyric poem,
lament psalm, praise psalm, nature psalm, and worship psalm. Finally, The Song of
Solomon is discussed in terms of both love poetry and pastoral poetry with explications of
sample passages from the poem.

With my limited knowledge about the Bible in general and about the literary study
of the Bible in particular, I here gratefully acknowledge that I structure this textbook
primarily on Professor Leland Ryken’s Words of Delight: A Literary Introduction to the Bible
(1992), and base my presentation greatly on the interpretations of the Bible in such biblical
works as Leland Ryken’s Words of Delight: A Literary Introduction to the Bible; Leland and
Philip Graham Ryken’s The Literary Study Bible (2007); Kenneth Barker’s The NIV Study
Bible (1985); John Eadie’s The Holy Bible with the Commentaries of Scott and Henry (1858),
David Lyle Jeffrey’s A Dictionary of Biblical Tradition in English Literature (1992); etc.

From 2006 to 2008, Professor Wayne Martindale from Wheaton College (Illinois)
taught with his wife Nita Martindale at the College of Arts and Science of Beijing Union
University. They encouraged and helped me start teaching the course “A Literary
Introduction to the Bible” for English majors since the spring 2008. I have been using
Professor Leland Ryken’s Words of Delight: A Literary Introduction to the Bible as our
textbook, a book that I translated into Chinese in 2007". Ever since then, efforts have
been added to build up the course academically and pedagogically. Since Beijing is now
constructing herself into a world city, further exposure of Chinese university students
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Foreword

to Western culture is a necessary step toward that goal. From the vantage point of this
historic moment, the Higher Education Press launches this project of publishing an
English literary introduction to the Bible as a textbook for university students in China.
This is only a small step in reading and teaching the Bible as literature in China, but it is at
the same time the first attempt in providing an English textbook of literary introduction to
the Bible in this country!

Huang Zongying

Beijing Union University
May 15, 2011
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Introduction’

1. The Bible as Literature

" The Lord is my shepherd, | shall not be in want.
? He makes me lie down in green pastures,
he leads me beside quiet waters (Ps 23:1-2).2

At first glance, the scene here is a pasture. In this first verse of Psalm 23, the poet
establishes the sheep-shepherd relationship as a controlling metaphor with God’s care for
his people compared to a shepherd’s care for his sheep. Under the care of God, people
feel secure and contented. They do not “want” anything, having nothing to worry about,
because God is their shepherd and they are the sheep under his Protection. In the second
verse, God’s acts of Protection are well presented in images of “pastures” and “waters” that
create a vivid picture of a pastoral life of serenity and refreshment.

Leland Ryken interprets the background of these two verses as the custom that a
shepherd starts a flock of sheep on rough herbage early in the morning, leading the sheep
to the richer and sweeter grasses as the sun rises, and coming finally to a shady place
in green pasture for a noontime rest by the side of a river.’ The questions that can be
asked here are “If God is the shepherd who takes his sheep to a resting place on pasture,
what does he do for people who are like his sheep? What human cares are suggested
metaphorically in this sheep-shepherd relationship?” The answers might include such ideas

1 References for this chapter include primarily Leland Ryken’s Words of Delight: A Literary Introduction to the
Bible, Grand Rapids (Michigan): Baker Book House, 1992, pp.11-51; Leland Ryken & Philip Graham Ryken’s
The Literary Study Bible, Wheaton: Crossway Bibles, 2007, ix-xxiv; David Lyle Jeffrey’s two speeches collected
in Collection of Papers at the Yenching International Symposium’94 on Western Literature and Christianity,
Beijing: Peking University Press, 1996, pp. 5-16; 26-31.

2 All biblical scriptures in this textbook come from Kenneth Barker’s The NIV Study Bible, Grand Rapids
(Michigan): Zondervan Bible Publishers, 1985.

3 Leland Ryken. Words of Delight. Grand Rapids (Michigan): Baker Book House, 1992, p.170.




A Literary Introduction to the Bible

as life, contentment, serenity, beauty, security and freedom from anxiety. These are some of
the constant themes that accompany us when we read the Bible. If we ponder the ways these
ideas are expressed in these two verses, we will surely come to realize the poet’ effectively

S S0 o X S

metaphorical way of driving home the idea of God’s providence in the lives of people. People

in this poem are happy, because they are “like a tree planted by streams of water... which yields
its fruits in season and whose leaf close not wither. Whatever he dose prospers.” (Ps 1:3). This
exemplifies the way we try to read the Bible as literature, a way that communicates experience

and appeals to our imagination at the same time.

2. The Bible as an Anthology

A common way to define literature is by the genres in which its content is expressed. The
Bible enjoys two main genres—narrative and poetry. Under the subtype of narrative, there are
such categories as hero story, Gospel, epic, tragedy, comedy, and parable. Under the subtype

of poetry, there are such specific poetic genres as lyric, lament psalm, praise psalm, love poem,
nature poem, epithalamion, and many others. These literary forms, however, are only the
tip of the iceberg. In addition to narrative and poetry, we find prophecy, visionary writing,
apocalypse, pastoral, encomium, oratory, drama, satire, and epistle in the Bible. If we add more
specific forms like travel story, dramatic monologue, doom song, and Christ hymn, the number
of literary genres in the Bible readily exceeds one hundred.*

The importance of genre to reading the Bible as literature is that genres denote types

or classes of literature and have their own ways of regulating interpretation. An awareness
of genre can program our reading of a text, alerting us to what we are expected to find. For
example, the most common of all literary forms is narrative or story. To make adequate sense
of a story, we need to know that it consists of plot or action, setting, and characters. These, in
turn, constitute the basic elements through which we understand and interpret the story.
Because of its great variety of genres, the overall literary form of the Bible is the

anthology. As an anthology, the Bible possesses the same kinds of unity that other
anthologies exhibit: multiple authorship; diverse genres; a rationale for the assembling of
materials; comprehensiveness; and an identifiable strategy of organization. With belief in
the inspiration of the Bible as a foundational premise, we can say that the Holy Spirit is
the ultimate editor of the anthology that we know as the Bible.’

3. The Bible as an Experience .
Literature communicates experience rather than information. Instead of stating

4  Leland Ryken, Words of Delight, Grand Rapids (Michigan): Baker Book House, 1992, pp.15-16.
5 Leland Ryken & Philip Graham Ryken, eds., The Literary Study Bible, Wheaton: Crossway Bibles, 2007, p.x.



