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 Hi.  My name is John Strong and welcome to Literature and World of the 

Hebrew Bible.  This is session one.  I want to first of all thank you for signing up for 

this course.  I hope it’s an interesting course.  I think it will be.  I’m looking forward to 

this semester.  I know that working through television is sort of an odd way — at least it 

is for me — to teach a course, but I think it’ll be an interesting semester.  I think 

working through the television and through videos is going to give us some 

opportunities that maybe an actual classroom actually wouldn’t and so hopefully we’ll 

make it a profitable and worthwhile experience for you the student. 

 Let me tell you a little bit about myself.  Again, my name is John Strong.  I have 

a Ph.D. in Old Testament studies from a school out in Richmond, Virginia — Union 

Seminary.  I’ve been here at the university since 1992 teaching in the Department of 

Religious Studies and that’s been a very rewarding experience.  I grew up here in 

Springfield.  I actually grew up just a couple of blocks from the campus here and went 

to Greenwood High School.  Went to all the Bears games as a kid and grew up with 

some of the old basketball stars, Curtis Peary and Burt Bancroft and some of those 

folks, and they were my childhood heroes.  I’ve been a Bears fan all my life and so I 

like to go to the games and still follow them pretty closely. 

 In terms of my professional interests, I have been — most of my work is focused 

around the history of ancient Israel’s religion during the time of the exile.  In other 

words, about 587 B.C.E.  And we’ll study that in this course, touch upon it a little bit.  

In particular, I look at the literature found in the book of Ezekiel and a lot of Ezekiel — 

the prophet Ezekiel’s ideas, and try an examine those to get a picture of what was going 
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on in terms of the history of ideas.  Ideologically what was going on at that very crucial 

period in ancient Israel’s history.  A period of its demise, of its destruction. 

 Now, let me tell you a little bit about how this class will work and what the 

sessions will look like.  To the best of my ability, I’m gonna try and bring in as much 

variety as I can.  I was fortunate as a part of this course this past September to travel 

over to Israel and to get a fair amount of footage from Israel.  And so hopefully you’ll 

see some footage from Arad, you’ll see footage from Lachish, a very important ancient 

Israelite city.  You’ll see some footage from Qumran.  You’ll see footage from some of 

the caves of the Dead Sea Scrolls where they were discovered, Cave 1 and Cave 11.  

I’d never been in those caves before.  It was pretty exciting.  You’ll see some footage 

from right there at Qumran and the scrollery where they collected and worked and 

handled a lot of the ancient scrolls.  So I think there’s some real opportunities.  You’ll 

see some footage of modern day Jerusalem.  In short, I think that there’s going to be 

some real opportunities again brought to you through television — to see the land, to 

see the landscape, to get a feel for what the land was like, to get a feel for what ancient 

Israel was like, what ancient Israelite life was like -- and I think it’ll be fun. 

 I’m going to be in a box, my face, and I think probably what you’re seeing right 

now is me pretty much in a box.  And then there’ll be text around me.  There’ll be 

dates around me.  Important ideas and terms that are going to be all around this box.  

At times entire texts from the biblical text are going to show up on the screen to illustrate 

what we happen to be talking about, and some of these will be quite lengthy.  Whole 

sentences and paragraphs, things like that.  It’s important that as this material shows 
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up, to develop a habit of just jotting down the most important terms, the most important 

words. 

 Don’t worry about whether or not you get every term written down.  When I 

teach this class in class and I put some of this material up either in PowerPoint or in an 

overhead, I have students who want to write down every word because they think, “Gee 

whiz, what if I missed a term?  What if I missed something?”  I don’t want you to get 

into that habit and try to urge students that are in the classroom not to get in that habit.  

What I want you to do in terms of getting down in your notes are just the most important 

concepts, the most important words, and then go back after the session and review this 

material. 

 One of the advantages you have that students in a classroom don’t have is that 

you can go back and review a disk.  You can go back and review a particular segment.  

If your notes are incomplete, you can go back and pick it up again.  Students in a 

classroom can’t do that, so sometimes they ask in a classroom, “Gee, Dr. Strong, could 

you go and pick this up again?”  What that means is that these video sessions are 

probably gonna be a little bit shorter.  I’m guessing that they’re gonna be shorter than 

what a typical classroom lecture is.  Typically, a classroom lecture goes 50 minutes or 

so and sometimes we don’t get through all the material.  Because this is a little bit more 

scripted, the sessions, I think, will be shorter.  However, if you need to review, there’s a 

rewind button or whatever works with a DVD to go back and review the material.  But 

again, as you’re watching this, take down just the most important terms.  I will try and 

do my very best to tell you what the most important terms really are. 
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 Again, you have — this is a class about the biblical text.  You have a printed 

biblical text hopefully sitting in front of you there as you take this class.  If you’re not in 

the habit of bringing your biblical text and opening it up through this class, get in that 

habit.  And as we talk about a particular passage, turn to that passage.  If I get going 

too fast, then you can always put me on pause so you can get turned to the right 

passage.  That’s another way to keep from having to write down every word that might 

show up on the television screen because you’re going to have the biblical text right in 

front of you.  You can mark your biblical text.  You can mark your Bibles up.  That’s a 

good idea.  You can see what verses I’m talking about and all you might want to do is 

just either underline or write down important phrases, important words, important terms.  

You don’t have to write down everything. 

 The other thing I would recommend as you take notes in this class.  More 

important — it is important to write down what is the word or the term or the phrase that 

I’m centering around, focusing in on and discussing.  Make sure you have that.  That’s 

the important data.  But what’s more important is the commentary that comes with that, 

the commentary that says what is the significance that scholarship has seen and 

attributes to this word or phrase.  Why is it that this word, this phrase, this term, this 

idea, this concept, has been singled out by scholarship over the years?  What’s the 

significance of scholarship attributes to this?  That is what’s really going to guide you 

and pull you through this course.  That’s what you’re gonna be tested on and that’s 

what’s really important in terms of biblical studies and understanding biblical 

scholarship, is getting the sense for what is the scholarly thinking.  What’s the scholarly 



REL 101 Lecture 1 5 
 
significance attributed to this phrase, word, passage, what have you.  Okay.  So the 

data is important but more important, at least just as important, is the significance that 

the scholarly community attributes to this and the various opinions.  And that’s where 

the course gets challenging and difficult.  Hopefully, we’ll pull you through that. 

 Again, I mentioned that I was able to go over to Israel.  I’ve been to Israel now a 

couple of times.  This was my second trip.  I think that we brought back some exciting, 

interesting video clips for you.  I was able to interview a couple of scholars who live and 

work over there and I’ll introduce you to them as they pop up.  There’ll be two or three 

sessions where it’s just going to be basically them and me interviewing them, and 

hopefully that’s going to work successfully.  It’s a real challenge when you’re over there 

because you get to talking and thinking and sometimes you forget exactly how to 

translate this back for students, but we’ll get that done.  I think it’s gonna be a lot of fun 

because in essence, through, quote/unquote, “the magic of television,” you’re gonna be 

able to transport over with me to Israel.  It’s gonna be fun. 

 The other thing that you’ve already figured out is that I’m not a movie star.  I 

don’t have — I do have some television experience but I’m not any good at it.  We tried 

to contract out for Mel Gibson and he was busy.  He wanted to do the project but he 

just couldn’t come in, and so you’re stuck with me.  All that means is that this is not 

going to be smooth and it’s not going to be as slick as maybe what you’re used to when 

you see something on The Learning Channel or somewhere else.  At the same time, I 

hope that it’s going to come across very real because that’s what it is, that’s what it is 

for me. 
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 I encourage you to laugh whenever possible because I am not the most 

interesting person in real life and I even get more boring on television.  I want to assure 

you that despite the fact that I think whenever I’ve seen my face on TV I look pretty 

deadpan, I actually have a lot of life inside me and am rather enthusiastic about things.  

So the bottom line is laugh whenever you can and hopefully that’ll get us all through. 

 One other thing to bring up and make sure you’re aware of.  There’s going to be 

with your course an on-line component to this course.  Things like class 

announcements, the syllabus, reading assignments, exchanging papers.  There may 

be some on-line dialogues going on.  That is going to be what keeps this program up to 

date.  This program was taped in December of 2005 and January of 2006.  What I’ve 

heard from our Distance Learning folks is that the shelf life of a telecourse is 

somewhere in the vicinity of 10 years.  That means that if you’re — I don’t know how 

many years out you might be watching this program, but if I look a little bit out of style 

it’s because I assure you that in December of 2005 I was very chic.  I want to go on 

record with you knowing that. 

 And in terms of some of the events that are going on right now.  Iraq, for 

example, just elected its first parliament last week — or at least went to the polls.  We 

don’t know the results of that.  Just last night President Bush, the second President 

Bush, made a speech saying that we need to hold the course on Iraq and that’s on 

everyone’s mind.  And so this is the context, the political context and the fashion 

context, in which we taped this.  There’s no way that I’m going to be able to do this 

course without making an occasional reference to this period of time in which I’m living 
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and in which I’m going through.  

 And so again, no matter what date you happen to be — this program happens to 

be airing, that’s kind of what’s going on.  It’s the on-line version, the Internet version, of 

this course that’s going to keep matters up to date.  Where we’re going to update 

assignments, where we’re going to update some material, there needs to be some 

content that needs to be updated, it might show up on-line and collect that. 

 All right.  Let’s move more into the content of an introduction to the Hebrew Bible 

or the literature and the world of the Hebrew Bible.  First of all, let me talk about 

terminology.  One thing you’ve heard me say right now is Hebrew Bible.  You’ve not 

heard me talk about the, quote/unquote, the Old Testament.  They’re synonymous the 

way I’m using them in this class.  The Old Testament is a Christian term.  There’s the 

Old Testament and there’s the New Testament, and that makes up the Christian canon 

or the Christian authoritative texts. 

 And so scholarship has adopted the term Hebrew Bible as a more inclusive term.  

Because the Hebrew Bible is a text that is authoritative for Jews who don’t have a New 

Testament and for Christians who do, and it also is authoritative in many ways to 

Muslims.  And so the Hebrew Bible tends to be a — has been adopted because it is 

more descriptive.  That’s a loaded term, by the way, and I’ll get to that in a minute.  It 

tends to be more descriptive of what this text is.  It’s Hebrew in language and it is an 

authoritative text, the Bible.  So the Hebrew Bible is what I’m using in this class but it is 

fundamentally synonymous with what Christians refer to as the Old Testament. 

 Another term that you’ll see in the words associated — that show up on your 



REL 101 Lecture 1 8 
 
screen and also in the written text are the terms B.C.E. and C.E.  B.C.E. stands for 

Before Common Era.  You may have heard these terms as B.C.  At least in 2005, I 

still, when I’m out in the community talking to people and I use the term B.C.E., I get 

some quizzical looks.  B.C.E. is synonymous with Before Christ or B.C., and it means 

Before Common Era.  C.E. is equivalent to A.D. or Anno Domini, the year of our Lord.  

Anno Domini, that Latin phrase is a very Christian term. 

 And so again, scholarship has adopted B.C., B.C.E., Before Common Era, and 

C.E., Common Era, as descriptive terms to describe the time frames that are common 

and people commonly use without bringing in some religious contexts that may not be 

valid for everybody who’s taking this course and everybody that scholarship talks with.  

It’s a more inclusive way to talk about time periods.  So B.C.E. and C.E. are important 

terms to remember.  We’ll use them in class.  I expect you to use them in papers.  

Again, B.C.E. is what most people think of in terms of B.C. and C.E. is what most 

people think of in terms of A.D. 

 Yahweh and Elohim are two terms that you’ll hear and you need to keep them 

distinct from one another.  Yahweh is a personal name that the Hebrews used for their 

god.  They worshiped Yahweh.  The people on the island of Tyre worshiped Melcart.  

People in Moab worshiped Timosh.  People in Assyria worshiped Asher.  People in 

Babylon, Babylonia, worshiped Marduk.  The Hebrew people worshiped Yahweh.  It’s 

personal, it’s a name, it’s a personal name for their god.  It is spelled with what is called 

the Tetragramatron.  Tetragramatron means four letters and the four letters are Yod, 

Hay, Vov, Hay or Y H W H. 
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 The vowel letters out of reverence were not inserted into the Hebrew text, and so 

the Tetragramatron or W H W H, Yod Hay Vov Hay — the Tetragramatron was just four 

letters and it just showed up.  It is — exactly how to pronounce it has been forgotten 

scholarship and in this class oftentimes we’ll refer to the Tetragramatron as Yahweh.  

That’s the term I’ll use in this class and that’s the way we’ll go forward.   

 Elohim.  Elohim is the Hebrew word for god or deity.  It is technically a plural 

and with El being the singular, but it is a more generic kind of word.  Sometimes Elohim 

and Yahweh are used synonymously in the Hebrew text but sometimes there’s a 

distinction.  Some texts have a preference for Yahweh over Elohim, other texts have a 

preference for Elohim over Yahweh.  I want you to understand and be able to 

recognize and remember this distinction because it comes — it’s important in how 

scholarship has understood and analyzed text and it’s an important distinction.  It’s 

gonna show up a few sessions down the pike. 

 Now, let’s talk about the texts themselves.  The Hebrew Bible itself.  The 

Hebrew Bible was written in large part in Hebrew.  I’m gonna hold up a version but this 

will show up also.  Here is the Hebrew bible.  It is — Latin term is Biblia Hebraica 

Stuttgartensia.  Strangely enough, the Hebrew Bible is written in Hebrew; however, not 

entirely in Hebrew.  There are several chapters, not many — for example, in Daniel and 

Ezra, they’re written in Aramaic and there are a few verses actually in Jeremiah that are 

written in Aramaic.  Now, you may ask what’s the difference between Aramaic and 

Hebrew.  Well, Aramaic and Hebrew are related, but they are dialects of one another.  

They are pretty close to one another.  It is pretty easy, if you know Hebrew, to learn 
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Aramaic.  However, they’re not identical.  It just represents the fact that people who 

lived in certain regions developed one language, one accent, one dialect.  And then if 

they were separated by rivers or space or mileage or mountains or what have you, even 

though in the past these people may have shared a language, they’ve developed a new 

dialect.  And that’s the way Aramaic and Hebrew were related.  They are both what is 

called part of Northwest Semitic.  Northwest Semitic is a good word to have down in 

your notes and to remember. 

 There are other languages that are related that are considered Northwest Semitic 

and are helpful.  It was translated, as you know, as after Alexander.  The Greek world 

took over and there was a Panhellenic world out there — Panhellenistic world — in 

which Greek culture -- Greek thought, Greek language and Greek culture was 

throughout the world. 

 So if you were a Jew whose authoritative text was the Hebrew Bible and you 

wanted to read the Torah or the law, how would you do it?  Because you only know 

Greek.  Or maybe you know Aramaic but you don’t know ancient Hebrew.  How would 

you do it?  Well, you go to the Septuagint and the text was translated into Greek.  The 

Septuagint is the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible.  It differs in many ways — the 

translations do — from the Hebrew Bible because apparently the folks who translated 

the Greek Bible, the Greek translation, went to different traditions of text, different 

textual traditions, than what eventually got codified or crystalized or solidified in the 

Hebrew Bible.   

 And so one of the things — one of the sub-disciplines in the study of Hebrew 
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Bible is that some people will — it’s called textual criticism and they will compare Greek 

texts with the Hebrew texts, identify differences, and then analyze why is it that these 

two traditions differ at some places.  We’re not going to go into that very much.  That is 

a detailed and for some folks a rather tedious process, and it gets very complex.  It’s 

more than what we’re gonna hit on in an introductory course like this.  Again, after 

you’ve mastered philology and you want something new to do, go to textual criticism.  

But that’s a few years down the line.  By the way, that’s a good time to laugh if you 

want to laugh.  I don’t know if our producers here can add laugh tracks.  Probably not.  

But anyway. 

 The Hebrew Bible — let me switch texts here — the Hebrew Bible reads right to 

left.  It’s different from the way English goes.  English goes from left to right.  The 

Greek text goes, just like English, from left to right but the Hebrew goes right to left.  If 

you go over to Israel today and you’re driving around on the road signs, if you know 

Hebrew you’ll know that you need to read those things from right to left.  The other 

thing about Hebrew and when you look at the text is that you’ll see that there are large 

letters — a lot of them are block shaped — and underneath them are small little points 

and small little dots and lines.  

 The Hebrew text is consonantal in nature.  In other words, it’s just the 

consonants that were originally written.  They appear to have also really been written 

— we write, when we’re writing English, above the line.  We start with a line down here 

and we write J-O-H-N above the line.  They hung — the Hebrews would hang their 

letters below the line so that you would have a Hay or a Yod or a Vov hanging down.  
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Then in the ancient Hebrews, the Ezekial or whoever, they wrote — they did not include 

the vowel points.  They would write out a word Elohim and they’d know everybody 

knows Elohim.  I don’t need to be putting in vowels.  They didn’t have letter markers or 

letters symbolizing a vowel sound.  They didn’t have a symbol for an A and they didn’t 

have a symbol for whatever.  That wasn’t really a part of what they were — it wasn’t 

tradition. 

 If you go to Israel today they don’t use vowel markers.  They don’t use vowels.  

So you look at road signs, you just see the Hebrew there.  If you pick up a Jerusalem 

Times today or, you know, whatever the Hebrew paper is in Jerusalem, it’s going to be 

in Hebrew consonantal script reading right to left and it’s just the consonants.  They 

don’t have vowels. 

 This wraps it up for — I think we’re running out of time in terms of this first 

introductory session.  There are — I want to talk a little bit about how the Hebrew Bible 

was divided and a little bit about how scholarship approaches the text, and a little bit 

about the time frame.  We’re gonna do that in the next session and so we’ll do that in 

session two.  

 To summarize today’s session, I gave you a little bit of an introduction to myself, 

as boring as that was.  I gave you a little bit of a discussion — hopefully it was helpful 

— about how this class is gonna work.  And the bottom line is don’t write down every 

word, but write down the important words.  In particular, pay attention to what 

scholarship thinks is significant about the data.  Remember the data, but remember 

what scholarship thinks is significant about the data. 
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 We talked about terminology, the Hebrew Bible, B.C.E., C.E, Yahweh, Elohim, 

and then we talked about the language that text is written in.  Hebrew, a little bit of 

Aramaic, translated into Greek Septuagint.  And that’ll do it for this first session and 

then we’ll come back next session and talk about the divisions of the text.  See you 

then. 

 

 


