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Mahlon H. Smith’s Into his own: Perspective on the World of Jesus, (IHO) is a free online resource with interactive links aimed at supporting historical criticism of Christian scripture through contemporary writings and sources.[footnoteRef:1] IHO’s success comes from its logically layered structure featuring Jewish and non-Jewish sources written in the late BCE to early CE period. It thereby achieves its aim: to provide “modern interpreters a historical gateway into the world with which Jesus, his supporters and early Christian writers interacted”.[footnoteRef:2] This essay outlines the context and structure, critique of some areas of the site (noting the importance of the Dead Sea Scrolls sub-heading) and the paucity of peer reviews. It then summarises other Biblical and theological online databases, followed by personal conclusions. [1:  Cf. Mahlon H. Smith, Into His Own, Perspectives on the World of Jesus, 1999, https://virtualreligion.net/iho/index.html.; part of the extensive ‘Virtual Religion Network’, accessed 1 October 2021, https://virtualreligion.net/.; https://religion.rutgers.edu/faculty-all/emeriti/722-mahlon-h-smith;  https://www.religion.rutgers.edu/downloads/faculty-biographies/233-mahlon-h-smith-bio-emeritus/file]  [2:  Op.cit.] 


Context
With its no-frills layout and structure, IHO sits comfortably within an historical criticism approach to biblical studies. It allows for an openness to further insights and discoveries of even earlier manuscript fragments of scripture than have presently been uncovered. For, as Steve Moyise concludes, all biblical criticism approaches aim to research the contemporary voices of the time, but there is always more to learn.[footnoteRef:3] IHO takes full advantage of its focus on early source material and assumes prior broad basic understanding of ANE and classical terminology, culture and history. The overall impression is that IHO is aimed initially at American academic audiences. [3:  Steve Moyise, Introduction to Biblical Studies, 3. Aufl (London New York: T & T Clark International, 2013), 39-40, 58, 75-76, 88-89.] 


IHO is neither Bible study tool nor encyclopaedia. Rather, it presents a rich treasure of source material for both undergraduates and scholarly researchers. IHO is soundly informative rather than interpretative. Its presentation of information and choice of external non-Christian website links show no obvious bias. These broaden the range of easily accessible research opportunities. 

Structure 
IHO is easy, almost intuitive, to navigate through colour-coded e-text links, although these may present difficulties for some with colour vision deficiency. Headings focus on the political, social, intellectual and cultural climate affecting the world of Jesus, each with a range of appropriate sub-headings. Informative charts and maps of dynasties and places, with an especially resource-rich link to the Dead Sea Scrolls, complete the listings. 

The multi-layered links present a plethora of short quotations from contemporary writings in English translation with related Greek and Hebrew source texts. Additionally, signposting to full primary texts and relevant commentaries successfully support deeper research. External website links provide informative insights from Judaism, other faiths and cultures or philosophies/theologies. The Shechem and Pseudepigraphica links typify the breadth and depth of the knowledgeable articles available.[footnoteRef:4] These range from key historical events, characters and theologies/philosophies to references to the Hebrew Scriptures or relevant historical, cultural and sociological sources. Moreover, the Samaritan Passover link gives a concise Samaritan Jewish view of historical context and includes photographs and insights into modern Samaritan Passover celebrations and references to Jesus and the Passover.[footnoteRef:5] IHO’s short and apposite primary source quotations provide effective illustrations and citations for dissertations and essays. Whilst selective, the chosen source materials are germane to IHO’s declared purpose. All this is enhanced for ease of access through IHO’s extensive cross-referencing. Precisely because information flow is continuously evolving, these weblinks will require regular review and updating. [4:  cf. IHO>Historic sites>Shechem https://virtualreligion.net/iho/shechem.html; IHO>Intellectual Climate>Apocalyptic Speculation>entry 237 https://virtualreligion.net/iho/texts8.html#Apocalyptic]  [5:  cf. IHO>Social Climate>Judean-Samaritan Feud>59. Temple Rivalry>Mount Gerizim>The Samaritan Passover>BiblePlaces.com.: https://virtualreligion.net/iho/gerizim.html, www.bibleplaces.com/samaritan-passover/] 


Dead Sea Scrolls Resources
The most surprising aspect of IHO’s cross-referencing and e-links is that the Dead Sea Scrolls subsection does not appear as a first-level heading in its own right. It is of primary importance for the biblical scripture and contextual culture required for historical critical research and debate. It supplies a wealth of commentaries, translations of discovered texts, photographs and timelines, the latest research and discoveries and, most importantly, source materials of earliest available manuscript evidence. Furthermore, the extensive bibliographies and weblinks reveal a powerful wealth of primary and secondary source material easily accessible to researchers. Most importantly, this section of IHO poses questions concerning current discoveries yet to be satisfactorily answered. Clearly, as a resource intent on supporting biblical historical criticism, this key element of primary source material within IHO is to be highly recommended.

Peer Reviews
IHO admirably performs its function as an academic tool within carefully defined parameters. M. P. Tosko recommends IHO, in the only peer review found during an initial sweep of scholarly journals. Like many reviews of software and websites similar to IHO, Tosko’s review is descriptive rather than evaluative.[footnoteRef:6] That said, further recommendation comes tacitly from several universities through IHO’s inclusion in departmental book lists and bibliographies, often with the addition of short affirmative credits.[footnoteRef:7] In reality, the range of bias-free signposting to primary and secondary faith-based sources and commentaries on online university library databases is far more extensive. [6:  M.P Tosko, ‘Into His Own: Perspective on the World of Jesus’, Choice (Middletown) 44, no. 3 (2006): 498.]  [7:  cf. Suzanne Estelle-Holmer, ‘Yale University Library Research Guides: Biblical Studies Guide: Websites’, accessed 14 September 2021, https://guides.library.yale.edu/c.php?g=295834&p=1972575.; cf. also Zvi Erenyi, ‘University Libraries: Ancient Jewish History: Home’, accessed 17 September 2021, https://library.yu.edu/AncientJewishHistory/Home.; and citations provided by academic staff of University of Birmingham Department of Theology, University of Leeds and St Mary’s College, University of St Andrews at ‘Into His Own - Reviews’, accessed 23 September 2021, https://virtualreligion.net/iho/reviews.html.; et al. ] 


Further Biblical/Theological Study Sites
Other Bible study and theology websites and applications fall into either the cost-free or commercial category. Often they are sponsored and contain advertisements.[footnoteRef:8] They suit audiences with varied levels of knowledge, need and engagement, from simple Bible text search and comparison to deeper and broader study and research.[footnoteRef:9] Standing apart from other sites, Bible Project’s colourful multimedia website supplies a different Bible study need, helping people “experience the Bible as a unified story that leads to Jesus”.[footnoteRef:10] Aimed primarily at those with little or no knowledge of the Abrahamic/Christian God, materials are easily accessible, straightforward and successfully outline both basic Bible stories and deeper theological concepts. In contrast, applications like Olive Tree and Logos offer high quality purchasable, non-denominational Bible research resources, for more academic study.[footnoteRef:11] In summary, these and many similar websites respond well to the varied requirements of different users. The more research-orientated sites offer a comparably extensive range of materials and bibliographies to IHO’s, but without its clearly defined intent. They offer fruitful supplementary resources for scholarly engagement. [8:  cf. ‘TheologicalStudies.Org.Uk: An Introduction to the Site’, accessed 16 September 2021, https://theologicalstudies.org.uk/index.php.; ‘Theology on the Web: Making Biblical Scholarship Accessible’, accessed 16 September 2021, https://theologyontheweb.org.uk/.; ‘BibleGateway.Com: A Searchable Online Bible in over 150 Versions and 50 Languages.’, accessed 16 September 2021, https://www.biblegateway.com/.; ‘Bible Search and Study Tools - Blue Letter Bible’, accessed 16 September 2021, https://www.blueletterbible.org/.; ‘Learn the Bible for Free Online | BibleProjectTM’, BibleProject, accessed 16 September 2021, https://bibleproject.com/.; et al.]  [9:  Compare ‘BibleGateway.Com’.; ‘Bible Search and Study Tools - Blue Letter Bible’. with ‘TheologicalStudies.Org.Uk: An Introduction to the Site’.; ‘Theology on the Web: Making Biblical Scholarship Accessible’.; ‘Learn the Bible for Free Online | BibleProjectTM’.]  [10:  op.cit. ]  [11:  ‘BibleGateway.Com’.; ‘The Olive Tree Bible App by Olive Tree Bible Software’, Olive Tree Bible Software, accessed 17 September 2021, https://www.olivetree.com/.; ‘Logos Bible Software’, accessed 17 September 2021, https://www.logos.com/.] 


Peer reviews are sparse. Similar to Tosko’s review of IHO cited above, they tend to be descriptive rather than evaluative, each with a final recommendation concerning suitable audience and purpose.[footnoteRef:12] Extensive and perceptive reviews by Timothé Minard, John Percival and Matthew Mitchell provide balanced conclusions about limitations in speed, range of articles, price.[footnoteRef:13] They skilfully guide researchers towards appropriate applications for high quality online study resources. Similarly, in her critical review of Oxford Biblical Studies Online, Suzanne Estelle-Holmer praises its search facilities and access to extensive resources. Quite justifiably, she highly recommends this site for both students and those seeking deeper knowledge of the Bible.[footnoteRef:14]  [12:  cf. Anonymous, ‘Best Free Reference Websites: Eleventh Annual List’, Reference & User Services Quarterly 49, no. 1 (Fall 2009): 43–48.; D.L Luce, ‘Bible Gateway’, Choice (Middletown) 42 (2005): 116.; Jim Davila, ‘PaleoJudaica.Com - Wednesday, September 03, 2003’, PaleoJudaica.Com (blog), accessed 13 September 2021, https://paleojudaica.blogspot.com/2003_08_31_archive.html.; et. al.]  [13:  Timothée Minard, ‘“Accordance, Bible Parser, Bibleworks et Logos : Quatre Logiciels Pour l’exégèse Biblique”, Revue d’Histoire et de Philosophie Religieuses, 94.3 (2014), p. 303-318.’, accessed 27 September 2021, https://www.academia.edu/8922246/_Accordance_Bible_Parser_Bibleworks_et_Logos_quatre_logiciels_pour_l_ex%C3%A9g%C3%A8se_biblique_Revue_d_Histoire_et_de_Philosophie_Religieuses_94_3_2014_p_303_318.; John Percival, ‘Logos Bible Software: Anglican Gold Base Package’, Churchman 129, no. 2 (2015): 167–71.; Matthew W Mitchell, ‘Biblical Studies on the Internet’, Religious Studies Review 32, no. 4 (October 2006): 216–18.]  [14:  S M Estelle-Holmer, ‘Oxford Biblical Studies Online’, Choice 47, no. 1 (September 2009): 72.] 


These resources complement rather than replace the specific range of resources of IHO. In the end, comparison is less important than selecting appropriate resources for the task.

Conclusion
In summary, IHO fulfils its stated purpose, to provide high quality, easily accessible primary source material to aid historical study of Christian scriptures. Its carefully structured multiple links guide users to concise, clear and focused primary source quotations and full texts, with additional informative historical data and explanations. Like all websites, IHO would benefit from regular and thorough updating. There is sufficient information and source material to satisfy the needs for undergraduate study. A seasoned biblical and theological scholar would find IHO a good, quick-access launchpad for the deeper levels of research. One of the joys of IHO’s assumptions behind its historical critical approach is its open-endedness. The site is structured to enable further enquiry and discussion as new archaeological evidence is discovered, for it is the past which informs the present and influences the future. IHO is to be commended as an easy-access, high-quality, well-focused academic tool for interrogation of primary and secondary sources suitable for scholarly historical critical research into biblical and theological study and learning.
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