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This book is about the origins, growth and development of the Bible, and, in my opinion, would qualify for ‘Religious Book of the Year’, if there were such a category. On the Amazon UK website, it is currently (10 October 2019) the number one best seller in ‘Jewish sacred writings’. The author, John Barton, is a Church of England priest, and a distinguished Bible scholar with many  contributions to Biblical scholarship, such as The Oxford Bible Commentary and The Cambridge Companion to Biblical Interpretation to his credit, not to mention, The Bible: the Basics, How the Bible Came to Be, and The Hebrew Bible: A Critical Companion. He is therefore well qualified to write a  comprehensive history of the Bible. 
The obvious way of presenting a history of the Bible is chronologically. For example, Karen Armstrong’s book, The Bible: The Biography (recommended by Barton in his ‘Further Reading’, p.533)  uses a chronological narrative. It is divided into eight chapters with such titles as, ‘Torah’, ‘Scripture’, ‘Gospel’, ‘Midrash’, and finally, ‘Modernity’[footnoteRef:1]. Barton, as might be expected in a book three times the size of Armstrong’s, has many more chapters, eighteen in all which are grouped under the following broad headings: ‘The Old Testament’, ‘The New Testament’, ‘The Bible and Its texts’, and ‘The Meanings of the Bible’. The first two parts (OT and NT) follow the expected chronological sequence but thereafter, in ‘The Bible and Its Text’  and ‘The Meanings of the Bible’ has more analytical chapters such as ‘Official and Unofficial Texts’, ‘Biblical Manuscripts’, ‘Rabbis and Church Fathers’, ‘Translations of the Bible’. A short conclusion discusses the ‘Bible and Faith’. Finally, there is a paratextual apparatus, consisting of ‘Notes’, ‘Further Reading’, ‘Bibliography’, an index of ‘Biblical References’, and a general ‘Index’. [1:  Karen Armstrong, The Bible: The Biography. (London: Atlantic Books, 2007).] 

This is a substantial work of some 600 pages, and  I want to focus on just three topics that caught my attention, as follows.
Firstly, as a professional indexer,  I have a keen interest in the presentation and quality of the general index. On the whole it is comprehensive and accurate and I found only the occasional shortcoming. For example, I am interested in the Diatessaron, a Gospel harmonization, composed by Tatian (100-180 CE) sometime in the second-century CE, at a time when the Four Gospels had not yet achieved canonical stability, and thus there was scope and acceptability for combining them into a single narrative. The key words that a reader might well search for in the index are therefore: ‘Tatian’, ‘Gospel harmonization’, and ‘Diatessaron.’ There is no  key word entry for ‘Diatessaron’; ‘Gospel harmonization’ is partly concealed as a sub-entry under ‘Gospels’; it would save the time of the reader if  ‘Gospel harmonization’ were treated as a single phrase and a direct entry made for it; finally, there is a full and acceptable entry for ‘Tatian.’
Secondly, chapter 13 (pp.311-30) is entitled ‘The Theme of the Bible’. It begins by comparing and contrasting Christian and Jewish readings of the Old Testament (pp.311-318) and is the clearest exposition I have seen of the topic; this is followed by a tentative attempt at a reconciliation of Jewish and Christian readings. There is, however, so much hedging in the author’s narrative that I don’t find his arguments convincing. Nevertheless, it is useful to have them ventilated and they provide food for thought and reflection. Finally, there is a section on the quest for a theme in the Bible. The author admits that it is difficult, perhaps impossible, to find a single theme for a work as long and varied as the Bible. He asserts that Judaism does not claim to be a biblical religion but may be defined as ‘a literature and a set of related practices’ (p.329). Christianity on the other hand, has been more focused on belief and has had to align correct belief with the biblical canon, and establish a frame of understanding within which the Bible is to be interpreted.  The ‘rule of faith’ was therefore established, which emphasises those aspects of the biblical texts that early Christians considered essential, and downplays others. This chapter raises more questions than answers and is none the worse for that. It is a model of compression, while at the same time being characteristic of the author’s lucid style and presentation. 
Thirdly, chapter 18, ‘Translating the Bible (pp.436-68), discusses the history of translations of the Bible, beginning with the first translation of the Hebrew Bible in the 3rd century BCE into Greek (the Septuagint), with some interesting detail and examples on ways in which the Septuagint text differs from the Hebrew text, perhaps reflecting translation from an earlier Hebrew text rather than the one that is now accepted as standard. Barton then proceeds to deal succinctly with Aramaic and Latin translations of the Bible, the KJV of 1611, and attempts at a Revised Version (RV) in the 19th century. A Revised Standard Version (RSV) was published in 1952, and 1989 saw the publication of the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), which most mainstream churches in Britain and North America now use.  A notable feature of this version is more inclusive language and the use of  gender-neutral pronouns where this is possible. For example, Psalm 1, where ‘Blessed is the man…’ is replaced by ‘Happy are those…’ and so on. The author finishes the chapter with musings on ‘Some Points of Contention’ (pp.461-8). Many translations are not content with a bare text and have explanatory notes. For example, Catholic translations have notes that aim to contradict Protestant ones and to show how the Bible agrees with Catholic teachings. Another point of contention the author raises is on the uniform style of most translations, which do not convey the sense that, for example, Hebrew developed over time, or that Greek was better known by some NT authors than others. Translating some of the Bible in a more varied way would demonstrate that the Bible is a collection of books (the original meaning of  ‘bible’), rather than a uniform volume.
If there is a shortcoming in this chapter, it is the paucity of illustrations. Only two illustrations of the many translated texts mentioned are given: the beginning of John’s Gospel in the Latin Vulgate (p.445), and in the first edition of KJV in 1611 (p.453). More illustrations of translated texts mentioned by the author would have been instructive, for example, the Arabic translation of the Hebrew Bible in the 10th century CE. Other examples that, in my opinion, would benefit from illustration are the remnants of a Gothic translation of the Bible from the 4th century CE, and some samples of Slavic translations  from the 9th century CE.                                                                                                                                           
The above critical comments on Barton’s opus may seem nit-picking, but they in no way detract from my opinion of the overall excellence of the book. To sum up: this handsomely-produced, extensive monograph of over 600 pages is not only a comprehensive and scholarly treatment of the history of the Bible, it is also a ‘good read’ (almost a page-turner), and can be read continuously or dipped into  occasionally for both pleasure and enlightenment. Daily reading is recommended.
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