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THE ENGLISH BIBLE  

***Preliminary syllabus*** 
 

01:358:398  (English) 

01:840:3xx  (Religion) 

01:563:326  (Jewish Studies) 
 

Professor Thomas Fulton 

Department of English 

office:  43 Mine Street, room 204 

email:  tfulton@english.rutgers.edu 
 

Professor Gary A. Rendsburg 

Department of Jewish Studies 

office:  12 College Avenue, room 203 

email:  grends@rutgers.edu  
 

Catalogue Description: The English Bible, its literary variety, and the evolution of its text. Special 

attention will be given to problems of interpretation and translation and their Hebrew and Greek 

origins.   

Course Description:  Arguably the most influential event in the history of English culture was the 

translation and printing of the Bible in English in Renaissance England. This was the birth of the 

modern English Bible, largely as we know it, but it was not an easy one. The process of 

modernization started in the tumultuous reign of Henry VIII when the pioneering translator 

William Tyndale was burned at the stake, and when pressures from Henry’s divorce favored 

misreadings of Leviticus and Deuteronomy. The English Renaissance Bible culminated with the 

King James Bible, the most dominant translation in any major vernacular. As one scholar has 

written of the English appropriation of the Bible, the ancient Hebrew text was “molded” to 

conform to the English framework, “rendered in terms that made sense to people at that time.” 

This history of molding and misreadings profoundly shaped the English Bible. This co-taught 

course is a close study of this history, with attention to the traditions of interpretation that shaped 

the English Bible, and the still burning questions of scholars concerning the original sources.  
 

Our journey will start with some historical background, including the composition and 

canonization of the Bible (both Jewish Bible and Christian New Testament), the translation of the 

Bible into Latin (since it informs the Bible in England up to the Reformation), and the production 

of medieval manuscripts in the British Isles. 
 

We then will move to the specifically English contribution during the Renaissance, the 

Reformation, and the Early Modern Period.  The King James Version (KJV) holds pride of place, 

but we also will explain why the Puritans brought with them aboard the Mayflower not the KJV, 

but rather the earlier Geneva Bible, and why and how Shakespeare read the same Geneva Bible. 

Most of all, this second part of the course will delve still more deeply into the English Bible, using 

the King James Version with some reference to modern translations and interpretive problems. 

 



2 
 

LEARNING GOALS 
 

Learning Goals Specific to this Course: 

 

 Students will gain an overview of the Bible in its various forms, both Jewish and Christian.  

 Students will come to understand the critical role that the Bible has played in all manner of 

English history and literature. 

 Students will learn to analyze primary sources critically. 

 

COURSE REQUIREMENTS:   
 

Students are expected to read the material assigned in the textbook and at the Canvas course 

website, in advance of each lecture. 
 

Class participation is highly encouraged!  Let’s have discussion! 
 

Assessments and Grading 

 Exam 1 – 30%  

 Exam 2 – 30% 

 Research Paper (10-15 pages) – 30% 

 Engagement, Class Participation, etc. – 10% 

 

Statement about Engagement, Class Participation, etc.: 

 

Students are expected to play an active role in discussions, including:  volunteering opinions, 

asking questions, and listening attentively.  

The best discussions are the ones that move beyond simple questions and answers, and instead 

introduce more challenging ideas, which in turn generate even more discussion. 

Additional factors which may affect your grade positively:  

• If you show measurable improvement during the semester, you will be rewarded significantly. 

Becoming more active and/or making more effective comments not only raises the overall level of 

discussion in the room, it also sets an example for the rest of the class.  Your engagement also 

encourages your fellow students to do the same. 

• If you are naturally shy, or have a day when you are not yourself, you may e-mail us relevant 

comments, thoughts, and questions after the discussion.  While this method of participation is not 

ideal (it does not engage the rest of the group), it does demonstrate that you have been preparing 

for the class, listening carefully, and responding to your peers. 

• If you miss a session completely, you may submit a short one-page (1.5-spaced) summary of the 

assigned material.  Again, while not ideal, this will confirm that you have engaged with the material. 
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TEXTBOOK, COURSE PACKET, ETC.: 
 

Textbook – required  

John Barton, A History of the Bible (Penguin)  

ISBN 9780143111207 (paperback)  /  bn.com list price:  $20.00 

 

Bible – required: 

The Bible: Authorized King James Version (Oxford World’s Classics), ed. by Stephen Prickett 

and Robert Carroll (Oxford University Press, 2008).  

ISBN-13:  9780199535941  /  bn.com list price:  $17.05 

 

Course Packet: 
 

A large amount of supplemental material (maps, charts, primary sources, etc.) is included in the 

extensive Course Packet, available at the Canvas course website.  You must bring the Course 

Packet to class each day.  By ‘bring’, we mean either bring the printed version in hardcopy or have 

access to the pdf file on your device/tablet/computer/etc. 

 

Readings:   
 

In addition to the textbook chapters, most units in the course will include supplemental readings, 

available at the Canvas course website. 

 

Websites: 
 

Much of the material that we will study in the course, especially the medieval manuscripts, are 

available in beautifully designed websites with exquisite high-resolution images.  You are expected 

to peruse these websites, as assigned, in order to enhance the learning experience. 

 

ATTENDANCE: 
 

A major portion of the educational experience in this course takes place in the classroom.   

If you expect to miss a class session, kindly use the university self-reporting system for absences:  

https://sims.rutgers.edu/ssra/.  An email is automatically sent to apprise us of your absence. 
 

Or you may wish to inform us ahead of time if you know that you will miss class, especially if there 

will some (good) reason for missing two or more classes in a row.  Overall responsibility for the 

course material, however, remains yours at all times. 
 

If you do miss class, please make sure to get the notes from someone.  If there is something in the 

notes that you do not understand, feel free to contact either of us during office hours for further 

clarification.   
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Finally, please make every effort to arrive in time for the start of class.  Late arrival is disruptive to 

the class discussion and in general disrespectful to both your professors and your classmates.   

 

ACADEMIC INTEGRITY: 

 

Please note the University’s academic integrity policy:  

http://academicintegrity.rutgers.edu/academic-integrity-at-rutgers 

 

We personally endorse the policy and enforce its guidelines.  In short, no cheating of any sort will 

be tolerated; and such actions are grounds for probation and potential dismissal from the 

University. 

 

DISABILITY POLICY: 

 

 Students with disabilities requesting accommodations must follow the procedures outlined at 

https://ods.rutgers.edu/students/registration-form.  

 Full disability policies and procedures are at https://ods.rutgers.edu/ 

 

 

 

CLASS SCHEDULE 

 

(see pages ahead) 
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CLASS SCHEDULE  

The English Bible 

 

All biblical texts listed under Primary Source Readings refer to the King James Version (KJV), 

using the edition indicated above under Textbooks. 

 

Part I:  What is the Bible?  And How Did It Get to England and into English? 

 

The Bible did not emerge in England miraculously, and thus we begin the course with an overview 

of the first 1500 years of the history of the Bible, from ancient Israel through the spread of 

Christianity throughout Europe.  We will focus especially on how the Bible was created, 

canonized, and translated, with particular attention to the Hebrew, Greek, and Latin versions. 

 

WEEK 1:  Introduction / Origins in Ancient Israel / Organization of the Bible 

 Barton, pp. 21-88 

 Gary Rendsburg, “The Genesis of the Bible” (Canvas) 

 

Optional Reading: 

 Gary Rendsburg, “The Epic Tradition in Ancient Israel – And What Happened to It?” 

(Canvas) 

 

Primary Source Reading:  Genesis, chs. 1-2 

 

WEEK 2:  Prophecy and Psalms 

 Barton, pp. 89-141 

 Gary Rendsburg, “The Psalms as Hymns in the Temple of Jerusalem” (Canvas) 

 

Optional Reading: 

 Mark Smith, “The Psalms as a Book for Pilgrims” (Canvas) 

 

Primary Source Readings:  Amos, Isaiah 6, 11, 14, 52-53 / Psalm 1, 2, 23 

 

WEEK 3:  Canonization and First Translations (Septuagint and Targum) 

 Barton, pp. 215-238, 436-444 

 Marc Brettler, “The Canonization of the Bible” (Canvas) 

 Tessa Rajak, “Translation and Survival: The Greek Bible of the Ancient Jewish Diaspora” 

(Canvas) 

 

Primary Sources Readings (re Canonization):  selected passages from Jewish post-biblical 

sources (Maccabees, Dead Sea Scrolls, Josephus, etc.) 
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Primary Source Readings (re Translations):  selected passages from the Septuagint and the 

Targum (via English translations thereof, naturally)  

 

WEEK 4:  Christian Beginnings, the Christian Canon, and the Christian Codex 

 Barton, pp. 239-284 

 “Codex Sinaiticus” – http://codexsinaiticus.org/en/ – and its home in the British Library  

 

Optional Reading: 

 David Aune, “The Greco-Roman Context of the New Testament” (Canvas) 

 

Primary Sources Readings:  Matthew 1 / Mark 1 / Luke 1-3 / John 1 

 

WEEK 5:  Early Hebrew Manuscripts 

 Barton, pp. 285-307 

 The Dead Sea Scrolls 

http://dss.collections.imj.org.il/ 

https://www.deadseascrolls.org.il/about-the-project/the-digital-library  

 Gary Rendsburg, “The World’s Oldest Torah Scrolls” 

http://www.asor.org/anetoday/2018/03/Worlds-Oldest-Torah-Scrolls  

 Gary Rendsburg, “A Rare Torah in the Library of Congress” (Canvas) 

 

       LIBRARY VISIT:  the McDonnell Room, Alexander Library (second floor) 

 

Part II:  The Bible in English 
 

And with all that as background, the course now moves to the uniquely English contribution.  We 

begin with the earliest Bibles in the British Isles (all in Latin), we then move to the various English 

translations produced especially during the 16th and 17th centuries. 

 

WEEK 6:  The Medieval Bible, especially Early Bibles in the British Isles  

 Barton, pp. 358-386, 444-446 

 St. Jerome and the Vulgate (the Bible in Latin) 

 Codex Amiatinus 

 The Lindisfarne Gospels 

 The Gospels of St. Augustine 

 The Book of Kells 

 Faddan More Psalter 

 https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/lindisfarne-gospels  
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 https://www.english-heritage.org.uk/visit/places/st-augustines-abbey/history-and-stories/who-

was-st-augustine/ 

 https://parker.stanford.edu/parker/catalog/mk707wk3350  

 https://www.wdl.org/en/item/20150/ 

 https://www.tcd.ie/library/manuscripts/book-of-kells.php 

 https://www.museum.ie/en-IE/Collections-Research/Irish-Antiquities-Division-

Collections/Collections-List-(1)/Early-Medieval/The-Faddan-More-Psalter  

 Valmadonna, no. 1 (England, 1189)  

 Longleat House, no. 21 (England, 13th century) 

 

Optional Readings: 

 Christopher de Hamel, “The Gospels of St. Augustine” (Canvas) 

 Christopher de Hamel, “Codex Amiatinus” (Canvas) 

 Christopher de Hamel, “Book of Kells” (Canvas) 

 

WEEK 7:  The Birth of the Early Modern English Bible 

 Barton, pp. 387-408, 446-452 

 Thomas Fulton, “Tyndale’s Literalism and the Laws of Moses” (Canvas) 

 John Wycliffe 

 William Tyndale and his Disagreements with Henry VIII 

 The Geneva Bible 

 The King James Bible 

 

Primary Source Readings:  Leviticus 18, 20, Deuteronomy 25 

 

WEEK 8:  Introductions to the Pentateuch and to the Book of Genesis  

 Barton, pp. 452-468 
 

Noah and the Covenant / Abraham and the Covenant 

 

 Primary Source Readings:  Genesis 1-12 (Creation, Flood, etc.), 15-22 (Abraham and Isaac)  

 

Jacob and Esau 

 

Primary Source Readings:  Genesis 24-33, 35 

 

 

Joseph and the Coat of Many Colors 

 

Primary Source Readings:  Genesis 37, 39-50 
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WEEK 9:  The Bible as National Epic 

 
Escape from Egypt 

 

Primary Source Readings:  Exodus 1-15 (Biblical Close Reading, Group C)   

 

Establishing Law, The Covenant, Idols and Idolatry 

 

Primary Source Readings:  Exodus 19-24, 31-34, 40 (Biblical Close Reading, Group D)  

   
WEEK 10:  The Historical Books 

 

Conquering the Promised Land 

  

Primary Source Readings:  Joshua 1-11, 23-24  (Biblical Close Reading, Group A) 

 

The Move to Monarchy, David and Bathsheba  

 

 Primary Source Readings:  1 Samuel 8, 9, 15; 1 Samuel 16-20; 2 Samuel 11-12  

 

WEEK 11:  Solomon 

 

The Jerusalem Temple and the Divided Kingdom 

 

Primary Source Readings:  1 Kings 1-19  

     

The Wisdom of Solomon and Love Songs of Solomon  

 

Primary Source Readings:   Song of Songs (Song of Solomon), entire poem (chs. 1-8) 

(Close Reading, Group A) 

    

WEEK 12:  Wisdom Literature:   Job and Ecclesiastes (Qohelet) 

 

 Primary Source Readings:   

 

Ecclesiastes (Qohelet), entire books (chs. 1-12) (Biblical Close Reading, Group B) 

 Job:  Job 1-11, 28, 38-42 (Biblical Close Reading, Group C) 

 

WEEK 13:   Prophesies of Destruction of the end of the Two Kingdoms (Israel and Judah) 
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 Primary Source Readings:   

  

Isaiah 1-2 (prophecies against Judah) 

Isaiah 6 (the calling of Isaiah),  

Isaiah 7 (the ‘virgin’ shall conceive) 

Isaiah 8 (a son named Speed the Spoil, Hasten the Plunder) 

Isaiah 9 and Isaiah 11 (messianic royal poems for future king) 

Isaiah 13-14 (prophecies against Babylon) 

 (Biblical Close Reading, Group D) 

 

 Isaiah, Continued (= Second Isaiah, as determined by modern biblical scholarship) 

Isaiah 40 (Israel delivered) 

Isaiah 49-53 (Israel as a light to the nations) 

Isaiah 60-62 (the new Jerusalem) 

Isaiah 65-66 (a new creation) 

 

WEEK 14:  Two Unique Books (Jonah and Daniel) 

 

A Prophet Swallowed 

 

 Primary Source Readings:  Jonah 1-4 (entire book) (Biblical Close Reading, Group A) 

 

Daniel and the Prophecy of the Messiah 

 
Primary Source Readings:  Daniel 1-6; 9, including:  

Writing on the wall (ch. 5) 

The Lion’s Den (ch. 6) 

Messiah (ch. 9) 

 

Coda:  The Grand Tradition of the Study of the Bible in England 

 

The Great English Hebraists 

 Regius Professorships of Hebrew at Oxford and Cambridge (1540s) 

 John Selden (1584–1654) 

 Benjamin Kennicott (1718‒1783) 

 The Duke of Sussex (son of King George III) (1773‒1843) 


