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In The Bible: An Introduction, Jerry L. Sumney, Professor of Biblical Studies at Lexington 
Theological Seminary, offers a remarkably fresh and user-friendly survey of biblical 
literature. From cover to cover this book is well written and thoughtfully designed. Its 
accessible prose and attractive layout make the long journey from Genesis through 
Revelation feel effortless and enjoyable. Though explicitly aimed at an academic audience 
(whether online or in a traditional classroom), Sumney’s sensitivity toward those who use 
the Bible for religious guidance make this book a great option for personal study or even a 
more rigorous Christian education program in a church context. In this sense, Sumney 
strikes a balance that can be found in few other introductory Bible textbooks on the 
market today. 

It is clear from the outset that Sumney cares deeply about the effectiveness of this volume 
as a teaching resource. Each chapter is packed with helpful learning aides, including 
preview and review sections, a list of key terms, a set of discussion questions, and a brief 
bibliography for further reading. Beginner students will especially appreciate the 
numerous textboxes scattered throughout each chapter that offer a brief excursus on a 
related topic (“The Goddess Asherah,” 127), explain a technical term (“Glossolalia,” 305), 
or address an important interpretive issue in more detail (“Virgin in Isaiah and Matthew,” 
253). In addition, a wealth of color headings and subheadings make it exceptionally easy 
to navigate through the content of any given chapter. 
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Sumney’s attention to pedagogical detail extends beyond the scope of the book’s main 
chapters. The volume is framed by a detailed table of contents as well as an extensive 
glossary that provides concise and helpful definitions for over two hundred key terms. 
This second edition also features a useful appendix on alternative reading strategies, such 
as narrative criticism and feminist and postcolonial approaches. A separate Study 
Companion is also now available (Fortress, 2014) that provides additional resources and 
learning guides. Regrettably, it is no longer possible to purchase the Inkling interactive e-
book edition mentioned in the preface to the second edition. 

It is worth noting that, from a purely design perspective, Sumney’s book is in a league of 
its own among comparable introductory volumes. The font is sharp, easy to read, and 
(thankfully, for those of us with less-than-perfect vision) slightly larger than what one 
finds in most other textbooks. On each page the text is arranged in two columns, but the 
pages themselves never feel cramped due to ample spacing between the lines and 
headings. The book also features many visual aids, including a comprehensive timeline, 
eighteen full-color maps, and over eighty vivid photographs that present material 
artifacts, pictures of ancient landscapes, and artistic representations of key biblical stories. 
Though available only in paperback, the book feels remarkably sturdy, capable of long 
outlasting a year-long introductory course. 

Sumney’s overarching goal is to introduce students not only to the content of the Bible 
but also to “the methods of biblical criticism that help clarify how these texts emerged and 
what they meant in their original settings” (xxix). In order to do so, Sumney includes in 
almost every chapter a discussion of important background information regarding the 
historical setting or literary genre of the biblical books under consideration. Among the 
topics Sumney addresses are the Documentary Hypothesis (50–53), hellenization and the 
Maccabean revolt (106), the characteristics of Hebrew poetry (188–90), the origins and 
nature of the gospels (226), the genre of ancient letters (294–96), and the nature of 
apocalyptic literature (363–69).  

For those in search of a rigorous historical-critical approach to biblical literature, many of 
these discussions will feel too concise or overly simplified. For instance, Sumney devotes 
barely over two pages to the Documentary Hypothesis and only briefly touches upon the 
many revisions of Wellhausen’s classic theory. Discussion of some important historical-
critical issues are lacking almost entirely, such as competing theories about Israel’s 
emergence in the land of Canaan and the Canaanite background of Israelite religion. In 
addition, Sumney only lightly touches on comparative ancient Near Eastern and Greco-
Roman literature, though in my estimation such writings are crucial for understanding 
the Genesis creation accounts, the biblical covenant form, law, wisdom literature, epistles, 
and so forth. It seems that Sumney’s goal is to provide readers with just enough 
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background knowledge without overwhelming them with details. This approach might be 
a good fit for beginner students but will leave others hungry for more. 

Sumney’s overall approach to the Bible might best be described as “constructively 
critical.” Specifically, he aims to help his readers integrate critical study into their use of 
the Bible for personal and religious guidance. Though Sumney is never polemical, from 
time to time he gently cautions his readers about the problems associated with literalistic 
interpretations or using biblical phrases or ideas out of context. In contrast, Sumney aims 
to equip his readers with the interpretive skills and perspectives needed to “arrive at more 
responsible and more respectful readings” (385). As such, Sumney occasionally talks 
about the potential misuses of the Bible, whether in ecclesial or sociopolitical settings. He 
concludes his epilogue on the use of the Bible today with the following advice to his 
readers: “Whether you grant it authority or not, knowing the Bible and how to read it 
prepares you to participate more fully in discussions about how we should understand 
and construct the world” (388). 

Now a bit more about the book’s overall structure and content. The organization of the 
book is mostly what one would expect from an introductory survey of the Bible. 
Following opening chapters on canon formation (ch. 1), textual transmission and 
translation (ch. 2), and the concept of inspiration (ch. 3) are two roughly equal-sized 
sections: “What Is the Story of the Hebrew Bible?” (chs. 4–10) and “What Is the Story of 
the New Testament?” (chs. 11–17). I generally like Sumney’s use of “story” as a type of 
framing device because it reminds the reader that these texts were never meant to be read 
as a systematic theology or a straightforward account of history. However, this approach 
leads to a disproportionate emphasis on those biblical books that more readily fit a 
narrative mold. For instance, Sumney devotes the same amount of space to Esther (which 
he calls “a charming tale, full of intrigue and irony,” 180) as he does to the whole Psalter. 
Likewise, his treatment of Jonah is roughly ten times longer than that of Lamentations. I 
do not mean to suggest that every book should receive equal airtime, but I do think 
readers would benefit from realizing that many important parts of the Bible do not come 
in the form of a narrative or story. 

Linking the sections on the Hebrew Bible and New Testament is a whole chapter dedicated 
to developments in the intervening period (ch. 10). Sumney is certainly right to note that 
“[w]e cannot understand Jesus or what it meant to be a Jew in Palestine in his day without 
knowing something about the political and social world into which Jesus was born” (195). 
While this chapter does a fine job of dealing with the religious environment of first-
century Judaism, I wish Sumney had devoted more space to discussing the religious 
literature of this time period, including the sectarian writings from Qumran and 
deuterocanonical and apocryphal texts. 
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Sumney’s arrangement of biblical material within his two major sections is cogent but not 
without potential drawbacks. When it comes to the New Testament, the biblical books are 
organized in a rather standard way: the Gospels (chs. 11–12), Acts (ch. 13), the Pauline 
epistles (ch. 14), the disputed Pauline epistles (ch. 15), Hebrews and the General Epistles 
(ch. 16), and Revelation. Other organizational schemata also would have been possible, 
such as treating the Synoptic Gospels as a separate group or placing the Gospel of John 
with other books in the Johannine tradition (1–3 John and Revelation). However, any 
schema will have its advantages and disadvantages, and on the whole I think Sumney’s 
arrangement of the New Testament material will feel natural and intuitive for most 
readers. 

I am not as convinced that the same applies to the earlier section. Despite his consistent 
use of the term “Hebrew Bible,” Sumney often follows the canonical order of the 
Christian Old Testament, as he explains on 173–74. This is all well and good in some 
respects, but it can lead to some awkward situations, such as when Ruth is treated in the 
middle of a discussion on the Deuteronomistic History (116–17). When dealing with the 
prophets (ch. 7), Sumney switches to a chronological arrangement. Here again, while 
there are advantages to progressing from preexilic to postexilic prophetic books, there can 
be some unintended—and, in my view, unwanted—consequences. To name just one 
example, the placement of Daniel after Jonah obscures the fact that the court tales (Dan 
1–6) have a stronger and more natural generic connection to wisdom literature. Perhaps 
most puzzling is the grouping of Psalms with the Song of Solomon (ch. 9). To be sure, 
both are examples of Hebrew poetry, but then again, so are a number of other books. In 
my estimation, it would have been helpful to address matters related to Hebrew poetry 
much earlier in the volume, if for no other reason than the fact that both prophetic 
writings and wisdom literature contain a good deal of poetic devices and imagery. 

Like any other author who dares to take on the daunting genre of the introductory Bible 
textbook, Sumney had to make difficult choices about what themes to highlight, which 
methods to employ, and how to organize and present the material. Inevitably, some of his 
decisions will leave certain readers feeling dissatisfied. Yet the same would be true of any 
other introductory survey of biblical literature. These sorts of books, unlike Paul, simply 
cannot be “all things to all people.” Nevertheless, I am convinced that The Bible: An 
Introduction will have a very broad appeal, for what makes this book so inviting—its user-
friendly design, accessible prose, numerous learning aids, and nonpolemical tone—is also 
what makes it so recommendable. 


