The Apocrypha: Second Thoughts
Douglas Jacoby

Perhaps you have heard of Tobit, Judith, or Ecclesiasticus. Maybe you have even read Wisdom of Solomon or 1 and 2 Maccabees. You may know that Catholic and Orthodox Bibles contain extra verses in such books as Daniel and Esther. In my experience, few ministers of the Gospel have ever taken the trouble to read the Apocrypha (a plural noun) -- and yet they have many opinions about them! As Alexander Pope said, "A little learning is a dang'rous thing / Drink deep, or touch not the Pierian spring." 

This study has been produced for the benefit of those who minister to the churches, that they may (1) have an accurate knowledge of these works and (2) be stimulated to study the books themselves. (In addition, this article has been written for the benefit of our brothers and sisters in Sweden, where in most modern Bibles the Apocrypha are included.)

I. GENERAL

The Apocryphal books of the Old Testament, most of which were produced between 200 BC and 100 AD, are the subject of this study. And yet before we are in a position to appreciate these misunderstood writings, it will be helpful to realize that the Jews did not have a rigorous doctrine of inspiration worked out. It is difficult, if not impossible, to prove that the Jews some two millennia ago viewed all their writings on the same level of inspiration. 

At the core of the scriptures was the Torah. The next circle includes the prophets, which called people back to the Torah. Finally come the writings. It is outside this third "concentric circle" that we find the many apocryphal writings. And yet there is a substantial difference between the apocryphal works and the canonical writings, and this difference lies in the truth content of the writings. Although the apocryphal books do contain many lofty thoughts and interesting stories, they often contradict known facts of biblical history and sound biblical principles. 

Were these books at some time meant to be included in the biblical canon? Should Christians read them? Has there been some sort of conspiracy or "cover-up"? After all, apocrypha in Greek means "hidden things," though in no sense have the apocryphal writings been "hidden" from anyone.

The apocryphal books, including all the works which appear between the covers of the Bibles of the various factions of Christianity, can be grouped into 18 documents, with a total equivalent of nearly 200 chapters -- roughly the length of the Qur'an, or 80% the length of the NT. For your convenience, they are listed below. In addition, at the end of this study you will find a short glossary of some of the terms which will frequently appear.

II. OLD TESTAMENT APOCRYPHAL DOCUMENTS

Apocryphal Book Chapter numbers

1 Esdras . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1-9

2 Esdras . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1-16

Tobit . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1-14

Judith . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1-16

Additions to Esther . . . . . . . . . . 11-16 (Esther), 10-11 (Greek)

Wisdom of Solomon . . . . . . . . 1-19

Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) . . . . . . . 1-51

Baruch . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1-5

Letter of Jeremiah . . . . . . . . . . 6 (= Baruch 6)

Song of the Three . . . . . . . . . . 3 (between Daniel 3:23 and 3:24)

Susanna . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 13 (= Daniel 13)

Bel and the Dragon . . . . . . . . . . 14 (= Daniel 14 in Latin; added to Daniel 12 in Greek)

Prayer of Manasseh . . . . . . . . . 1

1 Maccabees . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 16

2 Maccabees . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 15

3 Maccabees . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 7

4 Maccabees . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 18

Psalm 151. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1

Note: Books in italics appear in standard Roman Catholic Bibles.

III. RECONSIDERING

In 1985 I scoured the Catholic Apocrypha, published an article in a London bulletin, and even put out a second version of this article a year or two later. I taught, as most Protestants and independents do, that these books were added to the Roman Catholic canon -- albeit with "deuterocanonical" (second-order canon) status -- during the Counter Reformation. Whether at the time I realized it or not, my conclusions were fundamentally no different to those of most scholars outside the Catholic or Orthodox camp. In 1991 I continued my study, fitting the new things I learned into the old thought paradigm. I even published an on-line piece in my regular Bible on Trial column at Acesonline.org in early 2000 in which I stated that these books were added into the Bible in the 16th century. Now I have reconsidered.

In 2000 I carefully re-read the apocryphal books, including those normally included in Orthodox Bibles, with or without official canonical status. To begin with, although my conclusion that these extra works are not inspired by God remains unchanged, I feel I was unfair in the '80s in the way I handled some of the texts, quoting them without sufficient regard to their context. Moreover, it is now my view that the Catholics did not truly add these books to their Bible at the Council of Trent on April 8, 1546. Rather, Protestant reformers (like Erasmus), in their "housecleaning" zeal, aimed to subtract them from the Bibles and worship of the day! And by the 19th century they finally succeeded.

Earlier this year I read through several medieval manuscripts of the Bible at Duke University's Rare Book and Manuscript collection. Particularly striking was a 13th-century Latin Vulgate OT copied in France. All the Catholic "extra books," including 1 and 2 Esdras, were present. Later I examined a 14th-century Bible at the University of Michigan's fabulous collection in Ann Arbor. Same observation! In other words, the extra books were already in Bibles -- long before the Reformation.

Yes, the Catholics "upgraded" the Apocrypha to full inspired status. In the fourth session of the Council of Trent they decreed of the Apocrypha, "If anyone does not receive these entire books, with all their parts, as they are accustomed to be read in the Catholic Church and are found in the ancient edition of the Latin Vulgate, as sacred and canonical, let him be anathema." Yet though the reformers assigned the Apocrypha only secondary status (they were "deuterocanonical," to use the emerging term), they included the Apocrypha in their new Bible translations. While they could not bring themselves to consider these works "inspired," neither could they bring themselves to remove them from their churches. In other words, by the 16th century, the Apocryphal books, for all intents and purposes, had come to enjoy a position of favor and inspiration in the eyes of the church. 

IV. PATRISTICS

How did I come to these conclusions? To begin with, in addition to re-reading all the OT Apocrypha, I checked every patristic reference to the Apocrypha in the first three centuries of Christianity. I noticed that there are only a few citations in the first half of the second century, yet a huge number in the second half of that century. The third century sees even more references, and the same is true of the fourth. The patristic writers routinely and consistently quote apocryphal works as scripture. See for yourself if you doubt this; I am confident you will come to no other conclusion! (Check The Ante-Nicene Fathers, Vols. 1-9, Hendrickson.)

Two things struck me. First, these writers accepted the inspiration of the Apocrypha. At the beginning of my study, since they lived so much closer to the first century, I wondered in my heart whether perhaps it was we who got it wrong. That is, I was willing to consider whether I had rejected the Apocrypha without sufficient evidence. Second -- and this is very important -- it would be false to say that writers from the late first to mid-second century viewed the Apocrypha as inspired. There are only 3 or 4 quotations to that effect -- hardly enough on which to build a doctrine of inspiration! And despite the concerns of some 4th-century clerics about the Apocrypha (Jerome), the books were included in the influential Latin Vulgate translation. 

To sum up, the Patristics show us an evolving view of the inspiration of the OT Apocrypha, which had matured by mid-second century -- 3 or 4 generations after the NT books were written. (Plenty of time for a wrongheaded understanding to develop.) From the 3rd century on, the Apocrypha were especially cherished by the Christian Church, despite some controversies in the 4th century about their true status.

V. RELATION TO THE NEW TESTAMENT

It is significant that there are no direct quotations from the Apocrypha in the NT, though there are a good many allusions (e.g. Wisdom 13:5,8, 14:24,27 in Romans 1:20-29; Wisdom 12:12,20, 15:7 in Romans 9:20-23; Wisdom 9:15 in 2 Corinthians 5:1,4; Wisdom 7:22-26 in Hebrews 1:1-3; 2 Maccabees 6:18-7:42 in Hebrews 11:34-35; Sirach 5:11 in James 1:19; Sirach 15:11-12 in James 1:13, etc). Considering that the NT quotes the OT over and over again -- in addition to the hundreds or possibly thousands of allusions -- it must mean something that no one can produce a single convincing NT quotation of an OT apocryphal verse. In short, it does not appear that the NT writers (apostles of Jesus and their immediate disciples) considered these books inerrant, infallible, or inspired by God.

VI. THE PSEUDEPIGRAPHA

This article does not take up the curious case of Jude's direct quotation of 1 Enoch, as 1 this is not part of the OT Apocrypha proper. 1 Enoch is properly part of the OT Pseudepigrapha, literally works of false authorship. These include the Apocalypse of Abraham, the Apocalypse of Adam, the Testament of Adam, the Life of Adam and Eve, Ahiqar, the Letter of Aristeas, Aristeas the Exegete, Aristobolus, Artapanus, 2-4 Baruch, Cleodemus Malchus, the Apocalypse of Daniel, [non-canonical] Psalms of David, Demetrius the Chronographer, Eldad and Modad, the Apocalypse of Elijah, 1-3 Enoch, Eupolemus, Pseudo-Eupolemus, the Apocryphon of Ezekiel, Ezekiel the Tragedian, 4 Ezra, the Greek Apocalypse of Ezra, Questions of Ezra, Revelation of Ezra, Vision of Ezra, Fragments of Pseudo-Greek poets, Pseudo-Hecataeus, Hellenistic Synagogal Prayers, the Martyrdom and Ascension of Isaiah, the Ladder of Jacob, Prayer of Jacob, Jannes and Jambres, Testament of Job, Joseph and Aseneth, History of Joseph, Prayer of Joseph, Jubilees, 3-4 Maccabees, the Prayer of Manasseh, Syriac Menander, the Testament of Moses, Orphica, Philo the Epic Poet, Pseudo-Philo, Pseudo-Phocylides, the Lives of the Prophets, History of the Rechabites, Apocalypse of Sedrach, the Treatise of Shem, the Sibylline Oracles, Psalms of Solomon, Testament of Solomon, Theodotus, Testaments of the Three Patriarchs, Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs, and the Apocalypse of Zephaniah. To read these documents, see James H. Charlesworth, Ed., The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha, Volumes 1 and 2 (New York: Doubleday, 1983). Also helpful are Philip Wesley Comfort, Ed., The Origin of the Bible (Wheaton: Tyndale, 1992), Neil Lightfoot, How We Got the Bible, 2nd Ed., (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1994), and Charles Cutter Torrey, The Apocryphal Literature: A Brief Introduction (London: Archon Books, 1945). One things that emerges clearly here: When people ask why the Apocrypha were "excluded" from the canon, they seem to be totally unaware that such an enormous body of religious literature was written by the ancient Jews. The real question is, "Why are the canonical books in the Bible?" 

Let me offer an analogy. You are trying to explain the faith to a nonbeliever, and you happen to walk into a Christian bookstore, showing him the Bible section. "Are all these other books inspired, too?" he asks you. "No, only the Bibles," you reply. How odd it would be if he asked you why the thousands of other books "never made it into the Bible"! In the same way, there are major differences between the canonical books and all the (many) other religious writings. 

VII. THE ENGLISH BIBLE

Wyclif, who translated the Bible into [Middle] English in the late 1300s, included the Apocryphal works (except for 2 Esdras), though with a caveat that they "shall be set among apocrypha, that is, without authority of belief" [shal be set among apocrifa, that is, with outen autorite of bileue"]. Wyclif worked from the Latin Vulgate, which includes nearly all the Apocrypha. The earliest English Bibles excluding the Apocrypha appeared only in 1599. And in 1615 the Archbishop of Canterbury made it a crime punishable by one year in prison to produce a Bible without the Apocryphal books! The earliest editions of the King James Version (oddly considered "inspired" by many English speakers worldwide), which was completed in 1611, included the Apocrypha. (The first KJV edition without it appeared only in 1616.) In 1827 the English Bible stopped printing these books, though they were (and are) still read in churches. Apocryphal themes and stories have had a profound influence on literature, music, and art -- which explains the reluctance of many to abandon them as inspired writings.

VIII. BOOK-BY-BOOK

In the next section we will touch lightly on each book of the Apocrypha, noting strong and weak points, truth and error. As you will see when you read the Apocrypha for yourself, some sections are awesome, others awful. It certainly is the mixture of error and truth which is problematic for those who insist on the inspiration of these books.

1 Esdras

• This historical book, consisting of nearly unchanged excerpts from the LXX of Chronicles-Ezra-Nehemiah, is also called 3 Esdras in the Vulgate.

• It is the apocryphal book most intimately connected with the OT.

• Its aim: to emphasize the contributions of Josiah, Zerubabbel, and Ezra to the reform of Israelite worship.

• Despite its historical value, there are many minor discrepancies with the canonical OT accounts. For example, see 5:73.

• Since Trent (1545-1563), it has usually appeared in an appendix after the NT.

2 Esdras

• This apocalyptic work (the same genre as Revelation) consists of 7 revelations coming through the mediation of the archangel Uriel.

• Like 1 Esdras, since Trent, it has been placed in an appendix as "4 Esdras."

• Chapters 3-14 are considered to have been written in the late 1st century by a Jewish author.

• Chapters 1-2 are considered to have been written in the 2nd century AD, and chapters 15-16 in the 3rd century AD. Chapters 1-2, 15-16 missing in all eastern versions

• The central concern is theodicy (the justice of God / the problem of suffering).

• 3:36 interestingly teaches that although all the pagan nations are lost, there are some individual Gentiles who are obedient to God's commandments.

• 6:42 teaches that six sevenths of the earth is land, and only one seventh water. (In actuality, well over three quarters of the earth's surface is covered with water.) Moreover, in 16:58 -- 2 Esdras teaches that the earth is suspended over the waters.

• 7:28 is a highly messianic section, quite interesting for understanding first century expectations. Chapters 13-14 equate the Messiah with the Son of God. (This may explain Jesus' preference for the more neutral term "Son of Man," which is found in Ezekiel and Daniel.)

• 7:36ff. explicitly denies the efficacy of prayers for the dead. For this reason, this section was cut out by the Roman church. (Cp. 2 Maccabees 12:43-45, which affirms the value of prayers for the dead.) Similarly, 7:105 allows no intercession for the wicked on the day of judgment.

• 10:45 says that the first sacrifice was offered when the world was 3000 years old. And yet the OT never once attempts to provide a picture of the age of the earth. 

• 14:44 says that 94 books have been revealed: this would include the 24 canonical OT books (remembering that several books were combined into one, such as The Twelve, which we divide into the Minor Prophets), and another 70 esoteric (apocryphal) works.

Tobit

• This short story was one of the most popular books among the Jews. It is interesting and enjoyable reading.

• Tobit and Judith (next work) were placed between Nehemiah and Esther.

• In 1:8 we see that Tobit gave not just a tithe, but three tenths.

• There are some historical inaccuracies, such as in 1:15. Another error is in 14:15, an anachronism based on confusion among names which was common in the Judaism of "Tobit's" day.

• In 4:15 we find the "Silver Rule," or "negative Golden Rule." And yet Tobit is not portrayed as a stingy person. In 4:16 Tobit teaches his son, Tobias, to "give all your surplus to charity." There are many passages in the Apocrypha were insist on the power of almsgiving, such as Tobit 12:9: "For almsgiving delivers from death, and it will purge away every sin."

• 4:17 apparently approves of the practice of offering food to the dead.

• In 6:6-8 we find blatant superstition: "Then the young man said to the angel, 'Brother Azarias, of what use is the liver and heart and gall of the fish?' He replied, 'As for the heart and the liver, if a demon or evil spirit gives trouble to anyone, you make a smoke from these before the man or woman, and that person will never be troubled again. And as for the gall, anoint with it a man who has white films in his eyes, and he will be cured.'" Two observations here: Jesus never followed this advice; and exorcism is totally absent from the OT, even though the pagan nations surrounding Israel were controlled by their fear of demons. Again, in 8:3 we find that a demon is repulsed by an offensive odor.

• In 14:4 the prophecy of Jonah about the destruction of Nineveh is still to be fulfilled! And yet Nineveh is in the wrong location geographically. (Even the Greek historian Xenophon [c. 400 BC] didn't know its location.) The guess was inaccurate.

Judith

• Judith is another popular folk tale about a pious and beautiful woman who saves her people.

• And yet, as is common with the Apocrypha, we find errors in history. In 1:1-6 the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar is placed after the Exile!

• In the final chapter, we read about a hell of infinite conscious torment. "Woe to the nations that rise up against my people! The Lord will take vengeance on them in the day of judgment; fire and worms he will give to their flesh; they shall weep in pain forever" (16:17). This is significant because it is a misunderstanding of the fire and worms of Isaiah 66:24. They do not eternally torment their victims; they consume insentient corpses. The same doctrine is taught in Sirach 7:17 and 4 Maccabees 9:9. And yet it is not at all certain that Jesus endorsed the apocryphal view of hell. 

Additions to Esther

• 107 extra verses are interspersed throughout the canonical Esther.

• The main purpose seems to be to add a religious element. (God does not explicitly appear in the canonical Esther.)

Wisdom of Solomon

• Also called "the Book of Wisdom," or simply "Wisdom."

• Composed in the 1st century BC, this Greek book was quite possibly originally written in Hebrew.

• 2:12-3:9 contains a phenomenal "messianic" passage. (Read it for yourself.)

• Despite the great wisdom of this book (no sarcasm intended), there are some theological problems. In 14:9 we read, "For equally hateful to God are the ungodly man and his ungodliness."

• Interestingly, in 18:3 Israel is "God's son," just as in the four servant songs of Isaiah, where the Servant alternately functions as Israel, the Messiah, or both. See Jim McGuiggan's The Book of Isaiah (Fort Worth: Star Bible Publications, 1985).

• Wisdom and Sirach (next entry) are heavily cited in the Patristic writers.

Sirach (Ecclesiasticus)

• This is the only apocryphal book whose author's name is known.

• The oldest manuscript is a fragment found at Qumran (the famous Dead Sea community) in 1952 -- nearly two millennia old.

• Allusions to Sirach are found in the book of James. (For example, 2:1-6 || James 1:2-4, 12-15; 2:3 || James 5:7-8; 5:11 || James 1:19, etc) and in the Sermon on the Mount (7:14 || Matthew 6:7).

• And yet not everything is theologically correct. 12:4-7 teaches the opposite of Luke 6:27-31 (don't give to the unrighteous). In 25:24-26 we read we may divorce a wife if we are having marriage problems. And in 30:1 we read, "He who loves his son will whip him often..." Although it is similar to the teaching of Proverbs, it goes just a bit too far, doesn't it?

• Good advice is found for stock investors in 31:1 -- "Wakefulness over wealth wastes away one's flesh, and anxiety about it removes sleep."

• In chapters 31-32 we find extensive advice on etiquette, including table manners!

• In 33:24-31, 42:5 the treatment of slaves comes to the fore. "Yoke and thong will bow the neck, and for a wicked servant there are racks and tortures" (33:26 -- yikes!). "[Do not be ashamed... ] of whipping a wicked servant severely."

• In 50:25-26 anti-Edomite and anti-Samaritan prejudice are extreme. "With two nations my soul is vexed, and the third is no nation: Those who live on Mount Seir, and the Philistines, and the foolish people that dwell in Shechem."

• To sum up, "He is a theologian of rank, and a teacher of religious truth, but nonetheless a man of the world, proud of his practical philosophy. Put your trust in the Lord (32:24, 33:1), but trust also the wisdom that comes of experience. His advice to the sick man, 38:1-15, may serve for partial illustration. My son, when you are ill pray to the Lord, and he will heal you. Cleanse your heart from sin, offer your sacrifice, and then put yourself in the hands of a physician, for God created him (this is said twice), let him not go from you. A wise man will not refuse to take medicines" (Torrey, The Apocryphal Literature, 94).

Baruch

• Though pretending to be written by Jeremiah's secretary, this short work was written in the 2nd or 1st century BC -- three or four centuries too late.

Letter of Jeremiah

• Like Baruch, the Letter of Jeremiah also appears with the canonical Jeremiah.

• This is a polemic against idolatry, and was written 4th-2nd century BC.

• The oldest manuscript was found at Qumran, and dates from 100 BC.

Song of the Three

• The three are Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, and in this add-on to Daniel we find embellishments galore, as the three wax eloquent while strolling about in the fire.

Susanna

• In the Septuagint and Vulgate, Susanna is Daniel 13.

Bel and the Dragon

• Another add-on to Daniel, Bel [the Babylonian god] and the Dragon teaches (incorrectly) that those who worship God will be preserved through every trial! The theology is reminiscent of that of Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar in Job's day, or that of the pious people and priests in Jesus' day (Matthew 27:41-43).

• Stunningly, in verse 33 the prophet Habakkuk is still around!

• One final blooper: in verses 31 and 40, Daniel has been in the lions' den for seven days, not just on an overnighter as in canonical Daniel. Oh, well!

Prayer of Manasseh

• This is a stirring, humble prayer, though only rarely appearing in the Apocrypha. The wicked king Manasseh -- who did indeed repent in the OT account -- pours out his heart.

• One problem: It is claimed Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob did not sin against God (8).

1 Maccabees

• Written in the 2nd century BC, this book is extremely valuable for filling in the gaps in our understanding of Israel's history. Furthermore, for the 2nd century it is our only source. 

• Facing the Hellenistic challenge -- the pressure to eat pork, embrace idolatry, violate the Sabbath, "uncircumcise" themselves, etc., the faithful admirably resist. "But many in Israel stood firm and were resolved in their hearts not to eat unclean food. They chose to die rather than to be defiled by food or to profane the holy covenant; and they did die" (1 Maccabees 1:62-63).

• The Romans are flattered in a way to make Luke shudder. In 8:14-16 is claimed the Romans don't struggle with pride!

• In 13:22 we read of a heavy snow. It does occasionally snow in Israel, and occasionally we find meteorological insights in the apocryphal writings.

• Finally, for the reader of Daniel 10-12, 1-2 Maccabees supplies the necessary intertestamental details, picturing the resistance of the people of God against dominating, "Hellenizing" Greeks. 

2 Maccabees

• Composed around 100 BC, 2 Maccabees is a jazzed-up version of 1 Maccabees 1:10-7:50.

• The most famous section is the story of the martyrdom of the seven brothers and their mother, which is found in chapter 7. This in fact is the subject of 4 Maccabees.

• In 12:43-45 we find approval of prayer and sacrifices for the dead, and in 15:11-16, intercessory prayer for the dead.

• As with the Apocrypha in general, there is no "Thus says the Lord." Consider 15:37c-38: "So I too will here end my story. If it is well told and to the point, that is what I myself desired; if it is poorly done and mediocre, that was the best I could do." Such "insecurity statements" are typical not only of the Apocrypha, but of most religious scriptures outside the Bible.

3 Maccabees

• Set in the 3rd century BC, long before the Maccabean period, the name of the book is a real misnomer. The situation is somewhat similar to the 2nd century Maccabean one: a pagan king is persecuting Jews. Probably written in 1st century BC.

• 3 Maccabees represents Orthodox Judaism.

4 Maccabees

• Written AD 20-54, possibly during the reign of Caligula (37-41).

• 4 Maccabees was influential in the Eastern churches though never canonized.

• The thesis is that reason can control the emotions. 4 Maccabees is a philosophical piece based on 2 Macc 6:12-7:42 (the martyrdom of the 7 brothers).

• A more suitable title would be "The Apocalypse of Shealtiel."

• In 1:11, 17:21, 18:4 we find the substitutionary atonement of martyrs.

• In 7:19, 16:25 the martyrs are immediately immortal.

Psalm 151

• This psalm is found in the Greek LXX.

• It also appears in several other ancient versions: Old Latin, Syriac, Armenian, Ethiopic, and Arabic.

• An expanded version of Psalm 151 was found at Qumran in Cave 11.

IX. LINGERING QUESTIONS

Before we conclude this study, there are a couple of unanswered questions which may be fruitful to explore. First of all, if the LXX contained the Apocrypha, and the Greek speaking church used the LXX as their Old Testament, does this not mean that they accepted the inspiration of the Apocrypha?

It is true that the LXX contains the Apocrypha, except for 2 Esdras. (Note: the Vulgate usually included both 1 and 2 Esdras, although, as noted above, these books are no longer found in the OT section of Catholic Bibles.) This being the case, it is certain that the early Christians were familiar with the Apocrypha, and we have already considered evidence that this is the case. Whether or not certain disciples considered the Apocrypha to be inspired is one matter; whether God in his Word has clarified that they are inspired is quite another. It remains to ask why these books are never once quoted from in the NT, if they are part of God's revelation to us. 

Another question is, Why are the Apocrypha not in Hebrew Bible? After 70 AD, as you know, with the Temple and its cultus dismantled the Jews turned to study of Torah. A fierce concern grew that no other writings should even appear to be on a par with the most sacred books. 

Moreover, the Christians were circulating more and more Hebrew and Aramaic writings, some of which cogently supported the new faith. The Christian reliance on the Semitic texts actually catalyzed the Jews to define their own canon. For example, Wisdom 2:12-3:9 is often quoted by early Christians as they set out proofs that the Righteous One, the Messiah, would be rejected by the religious establishment. Probably this is why Rabbi Akiba said, "Among those who have no part in the world to come is he who reads the outside books" (Jerusalem Sanhedrin, x, 1, fol. 28a; also Bab. Sanhedrin, 100b). And Gamaliel II, around 80 AD, pronounced an anathema on the Christians (virtually including their books and any who should read them). The result of these "anti-apocryphal" factors was a systematic destruction of the disturbing books. This meant the Semitic originals of all extra-canonical literature -- not only the Christian writings but also the apocrypha which the Christians were using. (Similarly, only two of Tyndale's 6000 Bibles survived the biblical purge of the 1500s.)

"Whosoever brings together in his house more than twenty-four books [the canonical thirty-nine books as grouped by the Jews] brings confusion" (Midrash Qoheleth, 12, 12). And so Jewish popular literature no longer flourished. Ironically, as the Jews relinquished their own popular literature (the Apocrypha), the Christians were increasingly making use of it in their own apologetics, worship, and study.

X. CONCLUSION

The Apocrypha are certainly useful reading for understanding what happened between the end of canonical OT times (the 400s BC) and the beginning of the NT times (1st century AD). As Torrey rightly says, "Acquaintance with the Jewish uncanonical religious writings of the pre-Christian period is now generally recognized as belonging to the equipment of every serious student of the Bible, in either Testament, for they throw light in both directions" (The Apocryphal Literature, v). I highly recommend that men and women of the Book read the Apocrypha -- at least once -- and this is one reason this study has been written. It never hurts to be informed!

Do these books have any authority of their own? There is no "thus says the Lord" anywhere, in sharp contrast to the books of the OT and NT, which are replete with authority statements. As someone put it, when you are driving along the highway, it helps to see clearly the road signs put there to help you on your journey. Whereas the OT and NT frequently provides such helpful signs, the "outside books" do not. The Apocrypha lack the decisive "Thus says the Lord."

It is indeed true that the Apocrypha makes no claim to inspiration. Yet sometimes weak arguments against the inspiration of the Apocrypha have been elaborated. (I have done so myself in the past!) Passages like 1 Maccabees 4:46, 9:27, 14:41, and Song of the Three 3:15 are cited, passages which mention the passing of the age of prophecy. But since when is prophecy the essential criterion for legitimate scripture? In Psalm 74:9 and Lamentations 2:9 the "voice of prophecy" has been silenced, but if that means the document in which this lament is found is not inspired, then Psalms and Lamentations must be merely of man and not of God. 

The nub of the issue is the error of the Apocrypha; amidst all the good there is the bad. Amidst the precious and even the "inspiring," there is the dross. How different from the canonical scriptures: "And the words of the Lord are flawless, like silver refined in a furnace of clay, purified seven times" (Psalm 12:6).

Still, it remains that the Apocrypha is good reading! The thinking disciple ought not to fear that this admission is a concession to inspiration. The popular Chicken Soup for the Soul books, often quoted and bandied about in the internet these days, makes for inspiring reading; and yet this is not inspired either! In short, "inspiring" does not mean "inspired."

The Bible is crystal clear that we are not to entertain any additions to the Word (Deuteronomy 4:2, 12:32, Proverbs 30:6, 1 Corinthians 4:6, Galatians 1:6-9, Revelation 22:18-19). Despite this plain biblical truth, many appeal to the Apocrypha, or to other extrabiblical works, to justify their beliefs. These apocryphal writings attempt to touch on areas not covered in the Scriptures, as well as improve on the revelation God has given to this people. As Paul wrote, "learn... the meaning of the saying, 'Do not go beyond what is written.'"

The early church ended up accepting the authority and inspiration of the Apocrypha. The Reformation attempted (partially) to remedy the error, while the Counter Reformation entrenched itself and elevated the outside writings to inspired status. We are wrong if we continue to preach, "The Catholic Church added the Apocrypha to their Bibles in 1546," for practically speaking it for centuries had been a part of their Bible. Quite the opposite: Protestants were beginning to remove it, though they did not succeed for another three hundred years. And if we learn the lessons that emerge from our study of church history -- with all the ambivalence towards outside writings -- then we may avoid the proven pitfalls of adding to the Word.

Finally, a word for you who have the Apocrypha in your Bibles. How should you view this addition? Most of us have "helps" in the back pages of our Bibles: tables of weights and measures, maps, even reference notes. This material is useful, but not inspired. In the same way that we may grow rather fond of the extra material at the end of our Bibles, so the early church grew fond of the extra material in their books. In time, the mistake was made of elevating it to virtually inspired status. 

So benefit from these materials, if you are so inclined and if you have already read the entire true Bible through. (I usually recommend that until someone has read the entire OT at least three or four times, he should stay away from the extra writings.) 

Don't be confused: the Apocrypha are not inspired. 

_________________________________________________________________

Terminology

Apocrypha . . . . . In the broader sense, the non-canonical literature; in the narrower sense, the additional books (and portions of books) interspersed throughout the OT. Literally, Greek for "hidden things."

Apocryphon . . . . . The singular of apocrypha.

Canon . . . . . . . Literally, the "measure" or yardstick; the officially accepted list of the books of the Bible. 

Council of Trent . . . The Roman Catholic Council, 1545-1563, at which issues raised by the Protestant Reformation were considered as Catholicism fortified its position.

Counter Reformation . The Catholic reaction to the Protestant Reformation

Deuterocanonical . . . Of a second order of inspiration or canon, as opposed to protocanonical. (Like the word Deuteronomy, or second giving of the law.)

DSS . . . . . . . . The Dead Sea Scrolls

LXX . . . . . . . Roman numerals for 70, the supposed number of translators of the Septuagint in the 3rd century BC. LXX represents the Greek Septuagint translation of OT and Apocrypha made in Egypt for the Jews there who spoke Greek better then Hebrew.

Patristics . . . . . . Study of the writings of the early church fathers -- principally from the late 1st to the late 4th centuries AD.

Pseudepigrapha . . . . Writings of false or pseudonymous authorship. All the OT Apocrypha are anonymous pseudonymous except for Sirach, and yet properly speaking the Pseudepigrapha are works which appear outside the official OT Apocrypha.

Qumran . . . . . . . The monastic community in ancient Israel which preserved the Dead Sea Scrolls, found 1947.

Reformation . . . . . The Protestant movement against the moral and doctrinal corruption of the medieval Catholic church. Though rooted in the work of reformers in the 14th and 15th centuries, Luther is generally credited with having launched the Reformation in 1517.

Septuagint . . . . . The Greek translation of the OT scriptures made by Egyptian Jews of the 3rd-2nd centuries BC; the Bible of the Greek speaking Christians. From septuaginta, Latin for 70.

Vulgate . . . . . . The common ("vulgar") Latin language translation of the OT, Apocrypha, and NT undertaken by Jerome in Bethlehem around the year 400.




