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Suggestions for Classroom Uses of 
the Hebrew Bible—A Socio-literary Introduction 

Introduction to Hebrew Bible. Probably the most frequent use of the text will be as a 
supplement to lectures in a one- or two-semester course introducing the Hebrew Bible. 
Over one semester the entire text can be read at the rate of approximately 40–50 pages 
per week. In a two-semester course, the reading can be spread out and collateral readings 
assigned to extend the treatment of certain topics or methods, or to present alternative 
viewpoints, or to make room for more biblical readings. Just such supplementary reading 
is encouraged by Table 1 which is keyed to collections of ancient Near Eastern texts by 
Pritchard (ANET) and Beyerlin (NERT) and by the title pages to chapters 2, 4–10, which 
are keyed to the historical maps of Aharoni and Avi-Yonah (MBA). 

Biblical Readings. An often-voiced complaint in introductory courses is that students do 
not read the Bible. Suggested biblical readings are prominently listed on the title pages of 
chapters 4–12 and can be made a part of course reading assigments. If students are 
expected to read major portions of the Pentateuch and/or Joshua-Kings, assignments can 
be made directly off of Tables 10–11, 14–15, and 19. 

Ways to Assign the Text. Based on my experience with the material of this text, I 
propose it can be used in at least four different ways: 

1. Assign the text in the order written, correlated at the start to orientation lectures 
on such matters as methods, geography, ancient Near Eastern setting, and literary 
history of the Bible (Part I), followed by a focus on the Hebrew Bible in roughly 
historical order (Parts II–IV). 

2. Assign Parts II–IV on the Hebrew Bible, correlated to lectures that begin with the 
biblical text as is, followed by or interspersed with all or part of the orientation 
matter in Part I. 

3. Assign selected parts of the text in keeping with the course approach and in 
relation to readings from other texts or material that will be covered in lectures 
rather than through readings. This may be advisable in one-semester courses 
where students are very poorly informed about the content of the Bible. 

4. Assign separately one or more of the thematic sequences that treat the major 
dimensions of and approaches to the Hebrew Bible: literary, historical, social, 
religious/theological. This approach can provide a preferred structure for the 
course, serve student review needs, or orient students undertaking special 
projects, and may be well suited to advanced courses in methods, hermeneutics, 
or biblical theology. It is possible to isolate these methodological/dimensional 
strands in the text because of its detailed system of subdivisions. Movement 
within and between “tracks” is aided by an extensive use of internal cross-
referencing. Note the four major “tracks” that can be followed through the text, 
each of them culminating in the Conclusion where all the trajectories are brought 
together: 



a. Literary Track: §3.1–3; 5.2, 4; 6; 8.1; 10–11; 13–15; 17; 19.1–2; 20; 22–23; 
26; 28–29; 31–32; 34–35; 37; 39; 41; 48–55; Conclusion [Tables 1, 4–12, 14–
15, 19–29; Charts 2–10, 12; Figure 1] 

b. Historical Track: §3.4; 4.1; 5.1; 6–9; 13–14; 15.3.b, 4; 16.1–3; 18; 24–27; 
29.4; 30; 33; 36; 38; 40; 42–47; Conclusion [Maps; Tables 1–3, 16–17; Charts 
1–2, 10–12] 

c. Social Track: §5.1, 3–4; 6; 8–9; 11; 13–14; 16; 21; 23.2; 24; 28; 30.5; 33.6; 
36.5; 42–48; 49.2–4; 50; 52.2.d; 53.1; 54.1.b; 55.1.b; Conclusion [Maps; 
Tables 1–3, 16–18, Charts 1–2, 10–12] 

d. Religious/Theological Track: §2; 3.1–2; 4; 5.1; 6; 10.2.c; 11.2; 19; 20.2; 22.2; 
23.2; 24.2.b–c; 28; 31; 34; 37; 42–48; 49.2; 50; 51.2; 52.2–3; 53–55; 
Conclusion [Tables 1, 12–13, 15, 18–19; Charts 2, 10, 12; Figure 1] 

Tables and Charts. The “visuals” in this text have been developed over many years as 
proven helps for organizing and highlighting the easily confused data of biblical studies. 
Many of these graphics are compact “maps” or “frames of reference” to entire ranges of 
biblical and extrabiblical knowledge. Look closely, for example, at those on ancient Near 
Eastern texts, political regimes in the ancient Near East, archaeology, relation of the 
Bible to other ancient literatures, extrabiblical Jewish texts, tradition units of the 
Pentateuch and Deuteronomistic History, biblical literary genres, and the growth of the 
Hebrew Bible. 

The teaching task can be facilitated by encouraging students to use these aids in two 
directions: (1) as a guide into the text, by working with the index to locate the sections of 
the text that “flesh out” and “decode” the tabular and graphic data; (2) as a reinforcement 
to the text, by noting the referrals to tables and charts for summaries, illustrations, or 
frames of reference that clarify the text. Chart 12 is a “chart of charts” where students 
may identify the interaction of literary, historical, social, and theological strands that run 
throughout the text. 

Bibliography for Supplementary Reading and Student Papers. The bibliography is 
organized by sections of the text and by commentaries on biblical books. Supplementary 
reading for the class can be assigned from the bibliography and it can serve as a resource 
for students writing papers on selected topics. It can also inform one concerning the 
major influences on the author of the text and extend one’s own knowledge on topics of 
interest. 
NORMAN K. GOTTWALD 
 


