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Hi, I’m David Bercot and tonight we’re going to be continuing our discussion of the Apocrypha—Separating Fact from Myth. In particular, we’ll be examining the various objections that many Christians make against the Old Testament books that are known today as the Apocrypha. I’m very familiar with these objections, because for much of my life I made these same objections myself.

You know, objections are funny things. We can voice objections to something and never actually know the real reason why we’re fighting against it. Often our objections are based on totally false information. Or purely emotional ones. 

Let me tell you about my experience with Chinese food. As a boy, Chinese food was one of my favorite kinds of food. It was always a real treat when we went out to a Chinese restaurant. Now after I left home, I didn’t have money to eat out very often, so I rarely had Chinese food anymore. In fact, probably four or five years had passed since I had been in a Chinese restaurant.

But after I got married, my wife’s aunt took my wife and I out to eat at a Chinese restaurant in San Antonio Texas. She warned us ahead of time that the atmosphere of the restaurant was pretty bad. The restaurant had been in the same location for more than 40 years, and the building had never been renovated. So both the outside and inside of the building were fairly rundown. But she said that the food was terrific and made up for the setting.

She was definitely right about the seedy atmosphere. The walls looked like it hadn’t been painted for at least 10 years. The tile on the floor should have been replaced years before. I remember going to the restroom, and it was really filthy. However, when the food came, I tried to just concentrate on it and forget my surroundings. And it was good to have Chinese food again. However, about midway through the meal, I struck up a conversation with our waitress and asked her how her evening was going. She said it wasn’t going so good. She was suffering from diarrhea and was hoping the owner wouldn’t find out or else he would make her go home.

I didn’t say anything, but I suddenly lost my appetite. Unfortunately, for years after that, I found I just didn’t have much appetite for Chinese food. Now and then, we would go to a Chinese restaurant, but I would always find that I just didn’t enjoy it very much. I would make a point to pick a Chinese restaurant that had really nice décor, but that didn’t seem to help. I would pick a Chinese restaurant with a buffet, so I wouldn’t have to worry about a waitress with diarrhea serving me my food. But that didn’t help either.

For years, I tried to analyze what the problem was. Had that one incident affected me that much? Chinese had been my favorite kind of food growing up. How could I totally lose my love for it?

Eventually I realized that it was more than just that. There was another problem. And that was that Chinese food had changed since I was a boy. I grew up in the 50s, and back then, Chinese food generally meant chop suey. Now, if you were born after 1970, very likely you’ve never even heard of chop suey. They don’t serve it in most Chinese restaurants anymore. It’s a stir-fry dish of meat, bean sprouts, celery, and other vegetables, served over rice. So my fond boyhood memories of Chinese food are based on something that is different than what is generally served in Chinese restaurants today.

So I want my chop suey, and I don’t like having my food served by a waitress with diarrhea! And that’s why I avoid Chinese restaurants. I realize those may sound like pretty silly reasons to you. However, they’re not silly. But they aren’t particularly rational. Thankfully, when it comes to choices of restaurants, we don’t have to be particularly rational. 

However, let’s suppose that my seven-year-old grandson, Pierre, wonders why grandpa doesn’t like Chinese food. I could tell him the real reasons. Or I could give him plausible-sounding fake reasons and try to turn him against Chinese food as well. 

I could say, “Pierre, there’s a good reason why grandpa doesn’t go to Chinese restaurants. Did you know that what they serve in so-called Chinese restaurants, is not real Chinese food. And the food they serve in Chinese restaurants isn’t good for you. There’s lots of fried foods and heavy sauces that can make you fat. And soy sauce is full of a thing called sodium, which can lead to heart attacks. You wouldn’t want to have a heart attack would you?

Also, most Chinese restaurants have all-you-can-eat buffets. That’s bad because it encourages over-eating and gluttony. You know what the Bible says about gluttony, don’t you? It’s a serious sin. And I’ll tell you a secret about Chinese restaurants. Lots of the time the restrooms are filthy. And did you know that sometimes their waitresses come to work with diarrhea? Would you want somebody with diarrhea waiting on your table?

I think you can see that it would be pretty easy for me to totally turn my grandson against Chinese food. And if his parents backed me up, we could turn his sisters against it as well. And if all parents told their children the same thing, we would soon have a whole generation of people who hated Chinese food. Even though they had never had any. 

And that’s basically the situation we have with regard to the Apocrypha. No one ever hears the real story about the Apocrypha. I mean, imagine being told, “well, you see it’s this way: the Christians viewed these books is Scripture, but the scribes and Pharisees said that they weren’t. So naturally we go along with what the scribes and Pharisees said.” 

Or, “the problem is that some of the books of the Bible contradicted the things that Martin Luther wanted to teach. So he tried to throw out some of the books of the New Testament, but he couldn’t get away with it. What he did throughout all of these books, because a couple of them didn’t fit his teachings. So that’s why we don’t use them today.”

If you told people the truth, people would be pretty upset. So we go with grandpa’s fake reasons for why he doesn’t like to go to Chinese restaurants. The problem is that today it’s not me telling my grandson, Pierre. It is Pierre’s great-great-great grandson— who totally believes the fake reasons— telling his grandson why he shouldn’t go to Chinese restaurants.

So let’s look at a few of these plausible-sounding reasons that are given for why we don’t use the Apocrypha today.
#1. These books aren’t Scripture because the N. T. writers never quote from them
	As I mentioned last night, if you had asked me as a young man why I rejected the Apocrypha, I would’ve told you that it was comprised of books that the Roman Catholic Church had added to the Bible. But as we saw last night, that isn’t even remotely true. 

But that was not my only objection to the Apocrypha. I would’ve also told you that one of the reasons I rejected these books is that Jesus and the apostles never quoted from them in the New Testament. And I firmly believed that that was the major reason why I rejected those books. In fact, even after I had discovered all of the things that I talked about last night, I still wrestled for many years with this objection: if these books are Scripture, why does the New Testament never quote from them? 

However, what I didn’t know then is that this objection is basically the same as saying “I don’t eat Chinese food because it’s fattening.” Yes, Chinese food can be fattening, but so can so much of the other food we eat. Chinese food is really no different in that respect then the other food we Americans eat.

Likewise, it may be true that the New Testament writers never quote from the seven or eight books of the Apocrypha. But what I didn’t realize for much of my life is the fact that the New Testament writers never quote from about a third of the Old Testament books that are included in the Protestant canon. Did you know that? The New Testament writers never directly quote from:
	
•	Judges
•	Ruth 
•	1 Chronicles
•	Ezra 
•	Nehemiah
•	Esther 
•	Ecclesiastes 
•	Song of Songs 
•	Lamentations
•	Nahum 
•	Zephaniah, or 
•	Obadiah

	So if the real reason that Protestants reject the books of the Apocrypha is that they aren’t quoted in the New Testament, they would have to reject these 12 books as well. In other words, if the real reason I don’t eat in Chinese restaurants is that the food is fattening, then I would need to quit eating out altogether. So in reality, whether or not an Old Testament book is quoted in the New Testament is not the litmus test that I use—or anyone else--to determine its canonicity. 

Most Christians have the idea that the Old Testament books are quoted throughout the New Testament fairly uniformly. But that’s not the case at all. There are about 300 direct quotations of the Old Testament in the New. But did you know that over half of those quotations come from just three Old Testament books? Can you guess which three? It’s  Psalms, Isaiah, and Deuteronomy. When we look at the top five books quoted, we find that they account for 77% of all of the direct Old Testament quotations. And when we look at the top 10 books quoted, they account for a whopping 90% of all the quotations. 

So the majority of the Old Testament books of the Protestant canon are either never quoted from or are only quoted once or twice. In other words, there’s nothing especially peculiar about the fact that the eight books of the Apocrypha are not quoted in the New Testament.

In fact, when we analyze things a bit further, it sheds a lot of light are why we find no quotations from the Apocrypha in the New Testament. So let’s examine this list of the 10 most quoted Old Testament books. The list is made up of Psalms, four of the books from the Pentateuch, and various prophetic books. Other than Psalms, only one of the Wisdom books makes the list, and that is Proverbs. Interestingly, none of the historical books are on the list. This is important to our discussion because—except for Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon—all of the books of the Apocrypha are historical books.

In fact, when we analyze things further, then the situation becomes even more clear. None of the historical books of the Protestant canon that deal with the post-exile period—that is, Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther—are ever quoted in the New Testament. In fact the very names of Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther are never mentioned in the New Testament. Since five of the eight books of the Apocrypha are historical books pertaining to post-exile Israel, it should come as no surprise that they aren’t quoted in the New Testament either.

Let’s do even more analysis. The Protestant Old Testament canon contains six Wisdom books. Fully one half of—Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, and Lamentations—are never quoted in the New Testament. The New Testament writers tend to quote the Psalms, the books of the Pentateuch, and the prophetic books. Since two of the books of the Apocrypha are Wisdom books, it’s no surprise that the New Testament writers didn’t quote from them.

A brief footnote before we move on: I’ve stated that there are 12 books from the Protestant canon that are not quoted in the New. Some books will say that there are only eight books that are not quoted in the New, or even only five Old Testament books. It all turns on what you mean by the term “quoted.” I’m talking about direct quotes, preceded by an expression like, “it is written.” If we’re talking about indirect quotes or allusions, then, yes, perhaps there are only five books from the Protestant Old Testament canon that are not quoted in the New.  



	
But then it’s not correct to say that the New Testament writers don’t ever quote from the books of the Apocrypha. For example, 

“On this rock I will build My church, and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it.”
Matt 16:18 
•	That phrase, “gates of hell”—or more precisely, gates of Hades—is a direct quotation from Wisdom of Solomon 16:13. It is the only place in the Old Testament where that phrase is used. In fact, it’s the only other place in the entire Bible where it’s used.


Col 1.17, speaking about Christ, the Word of God, says, “In him all things hold together.” (NAS)
 (Sirach) 43.26: “By his Word, all things hold together.”

James 1:19: “Be quick to hear, slow to speak” (NAS) 
Sir 5:11: “Be quick to listen, slow to answer.”

There is also a passage in the 11th chapter of Hebrews that is almost certainly a reference to the events described in second Maccabees. It says, “And others were tortured, not accepting deliverance, that they might obtain a better resurrection.”                     Heb. 11:35 

Let me ask you this: “Where in the Old Testament do we read about anyone being tortured and not accepting deliverance, preferring to suffer and die in order to obtain a better resurrection?” There is no such reference.
However, in the book of second Maccabees, we read about seven Jewish brothers who were tortured by the officers of the Greek king in order to force them to apostatize from God’s law. However, they answered the king’s officers, “We are ready to die rather than transgress the laws of our fathers.’” [END QUOTE] 2 Macc. 7:1-2
And each of the brothers willingly died under torture rather than to transgress God’s laws. The early Christians universally understood the reference in Hebrews to be referring to this event.
                              
#2. Another argument that opponents bring forth is that Josephus set forth a list of the Hebrew canon of Scripture, and he showed it to contain the same 39 books as the Protestant canon. And Josephus was a contemporary of Jesus.

I remember hearing that when I was a Jehovah’s Witness, and I used to repeat it myself. Of course, at that time I had never personally read Josephus, so I didn’t realize that what I was saying wasn’t true.

In fact, just a few weeks ago, I was reading some Protestant literature against the Apocrypha, and the writer used this exact same argument. The writer stated [QUOTE] “Josephus was born during the lifetime of Jesus.” [END QUOTE] What the writer says is completely true. Josephus was born during the lifetime of Jesus. But saying that is purposely deceptive because the work in which Josephus discusses the Hebrew canon of Scripture was written around the year 105 A.D. In other words, Josephus was describing the canon after the scribes and Pharisees had rejected the Septuagint and had truncated their canon down to something similar to the 39 books of the Protestant canon.

So Josephus really doesn’t add any further evidence to the matter at hand. We already know about the decision the scribes and Pharisees made. Josephus is actually one of the witnesses to the fact that they limited the canon of Scripture after the close of the first century. But Josephus does not provide any independent evidence that there was such a limited canon before the close of the first century. When he was born is not the date that’s important. It’s when he wrote about the canon.

The other thing that is misleading about Protestant literature is that Josephus did not say the Jewish canon contained 39 books. He said it contained 22 books. His famous remark about the Jewish canon was in his work entitled Against Apion, in which he wrote: [QUOTE] 

We do not have an innumerable multitude of books among us, disagreeing from and contradicting one another, but only twenty-two books, which contain the records of all the past times—which are justly believed to be divine. And of them five belong to Moses, which contain his laws and the traditions of the origin of mankind till his death. … From the death of Moses till the reign of Artaxerxes king of Persia (who reigned after Xerxes) the prophets who were after Moses wrote down what was done in their times in thirteen books. The remaining four books contain hymns to God and precepts for the conduct of human life. It is true that our history has been written since Artaxerxes very particularly, but it has not been esteemed of the like authority with the former by our forefathers, because there has not been an exact succession of prophets since that time. 

That’s all that Josephus says. He doesn’t give a list of the books that he says were included in his canon of 22 books. We all know what the 5 books of Moses are. But which 4 books does he include among the Wisdom books? Surely Psalms and Proverbs. But what are the other two? Job and Ecclesiastes? Did he omit Lamentations and Song of Solomon from the canon? No one really knows. But the really big problem is that he lists only 13 more books, whereas the Protestant canon has 28 more—or actually 30 more if you pick up the additional two Wisdom books.
  
I have to smile at the gyrations that Protestants go through to try to turn these 13 remaining books of Josephus into the 30 remaining books of the Protestant canon. To do this, they take some very imaginative liberties. For example, they say that Judges and Ruth constituted one book, even though there is not even one scrap of historical evidence to support this.

To be fair, I think that we can plausibly convert Josephus’ canon of 22 books into 36 or 37 books. But I don’t think there is any way to honestly convert it into 39 books.

And this isn’t surprising because the Talmudic writings would indicate that there was controversy for a considerable period of time over the Song of Solomon and over Esther. In fact, not even a single copy of Esther has been found among the Dead Sea Scrolls, whereas at least one copy of Sirach and multiple copies of Tobit have been found among the scrolls, as well as a portion of Baruch. Since it’s a fragment, I’m not sure if it was in a separate scroll by itself or was included in the scroll of Jeremiah.
 
So much for what I would call the seemingly legitimate objections to the Apocrypha. These are objections that I had heard all of my life and believed. In fact, even after I had discovered the full story history of the Apocrypha for myself, these two objections were still an issue in my mind until I eventually carefully analyzed them for myself and saw that there was no substance to them.

The rest of the objections that are commonly thrown out are like the hypothetical objections to Chinese food that I could throw out to my grandson Pierre. You know—it’s fattening, it’s high in sodium, it’s not authentic, etc. Those some objections could be made about most other restaurant food. Likewise, these next objections could be made against most of the other Old Testament books as well.

For example, people say the books of the Apocrypha contain strange, unscriptural teachings.

Yet, imagine if the account in the book of Judges about Jephthah sacrificing his daughter were in one of the books of the Apocrypha? Everyone would say, “How terrible! A man offering up his daughter as a human sacrifice! This is clearly unscriptural! These books are obviously not Scripture.”

But what happens when we read about the same event in the book of Judges? We say, “Well, this is a difficult passage. Maybe it’s not really talking about a human sacrifice. And if it is, God certainly didn’t approve of it.” You see, when an event that is hard to understand is in one of the books that we accept as canonical, we call it a “difficult passage.” If it is in the Apocrypha, we say that it is proof that the Apocrypha should not be included in the canon. It is a real double standard.

I’ll give you some more examples. What about the witch of Endor bringing up Samuel from the dead? If that was in the Apocrypha, we would say that it teaches Spiritism and going to spirit mediums. What about the passage in First Kings where God sends his angel to be a lying spirit in the prophets who were speaking to Ahab? Does God tell His angels to lie?

As I said, there are passages in the books of the Protestant canon that present far greater difficulties than any passage in the Apocrypha. 
What about the Magi in the New Testament who are brought to Jesus by following astrology? If that event were in the Apocrypha, everyone would condemn the Apocrypha.

The truth of the matter is that the teachings and events in the Apocrypha are no more strange or unscriptural than the teachings and events in the rest of the Bible. 

The incident that gets the most attention is the one in second Maccabees where Judas Maccabee and his men have a sin offering made for some of the fallen Jewish soldiers who died in a particular battle. In the Middle Ages, the Roman Catholic Church used this incident to teach that Catholics could help their loved ones get out of purgatory sooner by paying the church to offer up masses for such loved ones. It was the sale of indulgences to get people out of purgatory that touched off the Reformation. And the Roman Catholic Church used second Maccabees as its scriptural justification for its practice.

First of all, let me say that it is a terrible practice to condemn a book of the Bible because the Roman Catholic Church misuses a passage from that book to justify one of its unscriptural practices. After all, the Catholic Church teaches that Mary is the queen of heaven. And for scriptural justification, they point to Revelation 12, which describes a woman in heaven clothed with the sun and with the moon at her feet. She gives birth to a child. Now, you and I do not believe that Mary is the queen of heaven. So should we reject the book of Revelation because the Catholic Church uses this passage to teach that she is the queen of heaven? Of course not! We simply recognize that the Catholic Church is misusing Scripture.

It is no different with second Maccabees. In case you have not read the book, the incident in question is just a very small part of the book. The faithful Jews have just waged a battle against the Greeks, who were trying to force them to first sake the law of Moses and the teachings of God. This small band of Jews are blessed by God, and they defeat the larger army of the Greeks. Only a few of the Jews died in the battle. When Judas Maccabee and his men go to bury their fallen comrades, they discover that under their tunics, each of these man were wearing a pagan amulet for good luck. They realized that this is why these man died in battle.

Out of love for his comrades, Judas and his men took up an offering and sent it to Jerusalem as a sin offering a sin offering on behalf of the fallen soldiers. The narrator of the book states that this was commendable because it showed that Judas and his man believed in the resurrection of the dead. If there was no resurrection, there was no point in asking that the sin of these man be forgiven.

That’s it. The account does not state that the offering benefited these men. It simply states that it was commendable that Judas and his soldiers believed in the resurrection of the dead.

So there is no justification for the Catholic Church using this passage to teach that the dead in purgatory can be benefited by obtaining indulgences for them or paying for masses to be offered on their behalf. The account in second Maccabees is very specific on two matters:

1) this had nothing to do with purgatory or the intermediate state of the dead. It only pertained to the resurrection of the dead.

2) the account specifically states that these were righteous men who had fallen. They had send only in this one respect. Judas was not attempting to change their destiny. He was not attempting to save wicked people after they had died.

That’s all there is to the matter. We don’t read again of a similar practice, and it is not something that the early Christians did, even though they recognized second Maccabees as Scripture. The irony is that there are incidents in the books of the Protestant Old Testament that are far more strange than this event in second Maccabees. 


From there, Protestants become even more inconsistent. Of all things, they turn to higher criticism. I find this absolutely unbelievable. Here are believers who believe in the inerrancy and infallibility of Scripture, and they are aware of the numerous attacks that both unbelievers and liberal “Christians” make on those scriptures that are uncontested. They point out numerous alleged historical and scientific errors— such as Joshua commanding the sun to stand still in the sky. They also point to many seeming contradictions in the pages of Scripture. We are all aware of these attacks.

So how incredibly strange it is that we Bible-believing Christians would then use the same tactics to attack the books of the Apocrypha. In fact, I have seen tracts and other literature that make the claim that these books are not inspired Scripture because they contain historical and scientific errors. My only reply is, “you’ve got to be kidding! Do you not realize that secular historians reject the historicity of the vast bulk of the Old Testament. Here, I’m not talking about the miracles in the Bible. I’m talking about historical accounts. They will point to vast quantities of alleged archaeological evidence that refutes various accounts given in Scripture.”

Likewise, historians will point to the fact that there are no records either from archaeological finds or in the historical writings of the time to indicate that people like Daniel, Darius the Mede, and Queen Esther ever existed. And to be fair, this is not necessarily out of bias against the Bible. We have quite a lot of secular history pertaining to the period of time when these people lived. We have a lot of archaeological inscriptions. Yet there is not even a scintilla of evidence that these people existed. Does that bother me? Not in the least. Because of my faith in Scripture, and because it has been vindicated so many times, I feel certain that there is a logical explanation for the omission of these people in the historical record.

In contrast, secular historians have no issue at all with first Maccabees. They view it as reliable history. So we are simply not being fair or consistent when we Christians attacked the Apocrypha, saying that it contains historical and scientific errors. Yes, in a few places, particularly in the book of Judith, there are some passages that raise historical questions. But there are no more than in the rest of the Old Testament.
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The truth of the matter is that the events and the teachings in the books of the Apocrypha are in no different class than the other events and teachings in the rest of Scripture. There are difficult passages, but no more than there are in the rest of the Bible. If your mind is made up that these books are not Scripture, you will automatically point to these passages as evidence that these books are not inspired. If you believe that these books are part of Scripture, you have faith that there is a suitable explanation.

#4. This next objection will be unfamiliar to most of you who are listening to this message. However, since many of my listeners are Anabaptists, and some of them have come from an Amish background, this is a serious objection to them.

I was recently asked to speak on the subject of the Apocrypha at a Christian conference. I was expecting to receive quite a bit of opposition to my message, but apparently, after hearing the facts, most of my listeners were willing to give more thought to the subject. In fact, the only harsh objection I received from anyone was from a man who had grown up Amish. He had rejected his Amish upbringing, feeling that he had found a more authentic expression of Christianity.

Unfortunately, his negative experiences with the Amish carried over to the subject of the Apocrypha. He explained to me that the particular branch of the Amish that he had grown up in practiced and unwholesome courtship custom sometimes known as “bundling.” To be sure, most Amish groups do not follow this inappropriate practice. What it is, is that a dating couple will spend the night together as part of their courtship. To be sure, the young man and woman are fully clothed, and they are not supposed to engage in immoral relations. Of course, sometimes they do. Regardless, it is not a very wholesome courtship practice. But it has absolutely nothing to do with the Apocrypha.

The irony, however, is that those same Amish groups as part of the private wedding counsel they give to a bride and groom, is to tell them that in the book of Tobit, Tobit’s son, who was named Tobias, spent the first three nights of his marriage in prayer with his bride instead of having marital relations together. They encourage the newlywed couple to do the same. It’s not a law in the Amish church that they do so, but it is part of the private marital advice given.

This brother pointed out how inconsistent it was for the Amish to engage in “bundling” or “bedroom courtship” as it is sometimes called, and then tell a couple after they are married to abstain from marital relations for the first three days of their marriage. I agreed with the brother. But I pointed out that this had absolutely nothing to do with rejecting the Apocrypha. First, his objection was to improper Amish courtship practices, not to the Apocrypha. Second, the statement that Tobit’s son and his wife spent the first three nights of their marriage in prayer does not appear anywhere in the Septuagint. As a result, English copies of Tobit, which have usually been translated from the Septuagint, say nothing about this. The Amish steel use Luther’s German translation, and this incident appears in his German Bible, but it is not part of the original book of Tobit. Even if it were, there would be no commandment that other couples follow the same example. That is simply a peculiar part of the marriage advice in certain Amish groups.

#5. The last objection I want to address is probably the toughest one. And that objection is: “these books simply don’t read like the rest of Scripture.” 

And I have a confession to make here. This was a huge issue to me. You see, when I came across all of the historical evidence then I set forth in the first part of this message, I realized that there was no way to refute it. After struggling with it for about a year, I mentally embrace the fact that the books of the Apocrypha are part of inspired Scripture. That part was not particularly difficult.

However, when I went out and purchased a copy of the Apocrypha and began reading it, I immediately said to myself, “these books are strange! They don’t read like the rest of Scripture reads.” To be sure, I was fascinated by the incredible prophecy about Christ contained in the wisdom of Solomon. I found many of the verses in the wisdom of Solomon and in Sirach to be quite interesting and to be very similar to New Testament teaching. And I was really blessed for the first time to learn what happened to the Jews after the time of Ezra and before the time of Christ.

But that was it. In my daily Bible reading, I just couldn’t bring myself to pick up these books and read them the same way that I read the rest of the Bible. They simply did not read the same. So for around 20 years after I first mentally embraced these books as Scripture, I could not emotionally embrace them as Scripture. It honestly seemed to me that they did not read the same. And I have heard the same objection over and over again from other people. And it is a sincere objection.

But you know, after 20 years of resisting these books, one day I turned to the book of Sirach and began reading it. It’d probably been at least five or six years since I had taken a look at the book. This time I was reading it from a different translation then I had used before. One of the things that had always turned me off about the book was that it starts off by the grandson of Sirach discussing how he had translated this work of his grandfather from Hebrew into Greek. The way he says things, it just doesn’t read like Scripture.

However, this time I was reading Sirach from a different translation, and it properly set forth his comments and is something separate from the actual book of Sirach. The editions of Sirach that I had originally read did not make it clear that we are simply reading the translator’s introductory comments, which are not part of the book and which do not purport to be inspired Scripture. It is valuable that his comments have been preserved, as they shed a lot of historical light on the book itself. But the persons who have translated Sirach into English should have made it crystal clear that his comments were not part of the book. They should have set it forth in different type or in some other way made it clear to the reader that this was not part of the actual text.

Those introductory translators comments had always affected me— not because there is anything wrong with them, but because Sirach’s grandson was not intending for his comments to be read as Scripture, and they do not sound like Scripture. So this time, when I read Sirach without first being mentally turned off by his grandsons translators notes, I couldn’t help but realize what an absolute gem the book of Sirach is. The teaching in it more closely resembles the teachings in the New Testament then perhaps any other book of the Old Testament. I found myself really enjoying the book.

Having got past the mental block against Sirach, I then went on to re-read the wisdom of Solomon. Again, I could not help but remark on the incredible prophecy in it about the crucifixion of Christ. You would think you were reading the history of the crucifixion after it happened. It has Jesus, who is referred to as the “righteous one,” calling himself the son of God. His enemies plot against him and say, “let us condemn him to a shameful death.” They say that if God is really his father, he will deliver the righteous one.

As was true with Sirach, I couldn’t help but notice the many statements in the wisdom of Solomon that paralleled statements that were later made in the New Testament. Suddenly, I found myself getting excited about reading the Apocrypha. 

I then went on to read the book of Tobit, which previously I had found to be a strange book. However, this time when I read it, I realized that there was nothing particularly strange about it. Well, let me qualify that statement. Yes, there are events that do not happen to most people in everyday life. But, I realized that if you took the narrative in the book of Tobit and placed it in the book of Judges, it would not seem the least bit strange. In other words, it did not read like an event in secular history secular history. It read like a biblical narrative.

I went on from there and read the remaining books of the Apocrypha. That day, the blinders that it been on my eyes for 20 years suddenly fell off. I realize that, no, these books do not in any way read differently than the rest of Scripture. It had simply been difficult for me to get past my own internal prejudice. I had been an ardent student of the Bible since the time I had been a young teenager. In fact I had been reading the Bible on a daily basis since I was eight years old. It was very hard for me internally to pick up a book and suddenly read it as Scripture, one in my mind for so many years, Scripture consisted of only the familiar 66 books.

I realize that all along it had simply been a matter of prejudice. Mentally, I had been able to completely accept these books as Scripture. But I had not been able to get past the emotional, prejudicial block.

So if you are having the same experience, I want to encourage you not to give up. Now you are very blessed in the fact that today there are more and more translations of the Apocrypha available. For example, today we have the Orthodox study Bible available. It contains very readable translations of the Apocrypha, made by translators who believed in the inspiration of these books.

I do hope it won’t take you 20 years to get past any emotional or prejudicial blocks you may have, because you are missing out on a real blessing when you omit these books from your Old Testament. My wife Deborah and I tried to read a chapter of the Bible every night. Rather than following a plan by which we go through the Bible from Genesis to Revelation, we skip around. Normally, we will choose a book from the New Testament, and each night we will read a chapter from it until we finish the book. Then we will choose a book from the Old Testament and read a chapter from it until we finish that book. Then we go back to the New Testament, etc.

Since we are not following a prescribed plan, and since we are not particularly trying to cover every book in the Bible within any kind of timeframe, we choose the books that we particularly enjoy the most. Now, we never read the same book twice during the same year. But every year we start over a fresh. And what Deborah and I have both found is that our favorite Old Testament books— outside of perhaps Psalms and Isaiah— are many of the books of the Apocrypha, such as Sirach and wisdom of Solomon.

BRIDGE TO THE NEW TESTAMENT

Actually, the more I reflect on it, the more I can’t help but recognize the irony of the fact that Protestants have embraced the lie and the storyline that the scribes and Pharisees put out at the end of the first century as the official position of rabbinical Judaism— Judaism that had rejected Jesus Christ. That storyline is that prophets and special revelation had ended at the time of Ezra.

Of course, the scribes and Pharisees meant that it had ended forever— at least until the time that the Messiah would appear. Protestants have re-shaped this to say that there was a 400 year period of silence after the time of Ezra— until the appearance of John the Baptist. Now how much sense does that make? From the days of Moses until the days of Ezra, God had actively been sending prophets and giving revelation and Scripture to his people without any particularly long breaks. So, now, in preparing the Jews for the coming of their Messiah, why would God suddenly go silent for 400 years? That makes no sense, does it?

When we embrace the historical Christian faith, which means embracing the biblical canon of the historical Christian faith, we don’t have a 400 year period of silence immediately preceding the coming of the son of God. Instead, what we see is that God was preparing the Jews (and ultimately all of mankind) for the teachings and revelation that would come through Jesus and his apostles. Through these works that we know today as the Apocrypha, God was already giving the Jews much of the same moral teaching that appears in the New Testament.

He was also giving the Jews doctrinal teachings and revelation into other matters that would be reflected in the New Testament. For example, nowhere else in the Old Testament do we read about demons except in the book of Tobit. And yet, when we read about the ministry of Jesus, immediately we start reading about demons everywhere. Without the book of Tobit, we would have to conclude that demons never possessed anyone or interfere with mankind until the time of Jesus. And that makes no sense. When Jesus tells his disciples to cast out demons, they don’t reply, “what are demons? We’ve never heard of demons before.”

Likewise, there is no clear teaching about the immortality of the soul in the other books of the Old Testament. It is only clearly taught in the Apocrypha. In the other Old Testament books, you see a primary emphasis on people of God getting married and having children. There is a huge stigma associated with a childless woman. However, in Sirach, there is clear teaching that a godly woman with no children is far better than a woman with many children, but who does not walk with God. In Sirach, you also see God removing the earlier stigma that had been placed on eunuchs. This is preparation for the teaching that Jesus gave about those who would be eunuchs for the kingdom of God. It is also preparation for the advice that Paul gave on encouraging celibacy for the purpose of being able to better serve the Lord.

Those are just a few of the doctrinal and moral teachings by which the books of the Apocrypha provide a bridge work between the earlier books of the Old Testament and the books of the New Testament. Through the book of Maccabees, the up rocker for provides us with an historical bridge work as well. Without the book of Maccabees, we and the historical story with the Jews being under the rule of the Persians. And then we start the New Testament with the Jews being under the rule of the Romans. What happened in between?

Well, the book of Maccabees explains how the Greeks under Alexander the great conquered the Persians. It goes on to explain how a later Grecian ruler, Antiocus Epiphanes, tried to force the Jews to give up the law of Moses and to live by Greek customs. He profaned the Temple and brought in and to sacrifices being offered in it, thus fulfilling one of the prophecies in the book of Daniel. The book of Maccabees goes on to narrate how a group of faithful Jews refused to obey these Greek rulers and launched a guerrilla war against them. God bless them for their faithfulness and they eventually overthrew their Greek overlords.

The main hero of the books of Maccabees is Judas Maccabee, and he and his brothers established a line of Jewish rulers, who ruled and independent Jewish kingdom that lasted until a few decades before Christ was born. So instead of this huge mysterious historical gap in the Old Testament record, when we embrace the historical Christian Old Testament canon, we have nearly a complete historical record of the Jews from the time of Moses up until the time of Jesus.

In conclusion, it is I work human nature to automatically reject something that challenges the spiritual framework that we have grown up with. For Protestants and other non-Catholics, embracing the Apocrypha falls into this category. And therefore it is only natural that we throw out objections to these books in order to not have to adjust our spiritual framework.

The irony is that there is nothing in these books that takes away anything from our Christian doctrines. Rather, it is just the opposite. These books support the later teachings of the New Testament. They show that God was continuing to reveal spiritual truths to the Jews to prepare their hearts and minds for the coming of Christ.

In truth, simply because Martin Luther wanted to remove from the canon of Scripture any books that contradicted his new doctrines, the entire non-Catholic Christian world has missed out on a huge spiritual blessing. And they’ve been deprived of the historical knowledge that connects God’s people from the time of Ezra up to the time of Christ. 

Thankfully, we don’t have to deprive ourselves of this blessing. 

Even if the church we happen to belong to doesn’t accept these books as Scripture, we—as individuals—still have the God-given freedom to read these books ourselves and be blessed by the spiritual truths that are revealed in them. 
