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The real God wants to communicate with us – all of us and in ways we can 
understand. That’s why God has given us the book of books which we call 
the Bible. Its words are old but always new; and they contain a living voice for 
those with ears to hear. That’s why we call the Bible the word of God, not once 
upon a time but here and now. 

It’s also why I’m keen to endorse this Holy Bible CEV Catholic Edition with 
Encyclopedia, which people can “read without stumbling”. The translators and 
editors want to capture the accuracy, beauty and dignity of Scripture but in 
ways that are accessible and clear. They have done their work well.

In the end, it is the face of Jesus Christ crucified and risen that emerges from 
the pages of Scripture; it is his voice that sounds in its words. My hope is that 
this Holy Bible CEV Catholic Edition with Encyclopedia will help many people, 
but especially the young, to see his face more clearly and hear his voice more 
deeply. In a time of many dark silences, there is nothing more important if we 
want to know the hope beyond all hopelessness. May the Holy Bible CEV 
Catholic Edition with Encyclopedia journey far and wide, not only to every 
corner of the earth, but into every corner of the human heart.

+ Mark Coleridge
Archbishop of Brisbane 

President, Australian Catholic Bishops Conference

The Archbishop of Brisbane



The new Catholic Encyclopedia Bible will engage students with sacred 
scripture and support religious education curricula in schools across Australia.

Written by leading Catholic academics and educators drawn from Australian 
Catholic University and Notre Dame University as well from Yarra Theological 
Union and Catholic Education offices around the country, this Encyclopedia 
Bible reflects the most current Catholic scholarship on the interpretation of 
scripture and the priorities of the Catholic school religious education curriculum.

The Encyclopedia is written specifically for Catholic students in years 5-9 with 
an average reading age of 12 years. This reading level makes the encyclopedia 
also accessible to other low-literacy groups including those for whom English is 
not their primary language.

The Contemporary English Version (CEV), currently the official translation used 
in all Australian Catholic masses for Children, has been selected as the best 
version for the Encyclopedia and this selection has been endorsed by the 
Archbishop.

Above all, the Encyclopedia Bible seeks to ignite students with a passion to 
understand and engage with God’s word.

John McGrath
Consulting Editor
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Features and Benefi ts of the New Encyclopedia

The Catholic Encyclopedia Bible 
has been written specifi cally to 
work with Religious Education 
curricula used in Catholic 
schools around Australia.

Over 350 colour images extensively 
researched to provide context and 
bring the Bible to life

Captions have been especially 
written for school use.



Features and Benefi ts of the New Encyclopedia

Colour maps to help students understand 
the geography, history and politics of the 
Middle East in biblical times

Clearly designed timeline to contextualise 
major events in world and Bible history
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Have a look inside 
the new encyclopedia

‘This new Catholic Encyclopedia Bible 
will be a boon to Catholic students 

everywhere. 
The authors were drawn from some of Australia’s 

best theologians, scripture scholars and 
educators, and the encyclopedia content refl ects 
the most up-to-date Catholic theology. Tailored 

to RE curricula and aimed at students from 
Years 5 to 9, along with those for whom 

English is not a fi rst language, the articles are 
easy to understand and rich with images to 

enhance comprehension. I have no hesitation 
in recommending this exciting new resource to 

educators, students, parents, parishioners and all 
those who wish to deepen their understanding of 

the Bible.’

Associate Professor Kath Engebretson
Adjunct Professor Religious Education, Australian Catholic University

Associate Professor in Religious Education, BBI-TAITE





1.3 Literary Forms 
of the Bible 

Th e Bible contains many diff erent types 
of writing. Th ese are known as text types. 
Biblical scholars call them literary forms. Th e 
reader needs to look at the literary form used 
in a piece of writing in the Bible in order to 

understand it. Th ere are diff erent ways of 
presenting things according to the cultural 
setting or the point of the text. For example, 
the Old Testament presents the foundation 
event of Israel, the Exodus, in many literary 
forms. It is an epic story (Exod 11—14) 
and a song of liberation (Exod 15). It is also 
a profession of faith (Deut 26:5–9) and a 
thanksgiving hymn (Ps 136:10–16). All are 
true expressions of God’s revelation, but each 
one says it diff erently.

Literary forms in the Old Testament include 
historical narratives that provide a religious 

In one of Jesus’ parables (Lk 15:8–10), a 
woman turns her dark house upside down 
looking for a small, lost coin. Most people 

would not bother searching for such a small 
coin, but she persists. In this 17th-century 

painting, the artist Domenico Fetti imagines 
the large shadows that would be cast by 

the small fl ame of the woman’s oil lamp – 
making the search very diffi  cult. Jesus told 

this story to encourage us to share God’s love 
for lost and marginalised people.
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interpretation of events. They show that God 
directs the history of the Israelites.

There are various types of poetry. The Book 
of Psalms is an example. So are poetic songs 
like Judith’s thanksgiving (Jdt 16:1–7) and 
songs for the dead (2 Sam 1:19–27). There is 
dramatic poetry in the Book of Job.

Another literary form is a prophecy, which 
is a speech by a prophet that expresses God’s 
will. The Book of Isaiah is an example. Some 
other forms are sets of laws, sermons, political 
speeches, professions of faith and myths.

A myth is not false. A myth is a story that 
imaginatively expresses a deep religious truth 
of an ancient culture. The two creation myths 
in the Book of Genesis are not scientific or 
historical accounts. They are not exact or 
factually accurate, but they are true. They 
state biblical truth about God’s creation of the 
world and of humanity.

In the New Testament certain books are 
specific literary types. A Gospel is an account 

about Jesus from the viewpoint of belief in 
his resurrection. The letters of Paul reflect 
the structure of letters of the time. The Book 
of Revelation is a symbolic type of literature 
about the end of time.

The Gospels contain various literary forms. 
Jesus often spoke in parables, which are short 
stories with a religious message (e.g. Luke 
10:25–37). There are also stories which end 
with an important saying of Jesus (e.g. Mark 
12:13–17). Sometimes there is deliberate 
exaggeration (e.g. Matt 18:8–9). Another 
literary form is a sermon (e.g. the Sermon 
on the Mount, Matt 5—7). There are many 
miracle stories (e.g. Mark 1:40–45). They have 
a common structure that highlights God’s 
actions through Jesus.The Old Testament’s Book of Psalms is a 

collection of poems. These poems were originally 
written to be sung in worship to God. Singing was 
accompanied by musical instruments, including 
the harp. This painting by Gerard van Honthorst 
(1622) shows King David playing the harp. Some 
of the psalms were written by King David, who 
was a skilled harpist.

This is a drawing from the Nuremberg Chronicle, 
an illustrated encyclopedia written by the 
German doctor Hartmann Schedel in 1493. 
This encyclopedia was one of the first printed 
books to include both illustrations and text. It 
also included stories from the Bible. This page 
shows the fifth day of creation, when birds and 
fish appeared on the earth. You can read more 
about the creation myth in the first chapter of 
the Book of Genesis.
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2.2 Lands of the Bible

Situated at the crossroads of the ancient 
world, the Holy Land has been the sight of 
countless battles over the centuries. It sits at 
the western end of the Fertile Crescent: a well-
irrigated, low-lying stretch of land suitable 
for cultivation that extends from the Persian 
Gulf to the Nile Delta. The ancient land of 
Mesopotamia covered a large portion of the 
Crescent in the ‘land between two rivers’. It is 
widely regarded as one of the main cradles of 
civilisation.

The Ancient Near East, 1800 to 1400 BC.
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Egypt and Sinai, 1400 to 1200 BC.
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A painting of Queen Esther by the 
artist Edwin Long, 1878. Esther was the 
Jewish queen of a Persian king. 
Her story is found in the book of Esther.
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3. Introducing the Old Testament

3.1 What is the Old Testament?

3.2 The Pentateuch

3.3 The Historical Books

3.4 Psalms and the Wisdom Books

3.5 The Prophets

A Torah scroll and yad (‘hand’ in Hebrew) – a Torah 
pointer. A yad often has a small hand at one end, with a 
finger extended. It is used to follow the text when reading 
the Torah. The yad also stops readers from touching the 
parchment with their hands. There are a number of reasons 
for this. First, Jews are not allowed to directly touch the 
Torah scroll. Second, a scroll’s parchment is fragile, so 
using a yad lessens the risk of damaging it. Third, a scroll’s 
parchment does not absorb ink, so touching it with fingers 
would damage the lettering.
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5.5 Home Life

Before sunrise, the women and girls woke up 
and stoked the coals from the previous night’s 
fire. They then prepared the first meal of the 
day.

After the men and boys woke up, everyone 
would break their fast (‘breakfast’) from the 
night before. Then the men and boys would go 
off to work in the fields and vegetable gardens. 
The women and girls began their daily tasks 
of preparing the vegetables for cooking. The 
young boys fed and cared for the goats, sheep 
and maybe a donkey.

The first Jewish people lived in desert 
countries where the days were hot, so it 

was cooler and easier to work in the early 
morning. When the sun was high in the sky 
and it became very hot, everyone would 
return to find shade and rest, along with food 
and drink.

In larger villages, the women would 
purchase special food like meat and herbs. 
Often these foods were cooked and eaten 
during a special feast or religious festival.

Making flour
When food crops were ripe at harvest time, 
women and girls also worked in the fields, 
cutting off the stalks of the plants and that 
held seeds. They would then gather the seeds 
(grain) to make flour, from which they would 
bake bread.

To make flour, the seeds were ground with 
a hand mill. It was made of two flat, round 
pieces of stone about 50 centimetres across 
with a peg in the centre. Seed was poured in 

Rotating hand mills are still used in many parts of 
the world to grind grain. This picture was taken in 
2014 and shows a Tunisian woman using a hand mill 
similar to the one on the right.

Two Palestinian women working together to grind 
some wheat using a rotating hand mill. The mill is 
made from two flat, round pieces of stone. The upper 
stone rotates about a wooden peg fixed in the centre 
of the lower stone. The opening in the upper stone for 
the pivot is funnel-shaped to receive the grain, which 
each woman throws in as required with her free 
hand. The flour issuing from between the stones is 
usually caught on animal skin placed under the mill. 
This photograph was taken in 1938 in Caesarea, a 
town on Israel’s Mediterranean coast.
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between the two stones through a small hole 
and the top stone was pushed and turned 
slowly, crushing the seed into a fine powder. 
Often two women did this job as it was very 
hard work (Matt 24:41).

Baking bread
Bread was baked every day by the women. 
First, they mixed freshly milled flour with 
water and yeast, or ‘leaven’ (a small amount 
of dough kept from the previous day, Matt 
13:33). They then left the dough to warm 
beside the fire. The heat and leaven made the 
bread rise. Bread was baked over an open 
fire or in an oven – a chamber where heat is 

trapped and used to cook or roast food. The 
early Jewish people used an earthenware oven 
in the shape of a cone. A fire was lit at the 
bottom, and the dough was put inside to bake.

Fetching water
Water was not delivered to homes. The young 
women would usually walk to a village well 
or spring to collect water in containers made 
from goatskin (Gen 24:11–13). They would 
then walk back home on rough trails, carrying 
the goatskins filled with water on their hips or 
on their shoulders.

An ancient well at Beersheba, in the 1920s. Beersheba 
lies on the edge of the Negev desert, in southern 
Israel. Its wells have been critical for its inhabitants’ 
survival for thousands of years, and travellers 
watered their camels at these wells before they 
journeyed into the desert. Beersheba is mentioned a 
number of times in the Bible. Abraham built a well at 
Beersheba, and Isaac built an altar there. The sons of 
the prophet Samuel were judges in Beersheba, King 
Saul built a fort there, and the prophet Elijah took 
refuge in Beersheba when his life was in danger.
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Three fishermen dropping their dragnet, or drawnet, from 
their boat into the Sea of Galilee, mid-1900s. Jesus uses this 
method of fishing in one of his parables: ‘The kingdom of 
heaven is like what happens when a net is thrown into a 
lake and catches all kinds of fish. When the net is full, it is 
dragged to the shore, and the fishermen sit down to separate 
the fish. They keep the good ones, but throw the bad ones 
away’ (Matt 13:47–48).

Fishing boat on the Sea of Galilee, 
with a snow-capped Mount 
Hermon in the background. Mount 
Hermon is the highest point in 
Syria, Israel’s neighbour to the west. 
This photograph was taken in the 
early 1900s, yet the style of fishing 
boat has not changed much since 
biblical times.
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A fisherman using a cast net in the Sea of Galilee 
in 1938. Two of the disciples were busy fishing 
with this kind of net when Jesus asked them to 
join him and become ‘fishers of people’: ‘As Jesus 
was walking along the shore of Lake Galilee, he 
saw Simon and his brother Andrew. 

They were fishermen and were casting their nets 
into the lake. Jesus said to them, “Come with me! 
I will teach you how to bring in people instead of 
fish”’ (Mark 1:16–17). Jesus wanted them to help 
him bring people into God’s kingdom.

Fishermen mending their nets on the shore of the 
Sea of Galilee at dawn, 1940s. Like Simon and 
Andrew, James and John, the sons of Zebedee, were 
also working as fishermen when Jesus called them to 
follow him. At the time, they were in a boat on the 
Sea of Galilee with their father, mending their fishing 
nets (Matt 4:21).
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A shepherd counting sheep entering a sheep fold in Palestine, 
1920s. Ancient Israelites tithed a tenth of their harvest and 
newborn animals to God: ‘When you count your fl ocks and 
herds, one out of ten of every newborn animal is holy and 
belongs to me’ (Lev 27:32). To count their sheep, shepherds 
stood in a narrow entrance that allowed one sheep to pass 
under their rod at a time. Th e shepherd would mark every 
tenth animal with the head of his rod, which had been 
dipped in a coloured liquid. Th e marked animals became 
part of the tithe off ering.



Protecting the fl ock
Th e shepherd had to guard his fl ock from wild 
animals such as jackals, wild dogs and hyenas. 
As the protector of his fl ock, the shepherd 
carried a staff  (or crook) about two metres 
long (Ezek 20:37). Th is staff  oft en had a hook 
that he would use to turn the sheep or goats. 
During ceremonies, bishops of today walk 
with a similar long stick called a ‘crozier’. It is 
shaped like the shepherd’s crook.

Th e shepherd also carried a heavy club with 
sharp stones beaten into the wood (Jer 51:20) 
and a leather sling that could shoot small 
stones to scare wild animals away. He carried 
his food rations in a leather bag called a scrip 
that was slung over his shoulder.

At night, the shepherd would fi nd a 
safe place to shelter his sheep (Luke 2:8). 
Sometimes he would fi nd a cave or build a pen 
out of sticks and branches. He would sleep at 
the entrance to keep his sheep safe (John 10:7).

Th e shepherd had to guard his fl ock from wild 
animals such as jackals, wild dogs and hyenas. 

Th e shepherd also carried a heavy club with 

Sometimes he would fi nd a cave or build a pen 

the entrance to keep his sheep safe (John 10:7).

A marble statue of Jesus, the good shepherd, 300–350 
AD. Th e statue portrays Jesus’ parable of the lost sheep: 

‘If any of you has a hundred sheep, and one of them gets 
lost, what will you do? Won’t you leave the ninety-nine 
in the fi eld and go look for the lost sheep until you fi nd 

it? And when you fi nd it, you will be so glad that you 
will put it on your shoulder and carry it home. Th en 
you will call in your friends and neighbors and say, 

“Let’s celebrate! I’ve found my lost sheep”’ (Luke 15:4–6).
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