Newsletter

Houston Baptist University April-June 2005 Vol. 2, Issue 3

Houston Baptist University has received a $1,000,000 gift
from ConocoPhillips specifically designated for the construction
of the new home of the Bible in America Museum in the planned
Cultural Arts Center. The gift was given by the Board of
Directors of ConocoPhillips in recognition of Archie Dunham’s
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A Self-Interpreting Bible

Every few months it seems a new Bible version hits the market. Either the
translation is new (e.g. literal, free paraphrase, contemporary, gender inclusive), the
format is different (e.g. leatherbound, paperback, CD, magazine), or the notes are
designed for a targeted audience (e.g. women, African-Americans, seniors,
cowboys). One of the most long-lived Bible versions is John Brown’s Self-

Interpreting Bible, first published in Scotland in 1778.

John Brown was born in Scotland in 1722, orphaned at an early age, and
taught himself Latin and Greek while tending sheep. Later he studied for the
ministry and learned Hebrew. For 36 years he was pastor of the church in
Haddington, Scotland. He designed his annotated Bible to be practical and helpful
for people who wanted to know the Scripture, but did not have the time or skill

for deep, personal studies.

The first American printing of Brown’s Self-Interpreting Bible, which is part of
The Bible in America Museum’s collection, was a folio edition published in New
York in 1792. This first Bible published in New York was a subscription Bible,
and George Washington is the first subscriber listed. Printing was a very time-
consuming expensive process in those days, as every letter of type was set by hand.
It became the practice to sell subscriptions, printing the Bible in portions over
several months. The first American edition of the Self-Interpreting Bible was
published in 40 numbers over a period of two years. After the printing was
completed, the subscriber took all the numbers to a binder and had them bound.

The frontispiece to the first American printing of Brown’s Bible, shown at . — A : v

right, shows America, with an Indian headdress on, seated in front of the Liberty
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Tree. On the tree are listed the names of leading American patriots. In her left
hand America holds the Constitution; she is receiving the Bible from Peace, kneeling before her. Brown’s Self-Interpreting Bible went
through at least 26 American editions, with the New Testament being last published in the 1920’s. One of the later editions in the Bible

in America Museum’s collection was a Bible from the Battleship Texas.

Brown’s notes were designed to make the biblical text more understandable and focused on translation issues or historical
background. The notes for each section were followed by ““reflections” which applied the Scripture to the heart. Throughout his work,
Brown emphasized that the goal of Scripture was to promote holiness and virtue and to glorify God. He believed the Scripture
references were the most important part of his Bible. By using Scripture to comment and explain Scripture, Brown believed the Holy
Spirit Himself became the commentator, and the reader discovered “the truth for himself in God’s own light.”

Using Scripture to Understand Scripture

John Brown believed the collection of parallel Scriptures
included in his Self-Interpreting Bible was his most useful and
important contribution. In the introduction to his Bible he wrote:

“In these ... we have a delightful view of the Harmony of the
scripture, and multiplied Proofs of every article of our Christian
faith; ... we have in little room, a large Commentary, infinitely
more certain than any dictates of men; and of which the very
words are, as nails and goads, pointed and fastened by the great
Master of assemblies. In a truly diligent comparison of them,
many texts all at once explain, and are explained, by each other
... | can truly say, that my labour, in collecting the parallel texts in
this work, has afforded me much more pleasant insight into the
oracles of God than all the numerous commentaries which | ever
perused ...

“Herein the serious inquirer has the Spirit of God for his
director, the lovely oracles of God for his commentary. He has
the pleasure of discovering the truth for himself in God’s own
light. And the discovery which he thus makes, by humbly
searching the Scriptures, is inexpressibly more agreeable than
merely to have met with it at random in some commentator.
Being acquired by care and labour, it generally fixes itself much
more firmly in the mind, And, while we are thus occupied in
comparing the several texts, we may humbly expect that the Holy
Ghost will illuminate all with his glory, and apply all to the
heart.”

The Pony Express Bible

Though the Pony Express existed for only 18 months, it
has become an important part of American history and folklore.
With the motto of “The mail must go though,” the company of
Russell-Majors & Waddell contracted to carry mail the 1,996
miles from St. Joseph Missouri to Sacramento, California in
record time. A schedule as exacting as a railroad timetable was
set up. Horses traveled 8-10 miles per hour and were changed
every 10-15 miles. Delivery of Lincoln’s Inaugural Address was
made to the west coast in a record 7 days and 17 hours. The total
number of known Pony Express riders was 120, with rider
Buffalo Bill later becoming famous. Every rider had to swear on
a Bible, “before the great and living God, that during my
engagement, and while I am an employee ... | will, under no
circumstances, use profane language. | will drink no intoxicating
liquors; I will not quarrel or fight with any other employee of the
firm, and that in every respect, | will conduct myself honestly,
faithful to my duties, and so direct my acts as to win the
confidence of my employers. So help me God.” After signing the
oath, riders were given the Bible, which they took with them on
their trail. Unfortunately, a Pony Express Bible is not part of
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