
Sunday Sidebar:  November 11, 2018 

What is the Apocrypha? 

     The term “apocrypha”  means “things that are hidden” and refers, for our purposes, to a 
collection of 15 Jewish writings that  were composed by various authors, from 250 BC - 100 AD.  
Some of the writings were originally composed in Hebrew, some in Aramaic, and some in 
Greek.  All were eventually translated into Greek, the primary language in which the early 
Church read the texts.         

    The Hebrew Scriptures, known to Christians as the Old Testament, were originally written in 
Hebrew.  As early as the third century BC they were being translated into Greek.  That 
translation is called the Septuagint and is often abbreviated in study bibles as LXX (the Roman 
numeral for seventy).   

     So the early Christians inherited the Septuagint and other Greek-language translations.  The 
Septuagint differs from the Hebrew Bible in its language, the order of the books, and in its 
inclusion of the books knows as the Apocrypha.  Not until the second century AD did Christians 
set apart specifically Christian writings and treat them as equal to the Hebrew Scriptures by 
reading them in worship.  This New Testament canon developed gradually, over centuries after 
Jesus’ death and resurrection.  The earliest listing of books identical to our present New 
Testament was prepared by Athanasius of Alexandria in AD 367.  

     So none of the books of the Apocrypha was ever included in the Hebrew Bible.  At the 
Reformation, Martin Luther decided for the canon of the Hebrew Bible rather than the canon of 
the Septuagint, so most protestant Bibles leave out the books of the Apocrypha.   At the Council 
of Trent (1545-63), the Roman Catholic Church affirmed the canon of the Septuagint, including 
the Apocrypha - so still today, Catholic Bibles contain the books of the Apocrypha.   

     What does this mean for us?  Should we read them or not?  While the books are not 
scriptural in the sense of being in our Bible, the books are not unscriptural, meaning they do not 
go against the Biblical witness.  In fact, when Martin Luther set about translating the Bible into 
German, he also translated the books of the Apocrypha. While he took care to separate them 
out from the books of the Old Testament and to print them in a separate section, thus affirming 
that they were not on a level equal to that of Scripture, he still recommends them in his preface 
to the translation as “useful and good for reading.”   So go ahead and browse through the 
stories.  There are some good ones, including one of my favorite adventures of Daniel, Bel and 
the Dragon… 

The Hymn - America the Beautiful 

    This beautiful and inspiring hymn was written by Katharine Lee Bates in 1904.  In it, she 
offers iconic images that capture the variety of landscapes found throughout the continental 
United States.    

     Bates began composing this hymn in Colorado Springs, CO, while traveling west in 1893 
with a group of teachers from New England.  After a long ride to the summit by horse and finally, 
a mule-drawn wagon, a brief view of Pike’s Peak provided a panoramic spectacle that was the 
inspiration for “purple mountain majesties.”   And a visit to a lagoon at Chicago’s Columbian 
World Exposition in celebration of the 400th anniversary of the “discovery” of America by 
Christopher Columbus, inspired the image of “alabaster cities” in the final stanza.  In fact, the 
white neoclassical designed exhibition buildings at the Exposition became known popularly as 



“The White City.”  And a vision of Kansas wheat fields observed by train, stimulated the 
memorable “amber waves of grain.”   

     They hymn was first published on July 4, 1895 in The Congregationalist with the incipit “O 
beautiful for halcyon skies”:   

O beautiful for halcyon skies, 

For amber waves of grain, 

For purple mountain majesties 

Above the enameled plain! 

America! America! 

God shed His grace on thee, 

Till souls wax fair as earth and air 

And music-hearted sea! 

A revision appeared in the Boston Evening Transcript on November 19, 1904.  The only pay 
that Bates received for her poem was a small check for its appearance in this magazine.  Bates 
continued to make changes until it was published in its final form in 1911.    

 -www.umcdiscipleship.org/resources/history-of-hymns 


