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Spring 2011 

T/RS 121: Theology I (section 5): Introduction to the Bible 

St. Thomas Hall 413, Tues/Thurs 2:30-3:45 

 
Instructor:  Dr. Will Cohen 

Office:  St. Thomas Hall 356 

Office phone:  941-4545 

Email:  cohenw2@scranton.edu 

Office hours: Mon. 10:00-11:00, Tues. 10:30-11:30, Thurs. 9:00-10:00, or by appt. 

 

Required Text: The New Oxford Annotated Bible, Augmented Fourth Edition (ISBN 9780195289503) 

 

 

Course description and objectives:  This course seeks to provide students at the University of Scranton 

with a foundational knowledge of the Bible.  There are at least two reasons why the University requires 

this course for all its students.  On one level, it is difficult if not impossible to grasp in any real depth 

almost any of the major religious, philosophical, or literary texts (not to mention major works of art, 

opera, classical music, etc.) of the Western tradition of the past 2000 years without being familiar with 

what is in the Bible.  Dante, Chaucer and Shakespeare, Michelangelo and El Greco and Rembrandt, 

Mozart and Beethoven – all these giants of Western culture were steeped in biblical texts and tradition, 

and so are their works.  To begin with, then, this course serves to enable students to have a better handle 

on their own cultural inheritance than they could ever have without knowing the Bible well.     

 On another level, as a Jesuit institution that takes seriously its connectedness to a living 

community of faith in which the Bible has a central place, the University of Scranton is committed to 

transmitting to students an in-depth sense of how the biblical texts are read and interpreted in the Catholic 

tradition.  These biblical texts came into being within a community of faith, and therefore they cannot be 

very well understood on their own terms without reference to such a community.  Whatever our own 

relationship may be to biblical faith and to the communities that cherish it – whether we are committed 

members of such faith communities ourselves, or not so committed members (who only happened to be 

born into one), or people who have never participated in such communities of faith at all – we stand to 

learn a great deal by being more fully educated about what the central text of these communities says.  

We then can wrestle – if we are so moved – with the question of where we stand in relation to all of it.  

But in any case, it is good for us to have clarity about what this thing called Christian faith precisely is, 

which is communicated through the Bible.  So, a “faith perspective” will be presupposed in this class:  not 

as something that students must share, but as something organic to the material we’ll be dealing with 

throughout the semester.   

   

The primary objectives of the course may be summarized briefly as follows: 

  

  (1) to become as knowledgeable as possible about the central figures, events, and themes of 

the Bible as a body of writing produced by and for members of a community of faith;  

 

 (2) to gain clarity about what the Christian tradition, through its interpretation of the biblical 

texts, actually says – and doesn’t say – about such matters as sin and suffering, forgiveness, 

heaven and hell, the relationship between the body and the spirit, the nature of love, etc.   

 
 

 

Requirements      
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Attendance 

Regular attendance is mandatory.  If you cannot attend a class due to illness or a truly unusual situation, I 

need to know about it in advance.  Email me or leave a message on my office voice mail.  Any 

unexplained absences will lower your participation grade for the semester.   

 

Quizzes 

Class periods will frequently begin with a pop quiz on the reading assigned for that day.  Often these 

quizzes will take questions directly from the study guides you will have been asked to fill out as 

homework with the assigned reading.  THERE ARE NO MAKE-UP QUIZZES.  If you arrive late and the 

quiz is already in progress you will not be given extra time to complete it.  If you arrive after the quiz is 

done (or don’t make it to class at all), you will not be able to re-schedule it.  For those who have no 

absences throughout the semester, the lowest quiz grade will be dropped. 

  

Participation 

Full participation in the course requires physically coming and having your Bible with you each class and 

your study guide filled out thoughtfully if there was one that day.  It also means staying awake physically 

and mentally, i.e. listening during lectures and taking notes, listening to the comments of your classmates, 

and contributing pertinent observations of your own.  Use of cell phones, lap-tops and other electronics is 

prohibited in this class.  Prior to entering the room, cell phones must be turned off and stowed away.     

 

Tests 

There will be four tests during the semester.  Each will be a combination of multiple choice, 

identification, fill-in-the-blank and short answer questions.   

 

Papers 

There will be three papers; the length of each one is to fall within the range of 300-450 words (i.e., 1-2 

double-spaced pages with regular margins).  For each paper, your job is to address the question by 

making clear and thoughtful reference to relevant biblical texts in a way that shows that you have 

understood some of the key themes and interconnections presented in the course.  For each of the papers, 

you will have a choice of three questions from which to pick one.  Given the short length of these papers, 

you will need to get immediately into the meat of the issues, without rambling introductions.  To be done 

right, these papers will require forethought, outlining, and some significant proofreading and revision 

before you submit them.   See details at end of syllabus (p. 6) for further information on the papers. 

  

Note on Academic Integrity 

Be sure you are familiar with the University’s “Academic Code of Honesty”.  For more information, go 

to: http://matrix.scranton.edu/student_handbook/policy_academic_code_honesty.html. 

 

Writing Center 
The Writing Center provides one-on-one consultations focused on improving your writing skills at all 

stages of the writing process.  To meet with a writing consultant, stop by during the Writing Center’s 

regularly scheduled hours. You may also call (941-6147) for an appointment or request an appointment 

by completing the Writing Assistance Request Form online. Online Consultations are also available. For 

more information, see http://www.scranton.edu/writing-center. 

 

Students with Disabilities 
In order to receive appropriate accommodations, students with disabilities must register with the Center 

for Teaching and Learning Excellence and provide relevant and current medical documentation. Students 

should contact Mary Ellen Pichiarello (Extension 4039) or Jim Muniz (Extension 4218), 5th floor, St. 

Thomas Hall, for an appointment. For more information, see http://www.scranton.edu/disabilities. 

Grading 

http://matrix.scranton.edu/student_handbook/policy_academic_code_honesty.html
http://academic.scranton.edu/department/ctle/hoursoperation.shtml
http://academic.scranton.edu/department/ctle/requestforms/requests.shtml
http://www.scranton.edu/writing-center
http://www.scranton.edu/disabilities
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Quizzes      10% 

3 short papers (6.67% each)    20% 

4 exams (15% each)   60% 

Participation    10% 

 

 
Tentative Schedule of Readings and Assignments 
Note:  The following schedule may be adjusted during the course of the semester at the discretion of the 

instructor.  If any changes are made, notice will be given in advance. 

 

 

Feb. 1 Introduction. 

 

 UNIT 1     Creation 
     

 Feb. 3  In the beginning… 

  Gen. 1-3:1 (Genesis chapter one through the first verse of chapter three) 

  Psalm 104 (found in Hebrew Bible section, pp. 857-59) 

  2 Maccabees 7 (found in Apocrypha section, pp. 1613-16) 

  John 1:1-13 (found in New Testament section, pp. 1881-82) 

 

Feb. 8  Creation as sacramental and salvageable; new heavens and a new earth 

  Romans 1:19-24 (found in New Testament section, p. 1978) 

  Romans 8:18-23 

  John 3:16 (found in New Testament section, p. 1886) 

  2 Peter 3:1-13 (found in New Testament section, pp. 2135-36) 

  Revelation 21-22 (NT section, pp. 2178-80) 

  1 Corinthians 15 (NT section, pp. 2019-22) 

 

 UNIT 2     Sin 
 

Feb. 10 Sin as delusion; sin as disobedience 

  Gen. 2:15-4:16 

  Gen. 6:5-22 

  Gen. 11:1-9 

  Romans 7:14-25 

  James 4:17 (found in NT section, p. 2124) 

 

 

Feb. 15 Sin and repentance  

Psalm 51 

  Leviticus 16 

  1 John 1:8-10 (found in NT section, p. 2139) 

  James 5:16 

   

Feb. 17 Test #1 (30-40 min.).  (Be sure to bring your Bibles to class as usual.) 
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 UNIT 3 Covenant 
 

Feb. 22  Noahide and Abrahamic covenants   
  Gen. 7:24-9:17 

  Gen. 12:1-7 

  Gen. 15 and 17 

  Romans 4 

 

Feb. 24 Mosaic covenant, part I  

  Exodus 1-11 

   

March 1 Mosaic covenant, part II 

  Exodus 12-20 

  Deuteronomy 4-6 

 

March 3 Davidic covenant   *First paper due* 

  1 Samuel 1-12 

  2 Samuel 7 

  2 Samuel 11-12:24 

  1 Kings 2:1-4 

  Matthew 1:1-17; 2:1-12 

 

March 8 Covenant on the rocks: “not my people, not your God” 

  Amos 1-5 

Hosea 1-3:5; 14.   

 

March 10 Covenant on the rocks: exile. 

Jer. 1-7:15; 23:1-32; 26-28; 29:1-14; 31. 

 

March 15 Test #2 (30-40 min.).  Again, be sure to bring your Bibles with you to class.     

 

UNIT 4 Good news 
   

March 17 You meant it for evil, but God meant it for good   

  Joseph narrative, Genesis 37-46  

 

SPRING BREAK MARCH 20-27 

 

March 29 Those who sat in darkness… 

  Isaiah 9:1-7; 40-55 

 

March 31  Incarnation   *Second paper due* 

Luke 1-2; Matthew 1-7 

  

April 5  Calling of the disciples.  Galilean ministry, I.   

Matthew 8-13. 
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April 7  Galilean ministry, II.   

Matthew 14-18. 

 

April 12 Entry into Jerusalem.    

Matthew 19-25. 

 

April 14 Last Supper, arrest, crucifixion, and resurrection.   

Matthew 26-28 

 

April 19 Test #3 (30-40 min.).  Be sure to have Bibles with you in class as usual. 

 

UNIT 5 Life in Christ 
 

April 26 Christ’s absence/presence after the Ascension: Pentecost and the early Church.   

Acts 1-7. 

 

April 28 Christ’s absence/presence, cont’d: Paul’s conversion and ministry.   

Acts 8-14; 17:16-34. 

       

May 3 Christ’s absence/presence, cont’d: eucharist.   *Third paper due* 

  Matthew 26:17-29 (re-read); Luke 24:13-53; John 6;  

  I Cor. 10:14-21; 11:18-32; Ephesians 2 

 

May 5  Mutual indwelling: Participation in the life of God.   

  2 Peter 1; 1 Cor. 6:12-20; 1 Cor. 13; 2 Cor. 11:21-12:20; Philippians 2:1-18 

 

May 10 God is Love. 

  1 John (entire). 

 

May 12 Test #4 (30-40 min.).   

 

 

NO FINAL EXAM.  Assuming that you have completed all assigned work on time, your 

academic responsibilities in the course are finished at the end of the class period on May 12. 
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Paper #1 (due March 3):  choose any one of the following three questions. 

 

1) What indications does the Bible offer on God’s view of creation? 

2) How might you apply the definition of sin given in James 4:17 to the transgressions 

recounted in Gen. 3 and in Gen. 11:1-9? 

3) Discuss the importance of the Decalogue, not so much in terms of the details of what 

is in it, but in terms of the point in time within the narrative of Exodus when it is 

delivered to Moses on Mount Sinai.  In other words, why does it matter that the 

Decalogue was delivered when it was?    

 

 

Paper #2 (due March 31): choose any one of the following three questions. 

 

1) What is the significance of God’s calling His people “Not my people” in the Book of 

Hosea? 

2) How or why has it become difficult to distinguish God’s voice by the time Jeremiah 

is writing (see especially chapter 23 and chapters 26-28)? 

3) Based on the relevant passages in Isaiah, would you describe the mysterious figure of 

the Servant Songs as a figure of weakness or of strength? 

 

 

Paper #3 (due May 3): choose any one of the following three questions. 

 

1) Is the name “Peter” fitting for the disciple to whom Jesus gives this name in Matthew 

16?  After indicating the important moments in the New Testament when Peter does 

not seem to live up to his name, show how the case can still be made that Jesus knew 

what he was doing when he chose it. 

2)  Does God want us to be like Him, or not?  Show how there is a way of making sense 

of passages in the Bible that seem to point in different directions on this question. 

3) Give evidence from the Bible that the meaning of God’s words and God’s activity 

requires interpretation, and that interpretation requires a community of faith. 

 

 

Instructions to follow and grading criteria on the papers: 

 Each paper should be printed and submitted as a single sheet, double-sided.  At the 

top of the front should be only your name, the course # (TRS 121.5), my name as the 

instructor, the date, and the paper # and question # (e.g., Paper #2, Question #3).  

Your paper need not have a title, but if you strongly wish to give it one, it should be 

provided in relatively small font (not more than 14 pt.) and without excess spacing. 

 Each paper will be graded on the basis of four criteria.  First and foremost, does it 

cover the bases the question demands in the context of THIS COURSE, so I can see 

that you have absorbed the key ideas and themes WE HAVE COVERED, and that 

you “get” which biblical passages relate to the question and why?  Second, have you 

presented the ideas in a clear and logically coherent way?  Third, does the paper meet 

the standards of proper grammar, good syntax and correct spelling?  Fourth, is the 

paper interesting to read – does it offer something fresh and insightful on the topic?   


