chicago style for scripture citation

Mastering Chicago Style for Scripture Citation: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style for scripture citation is a cornerstone of academic and theological writing, ensuring
clarity, consistency, and credibility when referencing sacred texts. This guide delves into the
intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) as it applies to citing biblical and other religious
scriptures, providing detailed instructions for both footnotes/endnotes and bibliographies.
Understanding these conventions is crucial for scholars, students, and anyone engaged in serious
study of religious traditions. We will explore the fundamental elements of scripture citations,
including the distinct approaches for biblical books versus other religious texts, the proper
formatting of abbreviations, and the nuances of referencing specific editions and translations.
Furthermore, this article will illuminate how to integrate scripture citations seamlessly into your
writing, enhancing the reader's ability to locate and verify your sources. By adhering to these
guidelines, your work will demonstrate meticulous attention to detail and respect for the sources you
employ.
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Understanding the Basics of Scripture Citation in
Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style provides a robust framework for academic citation, and its guidelines
for scripture are designed to be precise and unambiguous. When citing scripture, the primary goal is
to allow readers to easily identify the exact passage being referenced. This involves a standard
structure that includes the book, chapter, and verse, along with information about the specific
edition or translation used. The Chicago style distinguishes between citing the Bible and other
religious texts, as well as between in-text citations (often handled via notes) and bibliography
entries. This meticulous approach ensures academic rigor and aids in scholarly discourse.

The system prioritizes reader accessibility. A well-formatted scripture citation should, at a glance,
tell your audience which holy book you are drawing from, the specific location within that book, and,
importantly, which version or translation you consulted. This is particularly vital given the vast array
of translations available for many sacred texts, each with its own nuances and interpretive strengths.
Adhering to Chicago’s detailed rules prevents confusion and strengthens the authority of your own
written work.



Biblical Scripture Citation: The Core Principles

Citing biblical scripture in Chicago style follows a well-established pattern designed for clarity and
efficiency. The fundamental components are the book name, followed by chapter and verse numbers.
For instance, Genesis 1:1 is a standard way to reference the first verse of the first chapter of the
book of Genesis. However, the Chicago style mandates specific formatting and often relies on
abbreviations for book names within notes, with full names generally appearing in the bibliography.
The key is to be consistent throughout your document.

When referencing biblical texts, the edition or translation used is paramount. Unlike other types of
sources where author and title might be sufficient, the specific translation of the Bible can
significantly impact interpretation and meaning. Therefore, Chicago style requires that the
translation be identified, especially in the first reference or when clarity is needed. This practice
ensures that readers understand the precise wording and potential interpretive framework you are
engaging with.

Citing Specific Books of the Bible

Referencing specific books of the Bible is straightforward once you understand the core components.
Each citation begins with the name of the book, followed by the chapter number, a colon, and then
the verse number(s). For example, John 3:16 refers to the sixteenth verse of the third chapter of the
Gospel of John. When referring to a range of verses, use a hyphen: Romans 8:28-30 would cite verses
28 through 30 of the eighth chapter of the Epistle to the Romans.

It is crucial to use the standard names of the biblical books. While abbreviations are common in
notes, the full names are often preferred in the bibliography or for clarity in the main text.
Familiarity with the order of the books, as they appear in most English Bibles, is also helpful for both
writers and readers. The distinction between Old Testament and New Testament books, while
important for context, does not typically alter the fundamental citation format itself.

Handling Old Testament and New Testament References

The distinction between the Old Testament (OT) and the New Testament (NT) is primarily for
organizational and thematic purposes within biblical studies; the citation format for individual books
remains consistent regardless of which testament it belongs to. Whether you are citing a prophetic
book from the OT like Isaiah or an epistle from the NT like Philippians, the format is book, chapter,
and verse. For example, Lamentations 3:22-23 and 1 Corinthians 13:4-7 follow the same structural
convention.

The context of your research might necessitate explicitly noting whether a scripture comes from the
Old or New Testament, especially if you are discussing theological developments or historical
periods. However, the citation mechanics themselves do not change. For instance, when first
introducing a citation in a footnote, you might write: "The concept of covenant is central, as seen in
Jeremiah 31:31-34 (OT)." This provides additional clarity to the reader without altering the core
citation.



Abbreviations for Biblical Books in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style strongly recommends using standard abbreviations for biblical books,
especially in footnotes and endnotes, to save space and improve readability. These abbreviations are
typically established and widely recognized within biblical scholarship. It is essential to use these
official abbreviations consistently. For example, 'Gen.' for Genesis, 'Ex.' for Exodus, 'Ps.' for Psalms,
'Isa.' for Isaiah, 'Matt.' for Matthew, 'Mark," 'Luke,' 'John," 'Acts,' 'Rom.' for Romans, 'Cor.' for
Corinthians, and 'Rev.' for Revelation are common. For books that have numbered parts, such as 1
Samuel or 2 Corinthians, the abbreviation is followed by the number, e.g., '1 Sam.' or '2 Cor.'

When using abbreviations, it is advisable to consult a definitive list, often found in style guides or
scholarly resources dedicated to biblical citation. The first time a specific book is cited in a note, you
might include the full name of the book, followed by the chapter and verse. Subsequent references
to the same book can then use the abbreviated form. For instance, the first mention might be
"Genesis 1:1," and then later "Gen. 2:3." This practice ensures clarity for the initial introduction of
the text while streamlining repeated references.

Referencing Specific Editions and Translations

Identifying the exact edition and translation of the Bible you have used is a crucial aspect of Chicago
style scripture citation. This information is typically provided in your first note referencing a
particular passage. For example, a footnote might read: "John 1:1 (NRSV)." If you are using a
specific study Bible or one with extensive commentary, you would include that information as well.
The New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), the King James Version (K]JV), the English Standard
Version (ESV), and the New International Version (NIV) are frequently cited translations.

In your bibliography, you will need to list the specific edition of the Bible used. The format generally
includes the title of the Bible (often just "The Holy Bible"), the translation name, and publication
details. For example: The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version. Nashville: Thomas Nelson,
1990. If you are citing a version with a particular editor or translator, that would be included as well.
This detailed approach allows readers to locate and consult the exact text you relied upon.

Citing Non-Biblical Sacred Texts in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style extends its rigorous citation standards to other sacred texts beyond the
Bible, such as the Quran, the Bhagavad Gita, the Book of Mormon, or the Talmud. While the
fundamental principle of identifying the specific source remains, the structure of the citation will
adapt to the organizational conventions of each particular text. For instance, the Quran is typically
cited by Surah (chapter) and Ayah (verse) number, while the Bhagavad Gita might be cited by
chapter and verse (e.g., Bhagavad Gita 2.47).

When citing these texts, it is important to familiarize yourself with their internal divisions and the
standard scholarly methods for referencing them. As with the Bible, specifying the edition and
translation is critical. The goal is always to provide enough information for a reader to find the exact
passage. For example, a citation for the Quran might include the Surah number, the Ayah number,
and the translator's name and publication details of the specific edition consulted.



Formatting Scripture Citations in Footnotes and Endnotes

Footnotes and endnotes are the primary locations for scripture citations within the main body of a
Chicago-style paper. The first time a specific passage is cited, the note should be comprehensive.
This typically includes the book name (or its standard abbreviation), chapter, and verse. If it's a non-
biblical text, use its standard subdivisions. Crucially, follow this with the edition and translation, and
publication details in parentheses, especially for the initial reference. For example: 1. Isaiah 40:31
(NRSV). Subsequent references to the same passage can be shortened, often using just the book,
chapter, and verse, especially if the edition is already established in the text or a previous note.

The Chicago style prefers consistent abbreviations for biblical books within notes. For example, "Ps."
for Psalms or "Matt." for Matthew. Ensure you use the recognized abbreviations to maintain clarity
and conciseness. For non-biblical texts, the format will vary based on their structure, but the
principle of providing sufficient identifying information remains. For instance: 2. The Analects of
Confucius, trans. D.C. Lau (New York: Penguin Classics, 1979), 4.15.

Crafting a Bibliography Entry for Scripture

While scripture passages are primarily cited in notes, the Bible itself, or other major sacred texts,
can also be listed in the bibliography, particularly if a specific edition is central to your research.
The format for biblical texts in the bibliography is generally straightforward: The Holy Bible,
followed by the translation name and then the publication information. For example: The Holy Bible:
English Standard Version. Wheaton, IL: Crossway Bibles, 2007. For non-biblical texts, list them
under their title, followed by the translator or editor if applicable, and then the publication details.

The purpose of the bibliography entry is to provide a full bibliographic record for the source. This
means including the publisher, place of publication, and year. If you are citing a specific edition with
a particular introduction or commentary, that can also be noted. For consistency, ensure that the
way you list scripture in your bibliography aligns with the general formatting rules for other sources
in your bibliography.

Common Pitfalls and Best Practices in Chicago Style
Scripture Citation

One of the most common pitfalls in Chicago style scripture citation is inconsistency. Whether it’s
alternating between abbreviations and full book names without clear reason, or failing to identify the
translation, inconsistency undermines clarity. Always refer back to the Chicago Manual of Style or a
reliable guide for its specific recommendations. Another frequent error is omitting the translation or
edition information, which can lead to ambiguity, especially when scholarly interpretations hinge on
specific wording.

To avoid these issues, adopt best practices. First, always identify your translation and edition upon
first reference. Second, consistently use approved abbreviations for biblical books in your notes.
Third, ensure your bibliography entry for scripture is complete and accurate. Finally, proofread your
citations carefully. It is also good practice to consult an updated edition of the Chicago Manual of
Style, as guidelines can be refined. Using a style manual specifically for biblical or religious studies



can also provide helpful context and specific examples for your particular field of study.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary goal of Chicago style for scripture
citation?

A: The primary goal of Chicago style for scripture citation is to provide readers with clear,
consistent, and precise information that allows them to locate the exact passage being referenced
and to understand the specific edition or translation consulted.

Q: How should I cite a Bible verse in a footnote for the first
time?

A: For the first citation of a Bible verse in a footnote, you should include the book name (or its
standard abbreviation), chapter, and verse number, followed by the translation in parentheses. For
example: John 3:16 (NIV).

Q: Can I use abbreviations for biblical books in my Chicago
style paper?

A: Yes, Chicago style encourages the use of standard abbreviations for biblical books, particularly in
footnotes and endnotes, to save space and improve readability. Ensure you use commonly accepted
abbreviations.

Q: Do I need to list the Bible in my bibliography if I only cite
verses in footnotes?

A: If you have heavily relied on a specific edition or translation of the Bible throughout your work, it
is good practice to include it in your bibliography for comprehensive source identification.

Q: How do I cite a non-biblical sacred text, like the Quran, in
Chicago style?

A: For non-biblical sacred texts, you will cite them using their established divisions (e.g., Surah and
Ayah for the Quran) and always include the edition and translation used, similar to biblical citations,
with full publication details in the bibliography.

Q: What are the key components of a Chicago style scripture



citation?

A: The key components are: the scripture reference (book, chapter, verse), the translation or edition
used, and for bibliography entries, full publication details (title, publisher, year).

Q: Should I italicize the names of biblical books in my
citations?

A: No, biblical books are generally not italicized in Chicago style scripture citations. Italicization is
typically reserved for titles of longer works.

Q: How do I cite a range of verses in Chicago style?

A: To cite a range of verses, use a hyphen between the first and last verse number. For example:
Romans 8:28-30 (ESV).

Q: What is the difference between citing scripture in notes
versus the bibliography in Chicago style?

A: Notes provide the direct citation for a specific passage, including the translation. The
bibliography provides a full bibliographic record for the entire source (the Bible or sacred text),
primarily for the edition used, if it's a significant source.
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